ArtsPower’s
MADELINE AND THE BAD HAT

Producer’s Notes
How It Came to Be
For quite a while, we had been interested in creating an adaptation of Ludwig Bemelmans’s classic Madeline books.  Then we realized that Ludwig’s grandson John Bemelmans Marciano, an artist and author, who has completed one of his grandfather’s manuscripts (Madeline in America), is an alumnus of Columbia University.  Columbia just happens to be the alma mater of Gary and Mark Blackman, ArtsPower’s founding co-directors.  Hoping that this connection would be enough to merit a quick telephone chat, we called Barbara Bemelmans Marciano – Ludwig’s daughter and John’s mother – and ended up having a lovely conversation.  Barbara graciously welcomed the idea of bringing Ludwig’s celebrated heroine to the ArtsPower stage. 
Eventually we, along with artistic director and playwright Greg Gunning, decided to focus on Madeline and the Bad Hat. It afforded many opportunities to investigate the evolving and sometimes unpredictable relationships between Madeline and Pepito, as well as Pepito and his by-and-large absentee father, the Spanish ambassador.  Barbara also felt that this work’s sub-theme of kindness to animals was particularly close to her heart. After reading the first draft of the script, Barbara paid us the great compliment of declaring that we had truly “done justice” to her father’s work!
Themes

Madeline is none too pleased when Pepito, the son of the Spanish ambassador, moves in next door.  He seems insufferably arrogant and conceited.  And worst of all, he’s cruel to animals.  Under the guidance of Miss Clavel, however, Madeline learns not to judge a book by its cover. She discovers that Pepito’s father is rarely at home, that this new neighbor is misbehaving and hurting animals because he is desperate for attention,  and that is the reason he is always getting into mischief and causing trouble  -- or being a “bad hat.”  As the play proceeds, various sets of relationships are slowly adjusted.  Pepito and Madeline become friends after she resourcefully rescues him from danger, and consequently Pepito and his father also grow closer.  It turns out that even an old-fashioned aristocratic gentleman can admit to the error of his workaholic ways and show great affection, and that Pepito isn’t such a bad hat after all.


Madeline and Pepito eventually recognize the importance of keeping an open mind, even about people whom they are eager to assess quickly.  In the process, they learn to value the unbreakable bonds of friendship and family. These themes are supplemented by a discussion about animal rights, centered on the issue of freedom and its limits.  Why, Pepito asks, do we cage only wild animals at the zoo? Why not capture them all, including squirrels and stray cats, or else let them all go?  How do we temper liberty with responsibility?  The timeless charm of Bemelmans’s Madeline story is in this way peculiarly relevant to young children, who are forever seeking new kinds of independence and freedom.

The Set and the Music


We knew from the beginning that we wanted to use Bemelmans’s very distinctive Madeline illustrations, which are as recognizable as his familiar opening lines: “In an old house in Paris / that was covered with vines / lived twelve little girls in two straight lines / …the smallest one was Madeline.”  It was actually this artwork that presented one of the more creative challenges we have faced: ArtsPower companies typically comprise four actors. We came upon what we considered to be an ingenious solution. We created a perspective flat featuring not twelve but eleven little girls in two straight lines, and had our Madeline stand in the remaining spot.  This allowed us to reconcile Bemelmans’s charming aesthetic with our own casting requirements.


Madeline and the Bad Hat contains one of ArtsPower’s most ambitious opening numbers.  Our resident composer Richard DeRosa has created a marvelous European travelogue in “Let All of Paris Be Your School.”  This piece features the evocative strains of a Parisian concertina and later, a flamenco guitar played with fast-paced Spanish rhythms and melodies, establishing leitmotifs for Madeline and for her antagonist Pepito.  Richard, as he reached into his musical bag of tricks, had a lot of fun composing and orchestrating this production. This diversity of such rich and familiar musical styles inspired some wonderful choreography created by Nicole DiVincenzo, ArtsPower’s resident choreographer. Nicole also created the choreography for The Rainbow Fish and Harry the Dirty Dog. 
While our main intention was to establish a sense of place through song, we also put the title character in the limelight straightaway; Miss Clavel, the girls’ caretaker, opens the production with an appropriately bright and memorable tune entitled “Madeline.”  Although Madeline is the play’s heroine, most of the narration is, in fact, done by Miss Clavel.  Alongside her young charge, Miss Clavel is not only Madeline’s mentor but her surrogate parent as well. The little French girl is remarkably lively and free-spirited, and her madcap exploits become especially amusing when seen through the eyes of a calmer, wiser – and occasionally somewhat bemused – adult.
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