FROM THE MIXED-UP FILES OF MRS. BASIL E. FRANKWEILER

How It Came to Be


It’s not every day that one encounters a children’s book which starts with sentences like these:  “Claudia knew that she could never pull off the old-fashioned kind of running away…And that’s why she decided upon the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York City.”  E.L. Konigsburg’s Newbery Medal-winning From the Mixed-Up Files of Mrs. Basil E. Frankweiler first caught our attention with its quirkiness, originality, and unusual specificity of location.  The story seemed to lend itself best to a non-musical dramatization, and that is how we first envisioned it.  However, some advice from the author herself – who was involved throughout the adaptation process – allowed us to rethink our stance.  

Konigsburg reminded us that her story is a comedy and a mystery before all else; it should focus on the adventures that Claudia and her brother Jamie have once they arrive at the museum.  With this caveat in mind, we found that music fit quite naturally into the plot line and, in fact, served to highlight the most memorable moments.

Our version of From the Mixed-Up Files is very closely based on the original.  Much of the dialogue is identical to Konigsburg’s, and we emphasized the fact that the story is told in the form of a letter from Mrs. Frankweiler to her lawyer Saxonberg (and is, in fact, itself part of the mixed-up files). Mrs. Frankweiler is always on stage providing commentary on the action, though she is invisible to Claudia and Jamie.  The various levels of narration are thus made abundantly clear.

Despite its faithfulness to the book, ArtsPower’s adaptation does emphasize some plot elements on which Konigsburg focuses less of her attention.  Playwright/director Greg Gunning stresses the parallels between Mrs. Frankweiler and Claudia, both of whom recognize the importance of keeping exciting secrets.  When these two characters finally meet near the play’s conclusion, it becomes obvious that they echo each other in more ways than one.  Our production, then, holds Konigsburg’s creation up at a new angle and exposes certain parts of it to the light.  This refocusing process lies at the heart of transforming any good book into a stage play.

The Set and the Music


Early on, we made the decision that we would not attempt to portray the Metropolitan Museum’s artworks.  Any such attempt would not be matched by what the imagination of the audience could conjure up.  Furthermore, the one sculpture we did show – Angel, around whom the intrigue centers (was she made by Michelangelo?) – is made all the more distinctive because she actually appears on stage.  We also created a backdrop, which remains in place for the show’s duration, from an actual 1967 floor plan of the Met.


Comedy was accentuated in the realm of costumes, specifically with quick changes – often involving only a hat or coat, and done in full view of the audience – performed by an older male actor as he assumes the personae of a chauffeur, a butler, a tour guide, a report, a typewriter salesman, and many others.  This constant comic relief helped to keep the pace up and the mood lighthearted.


Like most ArtsPower productions, the score for From the Mixed-Up Files has a Broadway feel to it; we also tried to inject a subtle flavor of the 60s into the chords and orchestrations.  Yet the musical feature which we found both most challenging and most rewarding was “All According to Plan,” the opening scene.  Once again in keeping with the adventurous nature of the story, this extended segment takes us all the way from Claudia’s initial stages of planning to her and her brother’s arrival at the museum.  It involves a full ten minutes of orchestrated action and song, in which we meet all the major characters and begin to learn how they interact.  This show, with its attention-grabbing plot and hilarious quick-exchange dialogue, in general lent itself much more naturally to rhythmical, up-tempo patter songs than slow, introspective musical moments (though there is one meditative ballad).

Themes


Claudia may not know exactly why she is running away, but she does know that she wants to come back different.  Mrs. Frankweiler, who shares this desire for distinction, grants her wishes by giving her a share in a very special secret; indeed, a major theme of this show is growing up and the search for one’s own identity.  Just as Claudia is tired of being defined by her status as a child and her home in the suburbs, so Mrs. Frankweiler refuses to fade into the background as an elderly widow.  Their encounter allows them both to gain a clearer perspective on who they are and who they want to be.


The blossoming bond between Claudia and Jamie also receives a lot of attention.  She is consistently sensible, planning ahead and refusing to act on impulse; he is more interested in saving money than in appreciating the glorious art which surrounds him.  By the end, though, Claudia has profited greatly from a spontaneous decision and Jamie has become thoroughly absorbed in the mystery of Angel.  Brother and sister learn from each other, celebrating their new alliance with the song “We’re a Team!”


Finally, our young audiences may perhaps begin to think what being a parent really means when they hear one of Mrs. Frankweiler’s lines:  as Claudia and Jamie tell her their story, she says “I’d like to know how your mother feels.”  The fact that Mrs. Frankweiler is childless is not an essential part of her character, yet this unexpected moment of vulnerability often takes viewers by surprise.  Children are shown that adults, too, can worry and even be lonely.


Yet part of this story’s charm is its lack of pedantry when it comes to imparting useful life lessons.  Instead of searching so diligently for concrete meaning, The Mixed-Up Files asks us to sit back and enjoy the escapades of two kids in New York City and a feisty old lady whose connection to them makes her confront her loneliness, brings her into an emotional world which she has long avoided, and helps her feel young again.

