OTHERWISE KNOWN AS SHEILA THE GREAT

How It Came to Be

Otherwise Known as Sheila the Great is ArtsPower’s first adaptation of a book written by a still-living author.  Judy Blume, who since 1981 has been one of America’s most celebrated authors of bestselling works for children and adults, was most gracious in responding to our request to turn her book into a musical stage play.  In fact, she consented to work with playwright Greg Gunning on creating the script.  Ms. Blume made invaluable contributions throughout the writing process; she has an uncanny knack for capturing the rhythm and tone of children’s speech, and with her help the play’s dialogue became wonderfully funny and authentic.

Although it is in some ways hard to explain, young heroine Sheila Tubman’s appeal is undeniable.  At first glance, she does not possess many attractive qualities; she attempts to cover up her many unreasonable phobias - often resorting to lies as she does so - with an attitude of swaggering overconfidence.  Yet Ms. Blume’s determinedly realistic portrayal of Sheila in her book combines amazingly well with Greg’s more sentimental rendering of a character’s innermost thoughts and emotions.  This collaboration produced a Sheila who not only presents a bold face to the world but also exposes her vulnerable side to the audience.  Thus, she finds a place in our hearts by confiding to us the fears she conceals from her friends and family.

Otherwise Known as Sheila the Great first attracted our attention both because of its unusual protagonist (who, as a matter of fact, is a portrait of Ms. Blume herself at a young age) and because we appreciated its unaffected and honest treatment of children’s issues.  With an eye to preserving in our sixty-minute production what we felt were the most important aspects of the plot, we decided to eliminate many of Sheila’s friends, keeping only her closest companion Mouse.  A few subplots, one including Sheila’s stint as the editor of her summer camp’s newspaper, were also dropped.  This allowed us more freedom when it came to casting (Mrs. Tubman does not have to double as a young girl) in addition to sharpening the thematic focus of the play.

The Set and the Music


Since Sheila the Great takes place in a broad variety of locations, we needed great flexibility when it came to creating scenery.  All our sets are highly representative:  a clothesline denotes the Tubmans’ Tarrytown backyard, a pair of wood panels shows us that we are in the lobby of their New York City apartment house, and the apartment itself is nothing more than several pieces of furniture.  Throughout the show, characters mime certain actions with the aid of sound effects.  For example, Sheila and Mouse play with invisible yo-yos and Jennifer the dog is heard and not seen.  


To keep younger viewers involved, it often behooves a composer to create action-packed, full-cast numbers rather than introspective solos.  Over the years, we have observed that children are sometimes uncomfortable watching peers pour out their feelings onstage, and so composer Richard DeRosa and lyricist Greg Gunning have the characters express those feelings in the context of upbeat songs.  “Get Away,” in which each member of the Tubman family expresses his or her hopes for what the summer vacation will bring, is a perfect example of this.  The audience learns about Sheila’s carefully hidden fears as she sings “My heart is really thumping / The whole world might hear / But I’m good at letting people see / What I want them to see / No way will anyone think Sheila Tubman might be scared / I get away so they don’t see / What the truth might be.”  In this way, we experience the best of both worlds.  Richard and Greg are able to portray subtleties of feeling, while at the same time moving the plot along and maintaining the show’s energetic pace.

Themes


Just as the script and the score had to balance the two sides of Sheila’s personality, we wanted the play as a whole to provide both comedic interludes and discussion of more serious matters.  Perhaps our most important revelation, however, was that the former can be used to make the latter more effective.  When characters have the ability to laugh at their own problems, they show the audience that facing those problems is not such a frightening endeavor after all.  The humorous situations in which Sheila finds herself, rather than distracting from her integrity and believability, make her extremely easy to identify with; children have no problem putting themselves in Sheila’s shoes, and they are taught valuable lessons even as they laugh with her.


As with many ArtsPower productions, Sheila the Great is a story of discovery; our heroine is constantly searching for a place where she belongs.  In the end, she realizes that her family has always accepted her just as she is.  Furthermore, with her newfound honesty and self-confidence, she can begin to conquer her fears and learn to accept herself.  We are very proud of this show, and we believe that it will charm anyone who is a child or has ever been one.

