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I remember the 1997 animated musical film Anastasia fondly. The music is beautiful. The 

animated Russian and Parisian scenery memorably expansive and beautiful. The story is one of hope 

and identity. Anastasia is a strong female lead. The movie is both whimsical and empowering. I was 

absolutely buzzing to see the stage adaptation, always thinking the film could translate well to the 

stage. I was let down. The stage musical adaptation is janky and sadly is not saved by a compelling 

protagonist and nostalgia. The touring production of Anastasia the Musical boasts fabulous technical 

designs in the costumes, set, projections, and lights. The performers are skilled and authentic to their 

characters. However, the talent of these designers and performers is wasted on a book that lacks 

focus, pacing, and social awareness. The production is dazzling, but the narrative falls flat. 

Anastasia’s story is known to those familiar with the film. Anya is an orphaned, poor, and 

beautiful young woman in early 20th century Saint Petersburg, Russia. She suffers from amnesia 

after a blow to the head and cannot remember her past- but she’s looking for answers. She discovers 

she is the missing Grand Duchess Anastasia. To me, this is the most powerful narrative: one of a 

woman rediscovering and reclaiming her identity, finding love and connection in long-lost family, 

and fighting for her own needs. While they are few and far between, the show has heart-tugging, 

lean-forward-in-your-seat-and-smile moments- they are the ones that are centered solely on this 

narrative. They include Anya/Anastasia’s emotional ballads “Once Upon a December,” “Journey to 

the Past,” (both songs from the movie) and “In My Dreams” (a new addition to the stage 

adaptation), as well as the reunion scene between Anya/Anastasia and her grandmother, the 

Dowager Empress. The adaptation lacks is any emotional development for its protagonist during her 



journey, making it close to impossible for actress Lila Coogan to externalize any of Anya/Anastasia’s 

processing and new understanding of her identity.  

Instead, the book spends a lot of time on the story’s superfluous men. Anya joins two men, 

Vlad and Dmitry, who try to pass off Anya as Anastasia for financial gain, but to their surprise- she 

really is the Grand Duchess! Dmitry provides Anya/Anastasia with a love interest, but the romantic 

subplot does little for the central narrative and contributes nothing to the themes of identity. If the 

romance was fun in any way, this could be excusable, but Dmitry is brooding and sharp-tongued to 

a fault. I wasn’t compelled to root for him or their romance. Vlad is likable and the addition of a 

romance and prolonged date scene between Vlad and his old flame Countess Lily (expertly 

portrayed by actress Tari Kelly) provides a good dose of humor. But, on the whole, Vlad and 

Dmitry serve little purpose but take much stage time.  

The addition of new character Gleb is perhaps the most confusing. At least Vlad and Dmitry 

are known from the film. Gleb is the show’s new antagonist. Rasputin, a sorcerer, was the terrifying, 

colorful villain in the film. He entered the nightmares of 90s kids everywhere. But in his adaptation, 

Terrence McNally’s book sticks to realism and finds a villain he thinks will read as even scarier: a 

Bolshevik. The Bolsheviks were a faction of the Marxist Russian Social Democratic Labour Party. In 

a fairly selective retelling of history, the Bolsheviks are the violent, no-good villains of Russia while 

the nobility are the victims of a vicious and unfair revolution that ripped them from their status and 

luxurious lives. The Bolsheviks aren’t exactly the good guys of history, but painting the Czar and the 

Russian nobility as victims of the Bolshevik revolution is propaganda. The Czar was violent, cruel, 

and corrupt. As our social perception of the wealthiest in our nation becomes arguably rightfully 

negative, it may not be the wisest move to adapt a children’s movie into a pro-kleptocracy musical. 



Gleb, the communist, is a villain. Dmitry sings a song called “My Petersburg,” remembering a better 

time, when the aristocracy was well and intact. Countess Lily introduces Vlad to a social club in 1927 

Paris where the victimized former nobility have to come to party now- so sad! It doesn’t sit well with 

me, especially when a much more appropriate story, that of Anastasia and her personal journey, was 

ripe for the picking. I suppose the writers didn’t think Anastasia’s story of female identity and 

discovery could stand alone- perhaps this bias is something they need to reflect on within 

themselves. 


