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By Michael C. Moore, mmoore@kitsapsun.com 

BAINBRIDGE ISLAND — The thing to watch with movies and or stage plays that are converted into musicals 

is this: Does the conversion add anything, or does it pockmark a good play with song-and-dance interruptions it 

didn't need? 

You might think "A Christmas Story," the daffy little Jean Shepherd yarn that got a marvelous celluloid 

treatment and became a cult favorite in 1983, was perfect on its own, and didn't need converting. But the 

musical — on offer now in a completely engaging production at Bainbridge Performing Arts — will make a 

convert out of you. 

The show, adapted from Shepherd's short stories into a book by Joseph Robinette, aided and abetted by songs 

from Benj Pasek and Justin Paul that have nothing interruptive about them, is a good example of how a musical 

morph can actually elevate a story without fundamentally changing it. 

Bainbridge's take, directed by Joanna Hardie, keeps the intimate feel of the story of the Parker Family's 1940s-

era Christmas in frostbitten Hohman, Indiana, the sweet family dynamic, the warm, homespun humor and the 

twisted, 9-year-old inner workings of Ralphie Parker's brain. 

What it adds is true big-musical appeal, doing justice to Pasek and Paul's on-topic, unexpectedly solid songs and 

turning many of them into visually arresting production numbers. Hardie and choreographer Debbie Pierce, 

working with a cast weighted towards pre-teens, keep the show ablaze with motion as every thought in little 

Ralphie's head turns not just into fantasy sequences, but fantastic ones as well. 

The storytelling is pretty seamless, thanks in large part to the device of having Shepherd himself guide you 

through the story, ostensibly as a voice on New York's WOR radio, but slipping physically into his own 

memories to relive treasured bits of his youth. Shepherd (Nelsen Spickard, in his third straight heavy-lifting 

assignment for BPA following award-worthy turns in Hardie's "The Drowsy Chaperone" in 2014 and as Salieri 

in last year's "Amadeus") helps keep track of props, fills in playing bit characters, and even moves furniture and 

the occasional wall, all to help advance the story. Spickard is, once again, marvelous. 

The result is non-stop action. The show doesn't stop for the production numbers like "Ralphie to the Rescue" 

"Sticky Situation," "Up on Santa's Lap" and of course "You'll Shoot Your Eye Out." It doesn't even slow down 

for them. It just flows, from one highlight to the next, and the dancing and constant motion, well-considered by 

Hardie and Pierce and well-performed by the cast, maintain its just-short-of-a-blur pacing. 
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It's all backed by musical director Elizabeth Faye's brassy 10-piece ensemble, which got off to a bit of a rocky 

start for both acts of the Dec. 3 matinee I attended, but was solid — if a bit loud — the rest of the time. 

The acting is uniformly good, remarkable when you consider the number of kids. Led by Quinn Liebling, who's 

everything you could ask for in a Ralphie, the youngsters are a precious, precocious and talented bunch. I got a 

particular kick out of Emily Fox's almost painfully good depiction of Flick's decision to take a triple-dog-dare 

and stick his tongue to the frozen flagpole at Warren G. Harding Elementary School, and Callum Blackwell's 

general demeanor as Ralphie's little brother, Randy. 

The adults almost take a back seat. Almost. But Lisa Mandelkorn, as Mother, is too much of force to be 

reckoned with to take a back seat to anyone, let alone a gang of neighborhood whippersnappers. The musical 

gives Mother a little more depth than either the movie or the play, and Mandelkorn takes advantage at every 

opportunity. And, in the midst of all the big productions, she manages to make the ballad "What a Mother 

Does" the show's musical highlight. 

As The Old Man, Matt Eldridge doesn't give in to the gruff stereotypes made almost mandatory by Darren 

McGavin's film portrayal. His Old Man is a bit softer around the edges, but doesn't sacrifice any of the 

character's resentment of his working-man, middle-class lot and the indignities — bills, the neighbor's pack of 

seemingly feral hounds — flung at him on a daily basis. He and Liebling are also representative of the generally 

high level of vocal ability — neither rise to the level of spectacularity of, say, Mandelkorn, but both have 

perfect pitch and pleasant delivery that make their singing just as enjoyable. 

The iconic details — the Major Award, the Olds (replete with working headlights), the roiling sea of dog-ma 

The Old Man must navigate every day just to get home from work — are all well represented in a set (designed 

by Robin Macartney, realized by Justin Gelle and thoroughly decorated) that not only looks good, but 

contributes to the snappy pace. Dawn Janow's costumes, especially for the fantasy sequences, are spot-on. 

I was worried about my reaction to the musical "Christmas Story," since I'd just seen two different renderings of 

the non-musical stage version. 

But this particular musical has a lot to add, a lot to offer. And BPA's turn with it is an end-to-end gas, a no-

stone-unturned success. To paraphrase, you'll laugh your bum off. 
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