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F R E A KY  F R I D AY  R E D U X :  

This Time with Music
Dramaturg Shirley Fishman spoke with Freaky Friday’s book writer Bridget 

Carpenter, composer Tom Kitt and lyricist Brian Yorkey about their approach to 
developing Mary Rodgers’ award-winning 1972 children’s novel into a musical.   

Bridget Carpenter Tom Kitt Brian Yorkey
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meet the challenge of creating a new world for Freaky Friday 
while making sure to honor and retain the emotion and spirit of 
Mary’s initial creation.

SF:  There are some differences in your version from the 
book and movies. What kind of discussions did you have 
about how to approach the story?   

TK:  We were using Mary’s book as the basic concept, but were 
asking questions about what we would rework.

BC:  The thing is that Mary didn’t just write the book, she 
invented a genre — the mother/daughter body switch. 
There’ve been so many movies and plays that came after the 
book was published — the movie Big and the play Prelude 
to a Kiss wouldn’t have happened without Freaky Friday. She 
showed how much wit, buoyancy and emotional complexity 
the characters could have in that situation.

BY:  We didn’t want to change the heart of the book. Even 
though it was written decades ago, Mary’s voice is so specific 
that her teenage girl is still recognizable to us today. She 
captured all those things that teenage girls are, always have 
been and always will be. We wanted to preserve that. 

BC:   I went to Mary and told her that I wanted to keep the 
core dramatic device of her story: the body switch between 
mother and daughter. And after that, I asked for the freedom to 
reinvent these characters and their circumstances to best reflect 
the mothers and daughters that I know right now. I wanted the 
mother to be working — and imperfect. I wanted the girl to be 
ordinary; I didn’t want her to have anything magical or special 
about her. Mary was incredible; she said, “Absolutely! I trust 
you completely with this story.”
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Shirley Fishman: How familiar were you with Mary 
Rodgers’ book, the 1976 movie starring Jodie Foster and 
Barbara Harris, and the 2003 version with Lindsay Lohan 
and Jamie Lee Curtis?

Bridget Carpenter:  I read the book when I was 11, locked in a 
bookstore — for real. It won my heart; I’ve loved and revered it 
ever since. I especially loved the teenage girl — she was smart, 
funny and self-centered. She was also sometimes achingly 
emotional with lots of opinions, but wasn’t snarky. The book 
made me want to do this show!

Brian Yorkey:  When I was a kid I had two challenging older 
sisters; I stole the book from one of them so I could read it. 
The brother/sister relationship in the book reminded me of 
my own with my sisters and I felt a deep connection to it.

Tom Kitt:  The Jodie Foster movie (Mary wrote the screenplay) 
was my first encounter with the story. I learned about the 
book later. 

 SF:  How did you get involved with adapting the book into 
a musical? 

BC: I was at a breakfast with my lawyers and I told them that I 
really wanted to write musicals. One of the lawyers said, “I think 
Disney is putting together Freaky Friday,” and I said, “Please, 
please get me into that room, because that’s the musical I 
would kill to write.” They did, and Disney hired me.  

TK:  From the time we came on board, we continually looked 
to Mary’s book for inspiration and guidance. But we knew that 
since this was going to be a new adaptation, we needed to 

Emma Hunton and Heidi Blickenstaff in
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SF:  How did you come up with the idea of an antique 
hourglass as the device that prompts the mother/
daughter switch?

BY:  We wanted the body switch to be tangible, not just an 
obligatory magical event as it was in the book. The hourglass, 
as a gift from the deceased father/husband, precipitates their 
world turning upside down, and later brings them together. It 
worked for us both storytelling-wise and as a theatrical event.

TK:  We were also trying to come up with some kind of quest or 
journey that was unique to our version of the story. Once Bridget 
came up with the scavenger hunt idea, with the hourglass on the 
list of objects to look for, we were off and running.  

BC:  I’d read an article in The New Yorker about the University 
of Chicago’s annual three-day scavenger hunt where every nerd 
goes nuts trying to solve insanely difficult clues. I thought it 
was such a geeky, funny idea. I could see a kid wanting to do 
something like that  — go on a scary, magical adventure in the 
big city.

TK:  We decided to place the show in the suburbs, rather 
than a big city. In the book, the family lives in New York 
City and they’re used to its rhythms and challenges. But for 
suburban kids, the city is much more of an exciting unknown 
to explore. For those parents who have chosen to live outside 
of that environment (as mine did), I imagine that an all-night 
scavenger hunt taking place in the big city would be even 
more terrifying.

SF:  There are lots of present-day references in the 
show — in the dialogue, music, choreography and use of 
technology. How did you go about updating the story to 
reflect teenage life now?

BY:  You can go too far in placing a piece in the vernacular of a 
specific time period, particularly with teenagers. It could date a 
piece. Bridget wrote the teenagers in the show as completely 
contemporary. The references are current but don’t feel overly 
of the moment or aggressively updated. She translated Mary’s 
characters into teens that are familiar in our lives today.  

We had a rule: we could only use phrases that we knew the 
meaning of and would use ourselves – so we didn’t at any 
point seem like 40-somethings wanting to be teenagers.

TK:  A wonderful thing about Mary’s book is her ability to write 
so authentically for these characters, and I wanted to bring the 
same quality to the music. In doing so, I needed to explore 
different tonalities in my writing. Rather than ask “How do I 
update the material,” I asked myself what would be the most 
truthful and emotional music for the characters in a specific 
moment. I was able to explore a number of different styles 
throughout the score but, at the end of the day, I always want 
to write something melodic and dynamic that makes the 
audience engaged and invested in the story.

SF:  It’s amazing that the teenage concerns in Mary’s book 
and the films are still present now — the death of a parent, 
bullying, the tug-of-war between parent and child, and 
desire for independence. 

BY:  Teenage concerns haven’t changed that much.  
Circumstances have changed, particularly with social media.  
But at the heart of it — wanting freedom, to be understood 
and supported, the tug-of-war between parent and child 
— are still issues. Mary was writing from the heart about her 
relationship with her own mother; her voice, as embedded in 
the teenage girl, completely translates to today.

SF:  In what ways did you bring your own parenting 
experiences to the show?

BC:  I had a second child during the process of developing 
the show — and I’m a great multi-tasker!  Also, I asked my 
daughter Rita to listen to Fletcher’s dialogue for authenticity. 

TK:  I think our experiences as parents brings an authenticity 
to the story. I have three children and I think being a parent 
is an extraordinary adventure, filled with wonderful moments 
but also big challenges. The struggle to understand each 
other, have empathy and give each other enough space is a 
constant process.

BY: Bridget and Tom’s point of view comes from being parents. 
I come from the point of view of a younger brother, so writing 
for the sister was kind of joyful. I’m now a proud uncle, and 
that’s where it stops!
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Heidi Blickenstaff, Jake Heston Miller and Emma Hunton in 
Signature Theatre’s production of Freaky Friday; photo by Jim Saah




