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IRECTOR & ADAPTOR'S NOTE

CARISSA LICCIARDELLO

Late last year, looking for a project to direct for
the company, | gathered some thoughts on a
blank sheet of paper, hoping to spark an idea.

| wrote down the titles of books, films, plays
that had pigued my interest, alongside a series
of ideas and themes I'd long been fascinated

by - plays-within-plays; theatre magic; theatre
that deconstructs itself, appearing to operate

in one way but soon revealing itself to be an
entirely different beast; the split self, the double,
the doppelganger; the idea of gender, and
womanhood, as performance; the trope of the
aging actress as vain or insane; the long list of
female characters whose suffering or unravelling
is part of the spectacle of the work; A Streetcar
Named Desire; Persona; and a film I’'d seen once,
years ago - Opening Night.

All of the most interesting ideas on the page
connected back to this last title - and suddenly
all the theatrical, thematic and symbolic potency
of Opening Night became clear to me. The film
remains a distinctive work of art that examines
what it is to age, to grapple with life and death,
love and marriage; but looking at the work
through fresh eyes, it seemed to also offer a
remarkable vessel for what it is to be a woman
in a world that has very particular expectations
about how you are supposed to be and behave.
A world that grants you a brief illusion of power
through youth and beauty, before gradually
fading you into invisibility; a world that gaslights
you, telling you how things are supposed to be
even as that grates against your own experience
of the world.



It is this split of realities that Myrtle, the lead
actress featured in Opening Night, has to
navigate. There’s her outer world - the world

of the play she’s rehearsing, the world of actor,
director, writer, designer - the world of culture

- a world that appears to be real, but is actually
constructed; and her inner world - the world as
she experiences it - a world of the surreal, the
metaphysical, the symbolic - a world that perhaps
offers more substance.

It was the theatrical potential of these two
worlds, and their ability to explore what it is to
move through the world as a woman, that was
the major drawcard and way in for me as an
adaptor/director. And in the intimate, exposed,
no-bullshit Belvoir stage, it became clear that
there was a way to stage this work that didn’t
need cameras or screens or close-ups projected
onstage - conventions one might be tempted to
use in adapting a work like this - but where the
play-within-a-film became a play-within-a-play.
The potential for confusion between the play

on the one hand, and play-within on the other,
would be something we could actually exploit to
take us further inside Myrtle’s experience - to slip
between realities.

| never returned to the film; instead | began
to work from the screenplay, the blueprint
for Cassavetes’ film, from which we created a
blueprint for our own act of theatre-making.

From there, | went to lighting designer Nick
Schlieper and set designer Dave Fleischer, and
we began to design the show at the same time
as | was adapting it, each process informing the
other - an ideal process for this kind of theatrical
work - and the adaptation process continued

as we began to work with Mel Page, costume
designer, and Max Lyandvert, composer and
sound designer, each of us throwing ideas around
as we shaped the production. Then our cast
joined us and the work continued to take shape,
alongside our fight director Tim Dashwood, our
excellent Assistant Director Nicole Pingon and our
Associate Composer Hamed Sadeghi.

The lead-up to any opening night is always
eventful - although I'm not sure if it’'s ever been
as eventful as trying to get a show up during a
pandemic. As | write this, we’re about to begin
Week 4 of rehearsals - but with me directing
from Zoom for four days, homebound due to
close-contact COVID isolation - our third COVID-
related disruption so far.

Despite these challenges, this has been an
exciting piece to make. We have had an excellent
team working on this show, onstage and off, and
the Belvoir production team has really stretched
themselves to pull this one off - it’s a tricky
beast. Thanks too to Alex Stuart and Lauren A.
Proietti for your wisdom and work. And a big
thank you to my own consiglieri, Elsie.

Here is our Opening Night.
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Leeanna Walsman & Jing-Xuan Chan

LIGHTING DESIGNER’S NOTE

NICK SCHLIEPER

Designing Opening Night has been a fascinating
process and one replete with challenges. The
kind of challenges that are great to get your
teeth into - that really stretch your imagination
and your expertise.

Adapting a film to the stage is always tricky.
Theatre and film both have clear areas of
strength and those strengths are very different
ones. There’s no point shifting something from
one form to the other, unless the shift enriches
the original. Unless the new form can cast
more or better light on some aspect of the
story, that the original, because of its form,
couldn’t do as effectively. Given that the
original in this case was a film about actors
rehearsing a play, which we’ve turned into a
play about actors rehearsing a play, the lens
through which the story is viewed becomes

quite different and calls for an equally different
set of storytelling techniques.

It goes without saying that you have to find

a design language that clearly communicates

a number of levels (and versions) of reality.

To do this well and then elide elegantly and
seamlessly between them is challenging enough
at the best of times. But then you also have to
find a version of that visual language, that is
right for the space in which it’s performed and
this raises a whole other set of considerations.
Solutions that might be great in a proscenium
arch theatre, where the stage is viewed and the
show experienced through a very clearly
defined frame, don’t necessarily work in a more
open, embracing and proximate space like
Belvoir.



“Big theatre” tricks either just don’t work at all,
or they’re exposed to be just that - tricks. The
nature of the Belvoir space has a way of keeping
your theatre-making honest!

So finding solutions that do the necessary work
in terms of clearly communicating what can (and
sometimes should!) be a confusing and slippery
world, but that also feel honest and appropriate
to the space became our goal. We constantly
went back and tested each potential “solution”
against the touchstone of this space. As a result,
many an otherwise perfectly feasible idea, found
its way onto the reject pile!

We’ve had one big advantage in this process, in
that Carissa developed the adaptation in parallel
to us developing the design. In this way, one
process has informed the other.

The function of light in this context, isn’t
essentially different to many another piece of
theatre. It’s still there to tell an audience where,
when and occasionally why. It still guides the
audience’s eye and frequently subliminally
suggests how the viewer might feel about a
character or a moment in the piece. However,
the demands of this play, with its many layers
and levels of reality push those functions to

a more critical level. The lighting needs to
clarify (but occasionally also obfuscate) who’s
perspective we’re supposed to think we’re
seeing, of any given moment. Whose reality
we’re witnessing and how reliable is that
particular version of reality? It’s a fascinating
puzzle to unpick and find a way through.

After many months of talking about this, | can’t
wait to get into the theatre and do it!
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Caitlin Burley, Carissa Licciardello & Leeanna Walsman
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Luke Mullins, Matthew Zeremes,_Leeanna Walsman,
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BELVOIR SUPPORTERS

We are deeply grateful to our community for supporting us through the good
times and the bad. From game-changing gifts to topping up your ticket purchase

price, your faith in us has made all the difference. Thank you.

Learn more about supporting Belvoir at belvoir.com.au/support

TRUSTS & FOUNDATIONS

THE
BALNAVES
FOUNDATION

Blake Beckett Trust
Chrysanthemum Foundation
Copyright Agency Cultural Fund
Doc Ross Family Foundation

3
0.,
..3_3.. The lan Potter
NELSON MEERS FOUNDATION Foundation

Gandevia Foundation
Macquarie Bank Foundation
Neilson Foundation
Oranges & Sardines

Rachel Emma Ferguson Foundation
Roberts Pike Foundation

The Thyne Reid Foundation

The Wales Family Foundation

CHAIR'S CIRCLE

Patty Akopiantz & Justin Punch
Sophie & Stephen Allen

Guido Belgiorno-Nettis AM &
Michelle Belgiorno-Nettis

Anne Britton

Jillian Broadbent AC

Andrew Cameron AM & Cathy
Cameron

Fee & David Hancock

Alison Kitchen

lan Learmonth & Julia Pincus
Helen Lynch AM & Helen Bauer
Nelson Meers AO & Carole Meers
Sam Meers AO

Kerr Neilson

Stuart & Kate O’Brien

Cathie & Paul Oppenheim
Andrew Price

Andrew Roberts

Sherry-Hogan Foundation

Victoria & Peter Shorthouse

Rob Thomas AO

Weir Anderson Foundation

The Wiggs Foundation

Kim Williams AM & Catherine Dovey
Rosie Williams & John Grill AO
Cathy Yuncken

VISIONARY DONORS

Marion Heathcote and Brian Burfitt
Bob & Chris Ernst

Libby Higgin & Dr Gae Anderson
Ingrid Kaiser

Susie Kelly

Lazberger Family Fund

BELVOIR.COM.AU

Ross Littlewood & Alexandra Curtin
Simon Mordant AO &

Catriona Mordant AM

Robert & Vanessa Morgan

Cynthia Nadai

Rebel Penfold-Russell

Claire Armstrong & John Sharpe
Judy Thomson

Mrs Sarah White

Shemara Wikramanayake &

Ed Gilmartin

f /belvoirst ¥ B @belvoirst





