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Belvoir presents

MISS PEONY

By Michelle Law
Directed by Courtney Stewart

This production of Miss Peony opens at Belvoir St Theatre on Wednesday 12 July 2023. 

Set & Costume Designer Jonathan Hindmarsh
Assistant Set & Costume Designer Keerthi Subramanyam
Lighting Designer Trent Suidgeest
Composer Dr Nicholas Ng
Sound Designer Julian Starr
Associate Sound Designer Zac Saric
Choreographer Kristina Chan
Singing Teacher Sheena Crouch 
Vocal Coach Laura Farrell
Vocal Coach Amy Hume
Additional Dramaturg Polly Rowe
Production Dramaturg Carissa Licciardello
Assistant Director Nicole Pingon
Translator (2023) Samantha Kwan
Subtitling & Mandarin Translator (2021) Dr Jing Han
Cantonese Translator (2021) Sylvia Xu
Community Engagement Coordinator Ailsa Liu
Community Engagement Coordinator Jessica Kejun Xu
Stage Manager Gayda De Mesa
Assistant Stage Manager Ayah Tayeh
Assistant Stage Manager Wun Zee

With
Gabrielle Chan Adeline/Por Por
Jing-Xuan Chan Marcy 
Michelle Law Rehearsal-Lily
Deborah Faye Lee Marcy (alternate) 
Mabel Li Sabrina
Jeffery Liu Zhen Hua (alternate) 
Stephanie Jack Lily
Shirong Wu Joy
Charles Wu Zhen Hua 

Supported by Nelson Meers Foundation
In Association with Arts Centre Melbourne, QPAC and AsiaTOPA

We acknowledge the Gadigal people of the Eora nation who are the traditional custodians of 
the land on which Belvoir St Theatre is built. We also pay respect to the Elders past, present 
and emerging, and all Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples. 
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ONE BUILDING. 
SIX HUNDRED PEOPLE. 
THOUSANDS OF STORIES

When the Nimrod Theatre building in Belvoir Street, Surry Hills, was threatened with 
redevelopment in 1984, more than 600 people – ardent theatre lovers together with arts, 
entertainment and media professionals – formed a syndicate to buy the building and save 
this unique performance space in inner city Sydney.

Thirty years later, under Artistic Director Eamon Flack and Executive Director Aaron Beach, 
Belvoir engages Australia’s most prominent and promising playwrights, directors, actors and 
designers to realise an annual season of work that is dynamic, challenging and visionary. As 
well as performing at home, Belvoir regularly takes to the road, touring both nationally and 
internationally. 

BELVOIR EDUCATION
Our Education Program provides students and teachers with insights into the work of 
Belvoir and first hand experiences of the theatre-making process.

Belvoir Education offers student workshops, teacher professional development workshops, 
work experience, VET placements, archival viewings and a wealth of online resources 
designed to support work in the drama classroom. Our arts access programs assist schools 
in Regional NSW and Western Sydney to access the company’s work. 

Explore our education pages at belvoir.com.au/education

ABOUT BELVOIR

http://www.belvoir.com.au/education
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WRITER'S NOTE
MICHELLE LAW

Miss Peony was written over the course 
of several years, but the concept for 
it was seeded more than two decades 
ago. 

I was 11-years-old and visiting family 
in Hong Kong. My Kow Foo, Kum Moh, 
Biu Goh and I were watching the Miss 
Hong Kong pageant on TV, my jaw on 
the floor the entire time. Because I was 
born in, and had grown up in Australia, 
I’d never seen so many Asian women 
on screen before. It was incredible 
witnessing so many women who looked 
like me being celebrated for their 
appearance and connection to culture 
when I’d learnt to dislike these things 
about myself and assimilate in order to 
survive living in a western country.

One contestant stood out to me: a 
woman struggling to answer interview 
questions in Cantonese before 
ultimately giving up and speaking in 
English. She had an Australian accent. 

Michelle Law, Courtney Stewart (2021)
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M

I remember sitting straighter on the 
couch as I watched her. She sounded 
like an ABC (Australian Born Chinese) 
and a banana, just like me – yellow on 
the outside; white on the inside. She 
gave me hope that maybe there was 
finally a place in the world where I 
belonged. And then she was eliminated 
from the pageant.

Miss Peony is a story about the unique 
sense of displacement experienced by 
diasporic peoples and third culture kids. 
It’s about the trauma of experiencing 
exclusion from all sides, and the ways 
in which we cope with the unspoken 
judgement and elitism from our own 
peoples when racial divides demand 
very narrowed definitions of cultural 
authenticity. It’s also an exploration of 
intercultural racism and lateral violence 
among Chinese nationalities. We may 
be the world’s largest ethnic group, but 
we are not a monolith. The same can be 
said for our languages. 
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Michelle Law (2021)

Translating and surtitling this show has 
been one of the most exciting, political and 
challenging experiences of my creative 
practice to date. I could not be more 
grateful for our astounding translators 
Professor Jing Han, Sylvia Xu, and 
Samantha Kwan, who have spent countless 
hours massaging and troubleshooting this 
gargantuan task. I hope this script provides 
encouragement for more productions 
to decentralise English and the spoken 
word while making theatre more inclusive 
and accessible to historically excluded 
audiences. 

A big thank you to the entire team at 
Belvoir for embracing Miss Peony and 
new Australian work; to our joyous and 
generous cast and crew; to Tracey Yu and 
Reiko Bui for their insights into the pageant 
universe; to the Asian Australian artists 
who took part in development workshops 
for Miss Peony; to Louise Gough, Polly 
Rowe and Carissa Licciardello for their 
dramaturgically brilliant brains; and finally 

to director Courtney Stewart. Court, thank 
you for being there from the very beginning 
of everything, for being an enduring role 
model, and for continuing to be the most 
wonderful friend and collaborator. Thank 
‘your’, sis.

This play is dedicated to my Ma Ma, Law 
Wong Ching Lan.

Michelle describes the play as  
"an exploration of intercultural racism 
and lateral violence among Chinese 
nationalities".
Before you watch the play consider this 
theme.
1. How might intercultural racism be 
depicted on stage without validating or 
affirming these beliefs?
2. How might this translate into a narrative?
3. What theatrical devices could you use to 
explore this theme? For example character, 
place and time. How?
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DIRECTOR'S NOTE
COURTNEY STEWART

My deep and undying love for new Australian 
work began right around the time I met Michelle 
and went into the very first development for 
Single Asian Female - her first play, which had 
a season at Belvoir in 2018. It’s so rewarding to 
continue this lovefest on Miss Peony together.

We are experiencing an incredible era in the 
history of our industry where the hunger 
audiences have for new and diverse voices 
is being met with a wave of artists who are 
spearheading their own stories. Sometimes it 
takes a crisis to enact big and rapid change. The 
pandemic has forced us all to challenge what 
constitutes ‘business as usual’ - and Miss Peony 
is what it looks like. 

Miss Peony is a tale that transports us to a world 
where the afterworld intertwines with reality, 
where past ideals dance with the present, 
and where the power of resilience and self-
discovery shines brightly. This larger-than-life 
story, penned by the trail-blazing Michelle 
Law, celebrates the rich tapestry of Chinese 
culture, while exploring themes that resonate 
universally—love, family, and the pursuit of one's 
truest self. Ultimately this story is a love letter 
to Chinese women all over the world. We are 
enough. Just as we are. As Adeline says to Lily, 
“you were always enough. I believe you can win 
just as you are.” We are ALL worth something. 

My hope is that this work makes space for you 

Courtney Stewart (2021)
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M to laugh, that it inspires conversations, provokes 

reflection, and reminds us all of the power of 
unity and understanding. May it remind us to 
embrace our differences, celebrate our shared 
humanity, and strive for a world where the 
vibrant stories of all cultures and communities 
can find a home on our stages.

I couldn’t be more grateful for my collaborators. 
Thank you to Nicole (Assistant Director) and 
Gayda (Stage Manager), for your incredible 
insight and leadership. Kristina (Choreographer), 
Jonathan (Set/Costume Designer), Julian 
(Sound Designer), Nick (Composer) and Trent 
(Lighting Designer) for your passion, sharp 
dramaturgical eyes and glorious designer 
instincts. To Keerthi, Zac, and Ayah thank you 
for being legends and helping us realise this 
show. To Wun (Assistant Stage Manager) for 
binding us all together. Sam, Jing, and Sylvia for 
leading the translation task - your generosity 
and love for the work is beyond appreciated. 
Michelle, Gabby, Jing-Xuan, Mabel, Charles 
and Shirong - the virtuosic cast - your talents 
are unparalleled. To Polly, Carissa, Laura, Amy, 
Sheena thank you for all the additional support 
and guidance. To the entire Belvoir team for 
supporting the show every step of the way. And 
last but not least, again to my dear Michelle. 
Sis, thank you for this gift of a show. I don’t 
think I’ve been in a happier room. The industry 
is lucky to have you. Thank you for fighting for 
us and our stories. It is an absolute privilege 
making work with you xxx
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Kristina Chan, Courtney Stewart, Nicole Pingon (2021)

Zac Saric, Michelle Law, Charles Wu, Courtney Stewart (2023)

Nicole Pingon, Courtney Stewart (2023)
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CHARACTERS
WHO'S WHO IN MISS PEONY

LILY 26-years-old. An assimilated, Australian born Chinese 
woman who rejects the traditional Chinese values with 
which she was raised. Spiritually lost and searching for 
acceptance.

ADELINE Deceased. Lily’s Por Por (maternal 
grandmother) who appears as a ghost. Once a Hong 
Kong beauty queen, and then a prominent member of the 
Sydney Chinese community.

MARCY 25-years-old. A first-generation migrant from 
mainland China and contestant in Miss Peony. Passionate 
about her family business and single-minded in her pursuit 
of success.

JOY 23-years-old. A Taiwanese international student 
and contestant in Miss Peony. Fiercely intellectual and a 
loveable oddball. Romantic, and seeking connection in a 
foreign land.

SABRINA 18-years-old. An Australian born Chinese LG 
– Little Girl – from Western Sydney and a contestant in 
Miss Peony. Grew up idolising Miss Peony winners and is 
pageant obsessed.

ZHEN HUA 28-years-old. An Australian born Chinese man 
who hosts and produces Miss Peony. Cares deeply about 
his community and works hard to protect it.

TE
XT
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THE WORLD OF THE PLAY

Miss Peony is set in Sydney, Australia in the present day and takes place over several weeks 
during a highly competitive Chinese community beauty pagent called: 'Miss Peony'.

The production uses magical realism, with the action of the play taking place in the 'real 
world', but with supernatural elements. The action of the play takes place in both the 'real 
world' where the audience observes the narrative and performative sequences where 
the audience assumes the role of the pagent audience. This creates a world where the 
characters behave in both observed and private spaces.

Locations within the play include a hospice room, a casino conference hall, a hotel room, a 
hot pot restaurant and a backstage green room.

The play explores themes of community, culture, and lateral racism. The play offers to 
representations for some of the diversity of the Chinese-Australian diaspora, and what it 
means to be accepted in that community. Colloquial English is used by some characters 
to identify themselves or others such as ‘ABC’ short for Australian Born Chinese, or a first-
generation Chinese-Australian. Other times derogatory colloquialisms such as ‘fob.’ (fresh 
off boat) or ‘Banana’ expose heirachy of acceptance within the community.

This dialogue is performed in English, Cantonese, and Mandarin. Surtitles are used in 
simplified and traditional Chinese and English, played concurrently. Michelle Law decided 
to write this play in three languages after her grandmother watched her first play Single 
Asian Female (2017) couldn't understand the dialogue. “I always wanted the next play to 
be something that a lot of people could understand, especially people from the Chinese 
community if they can’t speak English.”- Michelle Law

Mabel Li, Jing-Xuan Chan, Charles Wu, Shirong Wu, Michelle Law, 

Read more ABOUT SURTITLES



14

PR
OG

RA
M

TE
XT

DE
SI

GN
PR

OD
UC

TI
ON

M
ED

IA
CHARACTER PROGRESSION
READ THE FOLLOWING EXCERPT

This activity is best completed once you have read or seen the production.
When reading the excerpt consider the following questions:
1. Describe the status of each character. What in the script gives you this information? 
Does their status change throughout the play? How so?
2. How does this scene demonstrate the characters journey from the start of the play. 
How has Lily's perspective shifted from the start of the play? What new information 
do we learn about Marcy in this scene?
3. How does the relationship between the characters suggest a perspective shift for 
each character?
4. What does this scene convey to the audience about the cultural complexities of 
being Chinese-Australian?
5. How is language used to convey the intended meanings of the play?

Content warning: The following scene refers to an instance of sexual harrassment.

TE
XT
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End of excerpt - Scene 11 continues in the full script.

Jing Xuan Chan, Shirong Wu, Mabel Li, Michelle Law
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The elements of production are the technical and visual elements used to 
manipulate the elements of drama in order to effectively tell a play’s story. 

In these notes we are going to look at the Miss Peony design concepts including:

1. the set model box and
2. costume reference images.

PRODUCTION ELEMENTS
DE

SI
GN

Set Model Box, by Jonathan Hindmarsh

SET DESIGN

Theatre plan for Miss Peony, top-down view Jonathan Hindmarsh
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Mark-up of the set design in the rehearsal room (2021)

THE REHEARSAL ROOM

Rehearsal set in the rehearsal room (2023)
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Reference images are used by designers to communicate aesthetic concepts with 
the director or to the cast. These might communicate a moment in the play, or an 
overall texture or style.

REFERENCE IMAGES

Reference images, character lookbook, by Jonathan Hindmarsh

Reference images, character lookbook, by Jonathan Hindmarsh

A HOSPICE ROOM

THE CASINO CONFERENCE HALL

DE
SI

GN



21

SET REALISATION

Set Design by Jonathan Hindmarsh

Set Design by Jonathan Hindmarsh
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INCORPORATING SURTITLES

This script is performed in English, Cantonese, and Mandarin. Surtitles are shown 
for audiences that don't speak each of these languages, played concurrently in 
simplified and traditional Chinese and English.

What are surtitles? Surtitles are translated lyrics and dialogue that are displayed 
above a stage. The word 'surtitle' is derived from French: "sur" meaning over or 
on and English word title, as used in 'subtitle' (used in screen translations). The 
designer of Miss Peony, Jonathan Hindmarsh, and the director, Courtney Stewart, 
needed to consider these into the design of the production. 

Each language is played throughout the play, whether the dialogue is spoken in 
Enlish, Cantonese or Mandarin at any given time. This allows the performance to be 
accessible.

Model Box of Miss Peony by Jonathan Hindmarsh

Michelle Law, Gabrielle Chan, Set Design by Jonathan Hindmarsh

DE
SI

GN



23

Questions to consider after seeing this production
1. What are the key differences between the early model box design & the final set design?
2. Why might this change have taken place?
3. How many different locations were represented in the production?
4. How are set peices used to change the space? What impact does this have?
5. How has the designer used stage space, texture, colour and composition to enhance dramatic 
meaning?
6. How did the inclusion of surtitles into the set contribute to the overall design of the show? 
Why?

The set of Miss Peony by Jonathan Hindmarsh

Model Box of Miss Peony by Jonathan Hindmarsh

FINAL DESIGN
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COSTUME DESIGN
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Reference images, character lookbook, by Jonathan Hindmarsh

Take a look at the following costume reference images collected by designer, 
Jonathan Hindmarsh. For each character, consider the following:
1. How would you describe this character based on the costume references?
2. What characteristics do you think this character has based on the aesthetic 
presented?
3. What do you assume about this character and their status based on the costume 
references?
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Costume Design by Jonathan Hindmarsh

THE PAGEANT

Costume Design by Jonathan Hindmarsh
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Reference images, character lookbook, by Jonathan Hindmarsh

LILY

Reference images, character lookbook, by Jonathan Hindmarsh

ADELINEDE
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LILY

ADELINE

Gabrielle Chan, Costume design by Jonathan Hindmarsh

Michelle Law, Costume design by Jonathan Hindmarsh
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GN Reference images, character lookbook, by Jonathan Hindmarsh

MARCY

Reference images, character lookbook, by Jonathan Hindmarsh

JOY
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MARCY

JOY

Shirong Wu, Costume design by Jonathan Hindmarsh

Jing-Xuan Chan, Costume design by Jonathan Hindmarsh
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Reference images, character lookbook, by Jonathan Hindmarsh

SABRINA

Reference images, character lookbook, by Jonathan Hindmarsh

ZHEN HUA
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SABRINA

ZHEN HUA

Charles Wu, Costume design by Jonathan Hindmarsh

Mabel Li, Costume design by Jonathan Hindmarsh
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REHEARSING MISS PEONY

1. What do you think is happening in this scene? Give reasons for your answer
2. What evidence is there that this is a rehearsal?

1. Describe what you see in the photo above
2. What do you think is happening? Give reasons for your answer.
3. What in this picture gives you a clue that this is a rehearsal and not a performance?

Michelle Law, Mabel Li

Jing-Xuan Chan Shirong Wu, Mabel Li, Michelle Law, Nicole Pingon
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1. Describe what you see in the picture above.
2. What do you think is happening in this moment? Give reasons for your answers

Shirong Wu, Gabrielle Chan, Mabel Li

Charles Wu, Michelle Law

1. Describe what you see in the photo above.
2. What do you think is happening in this moment?
3. What do you think the relationship is between these characters? Give reasons for your answer
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How does the play explore themes of ancestory and family?

Michelle Law, Gabrielle Chan

POST SHOW DISCUSSION

Jing-Xuan Chan, Mabel Li, Michelle Law

How would you describe the relationships between the characters in this play? 
How does the juxtaposition of the characters reveal ideas of the play?
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How does the play explore themes of culture, class, wealth, power and love?

How did the production use magical realism to tell the story? 
How did the use of this genre help to tell Lily and Adeline's story?

Shirong Wu, Michelle Law, Mabel Li, Jing-Xuan Chan

Jing-Xuan Chan, Mabel Li, Shirong Wu, Michelle Law
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What moment in the play had the most impact on you and why?

Shirong Wu, Mabel Li, Jing-Xuan Chan
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WATCH & LISTEN
Interview with Writer & Actor Michelle Law
Recorded at Belvoir's 2023 Season Launch, 
writer and actor Michelle Law introduces Miss 
Peony, the sixth show in the 2023 season.

Watch Now

Social Media | Miss Peony
Lots of sneak-peek content, and promotional 
information can be found on social media.

Take a look at the grid and the stories for 
more content during the run.

Playwright Michelle Law's latest work 
explores experiences of the modern Chinese 
woman ABC News 
Posted Tue 4 Jul 2023 at 12:15pm
Through the lens of beauty pageants, Miss 
Peony endeavours to examine what it is to be 
a modern woman with Chinese heritage. The 
piece is the first time a trilingual show will be 
performed in Sydney.

Watch Now

Inclusivity for both the artists and audiences. 
feat. Mabel Li & Shirong Wu
Asian B**ches Down Under Podcast, 
with Helen Stenbeck 
Li and Wu speak about the importance 
of having diversity in the creativity in the 
theatre production and offering comfortable 
space to welcome audiences from diverse 
backgrounds.

LISTEN Now

https://youtu.be/cM6miAhEDSA
https://youtu.be/cM6miAhEDSA
https://www.instagram.com/belvoirst/
https://facebook.com/belvoirst
https://instagram.com/belvoirst/
https://twitter.com/belvoirst
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2023-07-04/playwright-michelle-laws-latest-work/102558712?utm_campaign=abc_news_web&utm_content=link&utm_medium=content_shared&utm_source=abc_news_web
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2023-07-04/playwright-michelle-laws-latest-work/102558712?utm_campaign=abc_news_web&utm_content=link&utm_medium=content_shared&utm_source=abc_news_web
https://omny.fm/shows/asian-bitches-down-under/inclusivity-for-both-the-artists-and-audiences-fea
https://omny.fm/shows/asian-bitches-down-under/inclusivity-for-both-the-artists-and-audiences-fea
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ARTICLES

Charles Wu talks about theatre, Asian male stereotypes and ‘Scenes from 
the Climate Era’ 
 - Being Asian Australian, by Erin Wen Ai Chew

This playwright sent a ‘mole’ into a beauty pageant to help her write a 
play  
 -Sydney Morning Herald, 28 June 2023

Read more

READ MORE

Take a look at the interview with Charles Wu for Being Asian Australian and 
the article with Michelle Law for The Age (pg 39).

In these articles the artists are asked questions about their cultural identity 
and the intersection of this to their work in the arts.
Law says "I feel like the conversation shifted into something about internal 
racism and gatekeeping within culture and rejection within culture."

1. What does Michelle Law mean here by 'internal racism?
2. Do you feel this is reflected in other subcultures within Australia?
3. How did this play out within the story?
4. What other moments did you find powerful and possibly confronting? Why?

Michelle Law, Charles Wu

https://beingasianaustralian.net/2023/06/21/charles-wu-talks-about-theatre-asian-male-stereotypes-and-scenes-from-the-climate-era/
https://www.smh.com.au/culture/theatre/this-playwright-sent-a-mole-into-a-beauty-pageant-to-help-her-write-a-play-20230626-p5djmc.html
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02 8396 6222
jane@belvoir.com.au

JANE MAY, HEAD OF EDUCATION

Belvoir Education would like to thank Jonathan Hindmarsh, Xu Yang Chua, Jake Severino and 
Gemma Clinch for their support creating these resources.

CONTACT EDUCATION

02 8396 6241
stevie@belvoir.com.au

STEVIE BRYANT, EDUCATION MANAGER

mailto:jane%40belvoir.com.au?subject=Learning%20Resources
mailto:stevie%40belvoir.com.au?subject=Learning%20Resources%3A%20Things%20I%20Know%20to%20be%20True
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