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I have often said that if the content of a song or drama is powerful, it’s best to stay out of its way and let the content speak its power. It is condescending to tell your audience “Hey, this is powerful stuff!” by overacting, using overly emotional music, or even announcing it as such in the promotional material. It is more respectful to the audience to show restraint, and allow them to discover the power of the story on their own. So I’m not going to tell you how powerful this play is.

If you are going to swallow this pill you had better be ready to discover its effects, as they unfold, on your own. The ‘water’ you swallow it with is, as producer Pamela Munt says in the programme filled with the ‘heart and soul” of everyone involved, and that is most evident.

A Satisfyingly Hard to Swallow Bitter Pill

Lifetime partners and now empty nesters Pam and Don can’t continue on together forever however much they would like to. They have had a pretty good innings, but fate has decided that it is Pam who must leave Don. Don wants to hold out as long as possible, but Pam doesn’t want to wait until things get worse. If they can decide together now, they will get to control how and when they say goodbye. So just how do you say goodbye to a whole lifetime of love and memories? Is there a how-to guide? If there is, the characters in Tom Holloway’s script don’t have one, so we look on as they try to work it out.

Designer Manda Webber’s (assisted by Alex Strickland) understated and straightforward bedroom set features a big window looking onto a large and mature tree which is perhaps a mirror’s view reflecting a metaphor of the couple’s relationship. The window also doubles for a projection screen revealing scenes from outside the bedroom.

After a fairly evenly weighted introductory dialog, establishing the characters and promising something good, it is the unexpected introduction of on screen footage which interrupts the rhythm, and proceeds to elevate the storytelling. The footage very successfully captures and enlarges a realism and naturalism that the on stage scenes can then refer to and be enhanced by.

The film producers Gareth Wilkes, Frazer Dempsey, Ronny Chin and Manda Webber, have done an excellent job of capturing the intimacy of these scenes, beautifully framing Jacqy Phillips and Peter Green’s incarnations of Pam and Don.

“Wonderful Marriage of Stage and Screen”

Slight bumps to the camera and reflections shining off the window’s cross grid, are barely noticeable as Jacqy draws us in beyond any distraction, enhanced by Peter’s wonderfully emotional reactions. This wonderful marriage of stage with screen allows Jacqy and Peter’s long experience with both stage and screen to be evidenced in their nuanced performances.

Daniel Thorpe’s restrained sound design enhances the transition between scenes without distracting from them and emotionally drives non-verbal scenes. Alexander Ramsay’s lighting also serves to punctuate without distraction. Ian Routledge’s flyer and programme cover image are understated, although it is the rear image on the programme that summarises the themes best …Don’s holding on to Pam, and framed by a doorway standing within a moment of transition

There is no interval, no relief, and nowhere else to look, but straight on at this difficult topic. An almost full theatre seemed most often silently spell bound with reverence for being allowed such intimacy, except for an uncomfortable titter of slight relief at the occasional moments of lightness.

I would like to thank director Yasmin Gurreeboo (along with her assistant Graham Self) for crystallising her passionate vision as director to the stage. At the end of the journey I was emotionally devastated. An audience member sitting next to me apologised after the lights came up for bumping my foot during the show, and I could barely even speak to reply. Maybe that’s because the play had evoked a memory of when I was eight, kissing my sleeping mother’s forehead and saying goodnight the night she passed away. Maybe it reminded me of my fathers passing when I was 20 and of the absolute finality of the end of a long relationship. Maybe it was because nothing got in the way of a very powerfully written story and its mature and understated telling.

This could be a suitable play to see, for those who seek a catalyst for conversations on serious topics, but struggle to know where to begin. Long buried memories and emotions may be triggered, as was the case with me.

You may be in a parallel situation now. If you are, be ready, as this will probably hit you square between the eyes. I went by myself but I still get to tell you a little of how I was affected. It may be easier to talk about Don and Pam than the people in your own life.

