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Wizard of Oz a daunting
challenge for directors
The yellow brick road
is no easy route, Ron
Cerabona writes

B

ringing The Wizard of Oz
to the stage is a daunting
task. L. Frank Baum’s
classic story about a
Kansas farm girl named
Dorothy who is taken by a cyclone
to the magical land of Oz poses
many challenges.
Not only is there a large cast to
deal with – including those two
traditional show business banes,
children and animals (well, a dog)
– there are songs, dances,
numerous costumes and special
effects, such as the creation of a
cyclone. And, hanging over
everything, is the shadow of the
1939 film version starring Judy
Garland, one of the most beloved
of all movies.
Phoenix Players is taking on the
challenge with its production of
the 1987 Royal Shakespeare
Company theatrical adaptation
based on the film, and
incorporating its songs by Harold
Arlen and E.Y. Harburg, including
Over the Rainbow. It’s being
directed by Kelda McManus and
Jonathan Garland – whose
mother’s name, coincidentally, is
Judy. ‘‘There is that connection,’’
he says.
He acknowledges The Wizard of
Oz is a big, challenging production
– hence the two directors.
‘‘We’ve got a cast of about 50,
and 20 of them are kids,’’ he says.
‘‘We work in multiple venues on a
single night with two groups of
people. Kelda works with the
children, I work with the adults.’’
But, of course, there’s a lot of
cross-pollination.
When Dorothy arrives in Oz with
her dog Toto, she is told by Glinda
the Good Witch of the North (Peita
Chappell) to follow the yellow
brick road to the Emerald City to
ask the Wizard of Oz (Dim

Teenager Nicola Hall takes the lead
role of Dorothy in The Wizard of Oz.

Ristevski) for help in getting home
– but to beware of the Wicked
Witch of the West (B. J. Anyos).
Along the way she is joined by a

Scarecrow (Cameron Boxall) who
wants a brain, a Tin Man (Lachlan
Ruffy) who wants a heart, and a
Cowardly Lion (Cameron Elvin)

who wants courage. All hope the
wizard can help them. Garland
doesn’t want to give away any
secrets about how stage effects
such as the cyclone will be created,
but promises the show will be
‘‘spectacular’’.
‘‘For me, Oz is colourful. In the
movie, that’s shown through the
Technicolor process that was new
at the time,’’ he says. ‘‘What we’re
trying to do is provide colour
through movement and action.’’
He attributes the ongoing
appeal of Oz in part to its thematic
resonance – ‘‘it’s a story about
growing up, in a way’’ – and to the
fact that ‘‘it’s jolly good fun’’.
Playing the lead role of Dorothy
is 16-year-old Nicola Hall (about
the same age as Judy Garland in
the film). She’s performed in four
Lyneham High School shows –
including as Fantine in Les
Miserables – but this is her first for
a local theatre company.
She auditioned hoping to get a
role, any role – The Wizard of Oz is
her favourite movie – and says she
is a little daunted at the thought of
playing Dorothy.
‘‘People have high expectations
of the character and I’ll try to live
up to them.’’
She says the production is
faithful to the movie, but not
slavishly so.
‘‘We have a slightly different
take on some of the characters like
Glinda the Good Witch – she’s a
little more muddily – but the
Wicked Witch is still terrifying –
B. J.’s magnificent.’’
Importantly, Hall gets along well
with her canine co-star, a female
cairn terrier that has played Toto
before and apparently approaches
the role with aplomb. ‘‘She’s very
easy to work with and works very
well with a large crowd of people.’’
Included in the show will be a
musical number shot for the
movie but deleted before release,
The Jitterbug. It came just before
the Winged Monkeys attacked
Dorothy and her friends: the film

still contains the Wicked Witch’s
line about the ‘‘little insect’’ she
sent on ahead ‘‘to take the fight
out of them’’ by forcing them
to dance.
A number of reasons have been
put forward as to why it was
deleted: it was inappropriately
light-hearted at that point in the
story, the length and pacing of the
film and the fear.
‘‘Dancing in that is my favourite
piece in the whole show. I could do
it for hours and not get sick of it,’’
Halls says.
While the production’s Dorothy
is a newcomer, its Tin Man is, at
just 21 years old, already
something of a Canberra theatrical
veteran. Lachlan Ruffy recently
appeared in Grease and in the past
couple of years has had roles in
many local musicals and plays,
including Jesus Christ Superstar
and Lady Windermere’s Fan.
He also fell in love with The
Wizard of Oz as a child.
He wanted to portray the Tin
Man in a somewhat different way
to the movie’s lachrymose
character, giving him an ‘‘old-time
radio’’ voice and, since he doesn’t
have a heart and he’s made of tin,
making him ‘‘slightly stiff and
rigid. He doesn’t know how to
express emotion, he tries to push
it down’’.
Ruffy also particularly enjoyed
the Jitterbug number, noting
that the actors, like the
characters, were driven to the
point of exhaustion.
‘‘It’s method acting in its
finest form.’’
■ The Wizard of Oz is on at the
ANU Arts Centre from Friday to
October 21.
■ Tickets $37-$25.
Bookings: 6257 1950 or
www.canberrarep.org.au
Dinner and show packages available
from Teatro Vivaldi on 6257 2718.

Astute and intriguing insight into the life of a female pollie
MP by Alana Valentine. Directed by
Caroline Stacey
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‘S

ometimes craziness is
what you have to do to get
things done,” Opposition
MP Ava Turner (Geraldine
Turner) tells new adviser, Nadia
Ravenburger (Leah Baulch). Premiering before a responsive Canberra audience, Alana Valentine’s
commissioned play MP flings
open wide the window on the
often perplexing and contradictory world of federal politics.
Drawing on interviews with
federal and state politicians,
journalists and public servants,
V alen tine h a s c r e a t e d a n
intriguing insight into the life of a
female politician, struggling to
stay true to the noble ideals of
office while manoeuvring a delicate and often devious path

Geraldine Turner, as an opposition
MP in MP. Photo: Karleen Minney.
through the myriad machinations
of democratic process. Valentine
lends an authentic ring to the
circuitous paths of parliamentary

procedure, but MP is far more
than a mere analysis of a robust
and often turbulent democracy.
MP is the work of an accomplished dramatist, an astute and
empathetic observer of the
human condition, and it is the
human condition that lends MP
its theatrical validity.
Turner’s struggle to achieve
justice for constituents Gary Robbins (Stephen Barker) and his
distraught wife Laura (Andrea
Close), following the rape and
subsequent suicide of their disabled daughter in an aged care
nursing home is juxtaposed with
the harsh dilemma of her own
predicament – dealing with the
existence of her institutionalised
and disabled child, Clifford (a
powerfully sensitive and honest
performance by Soren Jensen).
The two worlds of carefully
researched political reality and
imaginative theatricality intersect
in a witty, insightful and moving

amalgam of political pragmatism
and personal experience. It
makes for a riveting, thoughtprovoking and highly illuminating night at the theatre.
Director Caroline Stacey takes a
clear-sighted approach to a minimalist staging of the work, allowing the performances of her
professional troupe of actors to
fully realise Valentine’s cry for
compassion in the face of
political process.
Turner’s performance as a
female opposition backbencher,
struggling through the agony of
personal conflict to achieve political potency and social justice, is
monumental. She is supported by
a versatile cast of highly
accomplished actors.
Baulch plays the newcomer
with a finely balanced blend of
wide-eyed naivety and opportunistic ambition. Barker assumes
two roles; as the distraught father
of the dead paraplegic daughter

and as Turner’s understanding
and supportive partner. Close
effectively moves between her
five roles as mother, journalist,
senior public servant, waitress
and a destitute, evicted single
parent, sketching each role
with conviction.
Jensen excels as Clifford and
Drew, the loyal, politically savvy
and manipulative adviser to the
shadow attorney-general. It is a
credit to Valentine’s writing,
Stacey’s direction and the cast’s
talents that multiple casting
never succumbs to superficiality.
At a time of political seesawing, MP reminds us of the
inherent strength of our democracy and offers a timely plea for
tolerance, compassion and
resolve to uphold the democratic
principles of office. As for parallels, that is best left to an audience to determine for themselves.
MP is not to be missed.

