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DIRECTOR'S NOTE

I remember reading Joan Didion’s memoir long before she adapted it into a play 
and having the glimmer of a thought about how powerful it would be to hear 
someone telling this experience to an audience. Later, I avoided seeing stagings 
of the work, wanting to hold onto my own image of what that experience might 
be.

For me, the essential element is Didion’s scrupulous honesty in dissecting 
her experience – questioning the validity of her own thought processes 
and behaviour, and parsing her responses to the process of grief with the 
‘grammatical’ attention of an accomplished and thorough journalist.

In staging the piece, my intention has always been to be as honest as the text. 
We are not watching ‘Joan Didion’ onstage, this is Jillian Murray presenting Joan 
Didion’s experience as she describes it.. There is no attempt to impersonate 
Didion nor to deceive the audience in any other way. We are simply presenting 
the text in as direct and informed a way as we can to allow the audience to 
learn from its insights.

More particularly, this is a work that aims to instruct or prepare its audience 
for their own encounters with unexpected loss and grief that await them – as 
the text says: “The details will be different, but it will happen to you.” This is 
Didion’s gift to the audience: she is a correspondent from the far country of 
‘Grief’ – “Grief turns out to be a place none of us know until we reach it.” – 
offering us the opportunity to gain from her experience, to be prepared in some 
small way for what lies ahead. 

I approached Jillian about this piece when we were working on Duras’ L’amante 
anglaise, about 3 or 4 years ago. I knew from Jillian’s personal experience that 
she was capable of understanding the particular sensitivities of the work, and 
I also knew from having worked with her that she was more than capable of 
delivering the material in a way that would elucidate the ideas within the text 
without any distracting artifice or affectation.

We started by examining Didion’s journalistic strategies within the text: 
her ability to dissect the moment, to scrutinise thought processes, to 
dispassionately observe her own behaviour, to use objectivity as a means to 
regulate emotion, to extrapolate broader understandings from subjective 
experiences. And we have been ever so precise about the specifics of Didion’s 
language – she is, after all, a pedantically exact literary stylist, the cool face of 
’60s New Journalism.

Working with Jillian in this way has been a pleasure – we each find new details 
which give us more insight into the strange and magical experience that Didion 
is describing. What we are seeking is a staging that is both simple and complex 
in the same way as the play itself is. A personal story that can be shared as 
intimately as a private conversation, and for the benefit of everyone.

Laurence Strangio 
Director





JOAN DIDION
WRITER

“We tell ourselves stories in order to live.” 

Joan Didion was born in Sacramento in 1934. She studied English at Berkeley, 
and after graduating won an essay contest sponsored by Vogue. Didion 
moved to New York City where she worked as a copywriter and later an editor 
for the magazine. During this time, she wrote for various other magazines, 
frequently contributing to The National Review, and published her first novel, 
Run River (1963). The following year she married fellow writer John Gregory 
Dunne and soon afterwards the two moved to Los Angeles. In 1965 they 
adopted their only child, Quintana Roo.

The couple collaborated on a number of screenplays together including The 
Panic in Needle Park (1971); an adaptation of her second novel, Play It As 
It Lays (1972); and A Star Is Born (1976). While Didion continued to write 
novels in the following decades, she increasingly explored different forms 
of nonfiction: memoir, essays and political reportage. Her first collection 
of essays, Slouching Towards Bethlehem (1968) was immediately critically 
acclaimed. In 1979 she published a second collection of her magazine work, 
The White Album, which was followed by Salvador (1983), Miami (1987), 
After Henry (1992), Political Fictions (2001), and Where I Was From (2003).

Didion’s husband died suddenly in 2003, and in 2005 Didion published The 
Year of Magical Thinking, a book-length meditation on grief and memory, 
which became a best-seller. Two months before the book’s publication, her 
thirty-nine-year-old daughter died after a long illness. Didion adapted her 
memoir into a stage play, including the death of Quintana, which was first 
performed by Vanessa Redgrave in 2007 in NYC.

Didion kept to herself in the later years of her life, writing rarely and turning 
down requests for biography projects until her nephew proposed one. He 
crowd-raised the required funding to shoot it in a matter of weeks. Joan 
Didion: The Center Will Not Hold was released in October 2017. To watch the 
documentary is to feel that Didion may be under the lens, yet well aware of 
the power she so often held - a person who seemed to tell everything but give 
absolutely nothing away. When asked before her passing in December 2021 
what people tend to get wrong about her, she replied: “I am not as fragile as 
people imagine me to be.” 

She never was.





LAURENCE STRANGIO
DIRECTOR

Laurence is an award-winning independent director, 
theatre-maker and stage adaptor. 

At fortyfivedownstairs he has directed Krapp’s Last 
Tape; Uncle Vanya; A Kind of Fabulous Hatred; 
Sacrament (for Carnival of Mysteries) and The 
Telephone Exchange. Over the past three years he has 
adapted and directed Duras: Desire & Destruction (The 
Lover + Destroy, she said); a new Ibsen translation 
retitled Ellida; a return season of Tes Lyssiotis’ Hotel 
Bonegilla; The Yellow Wallpaper and Savannah Bay 
(for La Mama Courthouse). He has also directed for 
Malthouse Theatre, MTC, State Theatre Company of 
South Australia, Red Stitch Actors’ Theatre, Opera 
Australia and Castlemaine State Festival.

Other significant productions include The Malady 
of Death; La Medea; Precipice; The Good Person of 
Szechwan; Motortown; La douleur; Big and Little; 
Pre-Paradise Sorry Now and Oh, the Humanity (and 
other exclamations) as well as his acclaimed solo 
adaptation of Alias Grace, which has toured nationally 
and overseas. His most recent work includes Lámante 
Anglaise, which enjoyed a national tour with Critical 
Stages Touring in 2019. 

Laurence has received two Green Room Awards for 
Outstanding Direction, for Portrait of [Dora], and for 
Six Characters in Search of an Author. 

JILLIAN MURRAY 
PERFORMING AS JOAN DIDION

Jillian has performed  in Australia and in the U.K. 
She trained at East 15 Drama School (London) 
after completing studies at Monash University and 
Melbourne University.

Theatre productions include: The Blind Giant is 



Dancing, Garden of Granddaughters  (Sydney Theatre 
Company); Travelling North  (The Lyric Theatre, 
London);  Moliere  by Bulgakov,  The Imaginary Invalid, 
Anthill, (Adelaide and Perth Festivals); Lovesong, 
Grace,  (Red Stitch); De Stroyed - a solo performance 
based on the writings of Simone De Beauvoir; three 
return seasons and a national tour of  L’Amante 
anglaise by Marguerite Duras, The Year of Magical 
Thinking (Fortyfivedownstairs, Critical Stages Touring); 
Miss Julie, Lady in the Van (Melbourne Theatre 
Company); The Chairs ( Jenny Kemp, La Mama) Away 
( Neil Armfield); Nice Girls, Good Time, Wolf, In Male 
Attire, and World Made of Glass (Playbox /Malthouse), 

On television Jillian has appeared in Jack Irish (Series 
1 & 2); Stingers; Secret Life of Us; Embassy; Party 
Tricks; No Where to Hide; Skirts; and Prisoner. Her film 
work includes Choir Girl; Body Melt; Spotswood; and 
Georgia: Jenny Kissed Me. 

Jillian received a Green Room Award in 2016 for Best 
Actor (L’Amante anglaise) and has been nominated on 
three previous occasions.
  

ANDY TURNER 
LIGHTING DESIGNER
Andy’s recent work includes: Krapp’s Last Tape (dir. 
Laurence Strangio – fortyfivedownstairs), Love by 
Patricia Cornelius (dir. Susie Dee – fortyfivedownstairs 
& Venice Biennale), L’amante anglaise (dir: Laurence 
Strangio - national tour 2019 & fortyfivedownstairs), 
Cock (dir. Beng Oh – fortyfivedownstairs), Animal (dir. 
Susie Dee - Dark Mofo Festival & Theatre Works), The 
Long Pigs (dir. Susie Dee - Edinburgh Festival, Adelaide 
Fringe Festival, Sydney Festival, fortyfivedownstairs), 
Birdland (dir. Leticia Caceres – MTC) and Resplendence 
(Angus Cerini – MTC Neon). Andy has won Green Room 
Awards for Lighting Design for the productions of 
Animal (Theatre Works) and Savages
(fortyfivedownstairs).



DARIUS KEDROS
SOUND DESIGNER
Darius is a sound designer & composer working across 
theatre, art/museum installation, virtual reality, film, 
and radio/podcast. 

Theatre credits include MTC, Dee & Cornelius, and 
the Helpmann nominated Mother (If Theatre/Belvoir). 
Darius has also made work for ABC Radio National, 
Festival of Live Art, Scienceworks, Federation Square, 
Melbourne International Film Festival, Melbourne 
Music Week, Wheeler Centre, Deadly Fringe, and was 
nominated for the Green Room Awards for sound 
design & composition in 2018 and 2019. Relocating 
from the UK in 2013 his northern hemisphere credits 
include The Rambert Dance Company, Momentum 
Pictures, a variety of works for the BBC, and various 
major and independent record companies.
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The 2022 tour has been made possible with financial 
assistance from Creative Victoria, the Russell Mills 
Foundation, and the Australian Government through 
the Australia Council for the Arts, its arts funding and 
advisory body. 





CRITICAL STAGES TOURING
Critical Stages Touring is Australia’s national touring theatre company,  
discovering and developing outstanding independent theatre for audiences 
everywhere. 

We create outstanding live performing arts experiences that can travel, 
connecting these with diverse regional communities, and fostering a 
sustainable and diverse national independent theatre sector. The company 
has been supporting artists and audiences around Australia for the past 16 
years, extending the life of great independent theatre productions through 
touring and audience development. 

Over that time, we have partnered with a strong and ambitious pool of 
independent artists and earned a reputation for excellent service with 
presenters. Our work was recognised by the Australia Council, with the 
company awarded National Touring Status from 2018-2021, and Playing 
Australia Multi-Year Investment from 2023-2025. We were awarded the 
highly prestigious Touring Legend Drover's Award by Performing Arts 
Connections (PAC) Australia in 2019.

We contribute to building a strong and vibrant theatre culture through 
supporting theatre makers and creatives in their own development, We 
produce regular forums and industry initiatives that bring them together, 
start and continue vital conversations, and provide opportunity to connect 
with each other and share knowledge and resources. 

Critical Stages Touring brings together people from across the country 
to connect with original Australian stories and theatrical works in the 
venues and places they hold dear. Through touring to an ever-expanding 
network of locations in regional, remote and rural Australia, and now 
also throughout New Zealand. We ensure that audiences can experience 
diverse & innovative professional live performance where they live. With 
the launch of our digital theatre platform, the CST Screening Room, we can 
now bring these same outstanding artists and shows into the homes and 
devices of audiences anywhere.

www.criticalstages.com.au


