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SYNOPSIS

Appleton is the quintessential small Australian country town. There are those in the town who 
embrace change, like long-time resident Barb. And there are those, like Barb’s friend Bev, who 
aren’t fans of the tree-changers and their city ways.

Penny returns to her childhood home just in time for the Appleton Show and its famous potato 
race, where the winning man’s prize is $1,000 and the winning woman’s prize is… $200? Not if 
Penny has anything to do with it. The determined doctor swings into action to right this wrong; 
she’s going to smash through the glass ceiling, one potato sack at a time.

Inspired by true events, Melanie Tait’s affectionate Australian comedy receives its South Australian 
premiere following triumphant seasons around the country. The Appleton Ladies’ Potato Race is 
an effervescent, hilarious and big-hearted tale about women taking action and showing the world 
there’s more than one way to win a race.

For more, watch the trailer for the show online: 
statetheatrecompany.com.au/shows/the-appleton-ladies-potato-race

ROYALTY THEATRE / 1 - 19 JUNE 2021

RUNNING TIME  
Approximately 90 minutes (no interval).

SHOW WARNINGS
Mild coarse language and mild nudity. Age guide – 13+.

Resource created by State Educate. Support for State Educate comes from the State Theatre 
Company South Australia Education Giving Circle. Thank you to Michael Harry, Diané Ranck and 
Meredyth Sarah for ongoing support of the Education Giving Circle.
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WRITER’S NOTE
FROM MELANIE TAIT

The potato race is a real thing. It actually happens every year in my hometown, 
and the whole town turns out to see it. Although it’s seen as a bit of a joke, it 
takes a lot of skill to win it: the winners, every year, without exception, are the 
strongest, fittest, hardiest people in Robertson. I haven’t lived in Robertson for 
a long time, but it’s almost a non-negotiable date in my calendar - going home 
to watch the race, dreaming about one day taking part in it. 

So it was when I discovered the price money between men and women was 
unequal. I went about fixing it by emailing a bunch of friends to see if we could 
make up the difference. I didn’t foresee the cultural meltdown it would cause in 
the tiny, green, complicated bucolic paradise. 

This play isn’t the story of what happened to me, nor are any of these women 
my cousins or friends. When I started writing the play, it was for no other reason 
than to sort out my own complicated feelings about what had happened - I felt 
let down by my town. I was embarrassed at the fuss I’d caused. I didn’t know 
where my home was anymore. 

Yet, over the subsequent years this play has been performed, I’ve come to see 
the pain of the actual potato race fundraising drama was a gift: it’s allowed me 
to tell what is an enormously important story through the prism of a comedy 
about five very different women. 

I hope this play will one day be a museum piece: where our grand-nieces and 
nephews will shake their heads in disbelief at how once upon a time there 
was a gender pay gap, but that time isn’t now. Since COVID-19, this play 
has a sense of urgency around it - according to a report from the Australian 
Medical Association, COVID has exacerbated “women’s economic security, 
participation in formal employment, political representation, health outcomes 
and educational achievement and more so than men.” 

MELANIE TAIT. PHOTO: PROVIDED.
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As we spill out into the foyer after seeing The Appleton Ladies’ Potato Race, 
may we be marvelling at the performances of these incredible actors, and 
reminding each other that we, women and men, have a responsibility to treat 
and advocate for each other as equals. 

Oh, and the Robertson Ladies’ Potato Race? It’s had the same prize money for 
men and women now since 2018. And, I’m happy to report that two busloads of 
Robertsonians took a two hour ride to see the play just last month - and, they 
loved it. 

As discussed in her writer’s note, playwright Melanie Tait grew up in Robertson, 
a small town in the southern highlands of New South Wales. The town of 
Robertson bears some remarkable similarities to the fictional Appleton, 
including being renowned for potatoes and its annual show. Additionally, 
Robertson is home to the “Big Potato”, which is owned by Tait’s parents.

Tait left Robertson to pursue journalism but maintained strong ties to the town. 
In 2018, she was looking at the website for the Robertson Show when she 
noticed the discrepancy between the prizes for the men’s potato race and the 
women’s potato race. A friend suggested setting up a GoFundMe campaign to 
raise funds to make the women’s prize money the same as that offered in the 
men’s race. 

Not all of the townspeople were happy about her campaign and Tait’s parents, 
who still live in the town and run the General Store, also faced animosity. The 
fundraiser also received attention outside of the town through media coverage 
(see some examples at the links below). The GoFundMe campaign ended up 
raising the funds required to make the prizes equal.

Local and national news organisations covered the story:

theguardian.com/commentisfree/2018/feb/15/its-just-a-potato-race-but-it-
shows-a-familiar-pattern-of-gender-inequality

abc.net.au/news/2018-02-15/potato-carrying-race-prize-dispute-leaves-
women-spitting-chips/9450848 

smh.com.au/entertainment/theatre/gender-politics-small-towns-and-hot-
potatoes-20190321-h1cmnu.html

southernhighlandnews.com.au/story/5227730/starch-difference-in-prize-
money-gofundme-account-launched-for-womens-potato-race/

southernhighlandnews.com.au/story/5836608/womens-potato-race-sponsor-
increases-prize-money-after-gender-discrepancy/

More about the Robertson Ladies’ Potato Race
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DIRECTOR’S NOTE FROM DIRECTOR’S NOTE FROM 
ELENA CARAPETISELENA CARAPETIS

Melanie Tait didn’t mean to be a troublemaker. She merely wanted to make 
the prizes for the potato race in her beloved town of Robertson, home of The 
Big Potato, equal. Little did she know her quest for equality would bring about 
disharmony, division and push-back. But like all good writers, Mel knew that all 
the best stories are true, so she took this experience and she wrote a play. A 
beautiful, heartfelt, and funny play.
 
The Appleton Ladies’ Potato Race is a love letter to her hometown, to women, 
and... to the potato. It takes a domestic conflict around a small event in a small 
place and unpacks the bigger ideas around how and why people believe in 
the things they do. The equalising of the potato race prize money in fictional 
Appleton is the lens through which Melanie explores Australia’s attitudes 
towards women, queer people and refugees, while depicting the struggles of 
a tiny agricultural community fighting for survival. It doesn’t judge, it doesn’t 
waver. She loves the people of Appleton, no matter where they sit politically. 
She gets them because she is one of them. This kind of compassionate nuance 
in writing is a salve to being in the midst an ideological era that can feel cynical 
and dehumanising.
 
Leading this production has been a huge privilege and creating the show has 
been a total joy, thanks entirely to the efforts of the cast, creative team and all 
fine folks of State Theatre Company South Australia, itself a small village – from 
the bottom of my heart, thank you. Thanks also to you, our beloved audience, 
for supporting our work; we can do none of this without you. 
 
And thank you to Melanie Tait, the clever troublemaker, for her beautiful play. 
May she continue to inspire fellow good-hearted troublemakers out there for 
years to come.

ELENA CARAPETIS. PHOTO: THOMAS MCCAMMON.
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ELENA CARAPETIS IN REHEARSALS. PHOTO: JESSICA ZENG.

AN INTERVIEW WITHAN INTERVIEW WITH
ELENA CARAPETISELENA CARAPETIS

How would you describe The Appleton Ladies’ Potato Race?
I would describe The Appleton Ladies’ Potato Race as an absolute joy; it has 
been a joy to work on. It traverses some really important things that we need to 
look at as a community, as a country and as a society, but it also has a massive 
heart and will bring the audience heaps of joy. It’s brought us heaps of joy in 
the room. We’ve had the best time making the show, and I have a really good 
feeling that’s going to translate in the theatre as well. 

What do you see as the main themes or message of the play?
There are a lot of themes and messages within the play, but the most obvious 
one is around gender equality. The premise of the play is that there’s a potato 
race that happens every year in Appleton. Penny Anderson, a woman who 
grew up in Appleton and has moved back as an adult, discovers that the 
prize for the men’s race is $1,000 and the prize for the women’s race is $200. 
Understandably, Penny thinks that’s really unfair. Gender equality is the most 
obvious theme because of this premise. But the play is also about how we 
communicate with each other. How do we communicate with one another, as 
a community and as a family, so that everybody can be heard and be given an 
equal chance to be respected? I feel like we’ve almost lost the skill of nuanced 
and rigorous discourse. Melanie Tait’s play includes a lot of different viewpoints 
about the world. She doesn’t smash the audience over the head with one 
particular point of view but allows her characters to explain the reasons for their 
feelings and actions. 

I kind of wish the world was a bit more like Appleton. It’s a flawed place, full 
of people who could do better, but it’s also a place where people strive to do 
better. I know it’s cheesy but I feel like these characters lead with love, and 
that’s something I really value.
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ABOVE AND RIGHT: ELENA CARAPETIS IN REHEARSALS. PHOTOS: JESSICA ZENG.

What are the most challenging and rewarding things about directing a 
comedy?
The most challenging thing about directing comedy is that you only find out 
how the comedy will land once you get it in front of an audience. I guess that 
that’s the same for all plays – the audience is always the last character in the 
play, if you like, and that character changes every night because the audience 
changes every night. It’s my job to monitor the meaning of the play for the 
audience, to make creative choices and to collaborate with the actors to 
unpack who they’re playing. The challenge of comedy is that we don’t get to 
hear the audience laugh – or not laugh – until it’s in front of the audience. 

Susie Youssef, who plays Rania in the show, reminded me of a fabulous quote 
that says comedy is tragedy plus time. Before we can make things funny, we 
have to unpack the truth of each moment and what each character wants. 
The actors and I work through this together, and it’s a real joy being in a room 
with these amazing women, talking about life and sharing experiences and 
stories. They each bring their heart and soul to their work and care deeply 
about the show and the characters. When it all comes together, it’s something 
collaborative and from the heart – and that’s a great joy in itself. To feel the play 
being received by an audience is also incredibly rewarding. We present our 
heart and soul on a platter for the audience, and to feel them respond to it and 
receive it is beautiful.

How would you describe the role of a theatre director?
The role of a theatre director is hard to describe because you don’t actually put 
your hands on anything. Say the play script is the blueprint of a building and the 
play is the building itself. As a director, you have to help take that blueprint from 
the page and make it into an actual building. 
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PENNY: I dunno. I think maybe I’m meant to be myself. I can’t 
seem to get it together with other people.

NIKKI: I dream about not having to worry about other people. 
Eighty percent of the time kids suck, then just when you think 
it’s time to hand them over to social services, they win an 
encouragement award. Or hug you for no reason at all. Crafty 
little buggers.

I’m a very collaborative director and the first thing I like to do is find people I 
want to collaborate with, and together you find a point of view. You need to 
honour what the playwright has written but find a point of view about the play 
that you want to offer to the audience. This involves talking to the designer 
about what the set and costumes will look like, working with the lighting 
designer about the mood and tone of the picture being created on the stage, 
working with the actors to unpack their characters, and collaborating with so 
many other beautiful people. I need to make sure everyone is on board, helping 
me to lead the construction. Together, we’re bringing this from something that’s 
on the page and making it into something that is living, breathing and alive in 
front of an audience. 

The script obviously makes some suggestions of what different characters, 
settings and actions might look like, but much of this is left for the creative team 
to interpret. Everything you see on stage is a choice. Ultimately, it’s my job as 
the director to make sure the choices we make are allowing the audience to 
receive the clearest story possible.
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ELENA CARAPETIS IN REHEARSALS. PHOTO: JESSICA ZENG.

How do you prepare to direct a play?
I read the play a lot. I’m a bit of a nerd so I also do a lot of research about 
themes and other things that might come up in the play. I break the play down 
into beats. Director Katie Mitchell has a technique I find helpful – you pull out the 
major events in the play and within each scene, and this helps you to see the 
structure of the play and how the story unfolds. I also write down everything I 
can think of in terms of the questions that come up in the play and information 
about each of the characters. A lot of this work happens prior to the first day 
of rehearsals, but I always make sure I leave space for collaboration. We have 
really smart people in the room for this play and I’d feel really foolish if I didn’t 
take advantage of the fact that we have these people in the room.  

I really value the input of the actors as the people who will be inhabiting the 
characters. While I can imagine what a character might be experiencing, the 
actors actually embody the characters so I want to encourage them to follow 
their own impulses. I encourage actors to follow their impulses because I think 
that’s how you build an organic connection with the character and make a work 
that’s really alive. 

I also think it’s really important for a director to create a safe space in the room 
so people can feel comfortable and be brave. I think sometimes people can feel 
pressure from a director to deliver a performance they don’t quite understand. 
People can sometimes feel afraid to speak up if they disagree with the director. 
I want every artist that I work with to feel like their voice is important and that 
their voice is heard.

These responses are based on a video interview and have been edited for 
length and clarity. Video interviews are available under the drop-down menu 
for The Appleton Ladies’ Potato Race at statetheatrecompany.com.au/
education-resources.
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What next?
Our “What next?” sections include questions and activities based on previous 
pages. These can be used for individual reflection or as class exercises.

Melanie Tait drew on her own experiences to create the story of The Appleton 
Ladies’ Potato Race. Is there something that has happened to you or a family 
member that you think could make a good story? 

Think of an event or story from your own life that you could use as the basis for 
writing one scene of a play. It doesn’t have to be a big event, but something 
that felt important or meaningful, or that you kept thinking about after it 
happened. If you can’t think of anything from your own life, choose an event or 
story you heard about through the news or on social media. 

What are the main points of the story or event you have chosen? What are 
the main things you want to convey in this scene? Think about how you might 
change what really happened to make it fictional. You might simplify what 
happened so it is easier for an audience to understand. On the other hand, if 
the story or event you have chosen is quite simple then you may want to add 
some more layers. You need to think about the setting (place, time, etc.) and 
may want to change this from the real setting to something that better suits the 
fictional version in your scene.

Write down the names of the people involved in the real event/story. You 
need to make fictional versions of these people for your scene. Think about 
what you need want to change about them in your version - their name, age, 
interests, personality, etc. You want to change them enough so that they are 
not recognisable but so they will still work for your story.

Begin writing, keeping in mind the decisions you made about the story and 
characters above.

Optional: Break into small groups and choose a scene, or multiple scenes, to 
perform in front of the class. See if your classmates can guess which parts and 
true and which parts you have changed.

Supporting materials
Video interview with Elena Carapetis
Link under the drop-down menu for The Appleton Ladies’ Potato Race at: 
statetheatrecompany.com.au/state-educate-resources

Playwriting resources and videos
In the Playwriting Resources section, below the show-specific resources at: 
statetheatrecompany.com.au/state-educate-resources
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How would you describe Penny Anderson?
Penny is zesty. She’s resilient, uncompromising, whip smart. She has great 
vision in some areas and a little bit of blindness in other areas. She is a doctor, 
a GP. She’s also a little bit lonely in the play as she has recently broken up with 
her wife. She is full of verve. 

Penny is like the catalyst for change within the town of Appleton. She’s a 
troublemaker, but in a really great way – even though it might not feel like that 
to the characters during the play. 

What do you see as the main themes or message of the play? How does 
your character connect with these ideas?
There are so many beautiful themes within the play. The play is set in a small 
country town and we look at it through the story of the five female characters in 
the play. It’s a microcosm of a much bigger picture. This is a nationwide story, 
told through the eyes of this small community.

The play is about gender parity, equity and equality. It’s about history and 
change, as well as how painful and difficult change can be. It’s about rejection 
and acceptance. It’s about community and family. It’s about how we see 
ourselves and what kind of Australia we want to live in. 

All of these themes are relevant to Penny as a character. She’s chasing equality. 
She’s also longing for family and community. She’s searching for significance 
and learning about community. As a doctor, she’s good at fixing things and 
changing what she thinks is broken. As she tries to make change and fix things 
in Appleton, she also discovers the importance of community. 

CAST Q&A  
with Anna Steen
(Penny)
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How do you bring a character to life? 
I always start by reading the play many, many times. I read the play from an 
audience’s perspective; I read the play with the eyes of the character that I’m 
playing; I read the play from the eyes of the other characters in the play and 
how they perceive the character that I’m developing. 

I try to expand myself to fill the world of the play. Where I don’t have those 
experiences, I research what they are and I search them out. With Penny, I 
have had to look at what it is like to be a doctor. I have a friend who’s a doctor, 
and she’s going to show me how to behave in a surgery, which is something 
I don’t have a true understanding of from my own experiences. I look at all of 
the given circumstances within the script and look into that world really deeply. 
When I’ve exhausted the content in the text, I fill the rest of the world with 
imaginary details. If I have any questions that are unanswered, I try to answer 
them through imaginative work. 

Further development happens once I get on the floor in that rehearsal space. 
You learn so much about your character by working with the other actors, 
listening to them and responding to the offers that they give, and that you give 
in return. It takes on a whole new life. The director also helps guide you down 
the path they see for the character. 

You never stop working though. Even by closing night, you’re still discovering 
new things. It’s such a great experience to create a character because it’s a 
long, windy, beautiful, crazy, sometimes really difficult, always exciting path.

What do you want the experience of The Appleton Ladies’ Potato Race to 
be for an audience?
I hope the audience who come to see the play just have a hoot – it’s a fun, 
endearing, funny, heartfelt play. I hope that the audience also see themselves 
reflected in these women, and that they’ll think about what kind of community 
and what kind of Australia that they want to live in.

LEFT: ANNA STEEN AS PENNY. PHOTO: THOMAS MCCAMMON.

“How about that, Rania? You come in to drop off a bag of 
potatoes and you meet the biggest brain Appleton has ever 
flung out into the real world.”

- Nikki, speaking about Penny to Rania
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How would you describe your character?
SUSIE: I play Rania Hamid, a Syrian refugee living in Appleton. She used to be 
an art teacher. I would describe Rania as a very patient woman. She’s seen 
a lot in the world. Now, she’s come to Appleton to make a home with her 
daughter, Miriam. She’s willing to sit back, at first, and see what happens in this 
town. But she won’t sit back for too long… 

SARAH: Nikki is extremely passionate and a bit of a firecracker. She is the loving 
single mother of four boys. She is the local hairdresser and also works in the 
pub in town. She coaches her local boys’ footy team. She’s kind of central 
to the community. Nikki loves her town, but she hasn’t been anywhere else 
either, so Appleton is her world. Nikki is also the Appleton ladies’ potato race 
champion on the cusp of getting onto the honour board, which no woman 
in the town has ever done. She takes the race very seriously – it’s her pride      
and joy.

What do you see as the main themes or message of the play?
SUSIE: I think equality is an important theme, not only in the play but in Rania’s 
life. Rania is a modern woman. She’s a single mom, living in a small town, and 
she wants equality, but she also knows her place. An important thing for Rania 
is family – the family that she’s brought with her (Miriam, her daughter) and the 
family that she creates in this town, starting with Nikki.

SARAH: There are themes of equality, community, family. I think Nikki is very 
ensconced in her community. This town is her world and her world is quite 
small because she hasn’t been anywhere else. When she comes back to town, 
Penny can see how this world could be improved. Nikki can’t see that. Nikki 
definitely feels like part of the Appleton community and it’s very important to 
her. She is a bit blind to some of the faults of the town, such as sexism and 
racism, and sometimes contributes to these issues herself.

CAST Q&A  
with Susie Youssef (Rania)
& Sarah Brokensha (Nikki)
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LEFT: SARAH BROKENSHA AS NIKKI. ABOVE: SUSIE YOUSSEF AS RANIA. 
PHOTOS: THOMAS MCCAMMON.

How do you bring a character to life? 
SUSIE: A lot of my acting techniques start with the script. The script is like a 
mystery that you have to pull apart. The playwright has left all of these clues for 
you to interpret, and you then bring your own style to that performance.

SARAH: I start by looking for clues in the script. I’ll look at what my character 
says about myself. I will also look at what other characters say about Nikki or 
what they say about her children or husband. All of that information informs my 
character, who Nikki is and how she operates in the world. 

The first thing Elena Carapetis, the director, did with us was to sit down around 
a table to discuss the characters. We spoke about who these people are, their 
place in this world, how they relate to each other, what they say about each 
other, and just started to mine the available information. The writer, Melanie Tait, 
has given so many clues about these characters in the script – the dialogue, the 
stage directions, the description of that world. 

From that base, you can then start to branch out further and do more research. 
For example, this play is set in a town inspired by a real place in New South 
Wales. We researched that town to get more of an idea of what the setting 
would be like. Part of the process is researching the world and using bits of that 
information to then develop who my character is.
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How would you describe your character?
CARMEL: Bev’s had a really hard life. She’s a worker, a country woman, who 
is very set in her ways. People look up to her and she’s very good at getting 
things organised. She’s also a little – actually, a lot – racist. 

Bev sees everything in black and white; it’s her way or the highway. There 
is no grey area, there are no maybes. People go to her for advice because 
she’s a problem-solver. They respect her because of the way she supports 
her husband and son. She knows some people are a bit scared of her, but it 
doesn’t seem to bother her too much. 

GENEVIEVE: Barb has lived in Appleton for a long time and wants to be able to 
liberate herself and live as a strong woman of the world, but she has not really 
had an opportunity to do so. She becomes a supporter of Penny and finds a 
sense of real purpose in seeking change and equality in the town. 

Barb is a joiner. She’s a member of all sorts of committees and wants to make 
the fabric of the town very strong. Barb does not have any children and that 
has led her to seek a rich, full life in the community. The potato race is an 
important activity for her, and she recognises that it can be used for political 
change. I think she’s kind of revolutionary.

CAST Q&A  
with Carmel Johnson (Bev)
& Genevieve Mooy (Barb)

“Bev, you know what I do when I’m stressed out? … I pretend 
I’m on Australian Story.”

- Barb, speaking to Bev
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What do you see as the main themes or message of the play?
CARMEL: Change is one of the main themes. I like the idea that people can 
change if they open themselves up, even if that change is a shock or proves 
difficult. The violence of change doesn’t have to be a bad thing. The play 
demonstrates how you can become less judgemental by opening yourself up to 
the experiences of others. That’s the central journey within this play, especially 
for Bev. She has accepted things just because ‘that’s the way it is’ for so many 
years; with Penny’s input, Bev has to reassess her situation and she comes to 
the realisation that reassessing is not a bad thing. 

GENEVIEVE: Change is definitely one of the big themes – how to manage 
change in small communities, how to embrace change and how to understand 
its benefits for the community. It’s about managing big shifts and dealing 
with resistance. The trickle-down effect of change, particularly for the next 
generation and for young women, is also important in this play.

How do you bring a character to life?
CARMEL: The words in the script are very important and inform the character. 
I like to build on these to create my own history. For example, if the character 
talks about their father, I like to delve into my imagination and build that 
background. Is the father a big man or a small man? Does he drink? Is he 
mean? If so, why is he mean? You personalise all that stuff and feed it into your 
performance to make it less superficial. The audience won’t know about the 
inner story you have built, but it helps to provide the emotions and richness of 
the character. Bev has a few secrets I’ve embellished on, which has helped me 
to feed the character. You need to respect what the playwright has put on the 
page, but it’s helpful to build on this for the performance. 

LEFT: GENEVIEVE MOOY AS BARB. ABOVE: CARMEL JOHNSON AS BEV. 
PHOTOS: THOMAS MCCAMMON.
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GENEVIEVE: Barb is a very strong character – a supporter of change, even a 
‘control freak’, to use a common term. What I have tried to do as an actor is to 
connect with the emotional undertow of the character. For Barb, this has got 
a lot to do with her inability to have children. She feels as though she hasn’t 
really been able to take possession of her life or receive the kind of validation 
she wants. I tap into my own versions of those feelings from my experiences, 
or I find a substitution that will help me to feel those things. You need to keep 
the character connected to you. I do a lot of work with my body, my voice and 
my breath; I try to find the tempo and rhythm for the character, which can take 
some time. I’ll look at her gestures, how she uses her body, how she uses her 
hands and her voice. When we reveal what is going on under the surface for 
her, I think about how that will show in her body. It’s like being a kind of cipher. 
You’re trying to completely manifest the character and fill in the outlines. 

GENEVIEVE MOOY AND CARMEL JOHNSON IN REHEARSALS. PHOTO: JESSICA ZENG.

BEV: If you’ve got the choice between a hot potato from 
Tracey for fifteen bucks or some bloody goat curry for a dollar, 
what are you choosing?

BARB: It’s show day, Bev, I’m going to eat it all! No rules on 
show day!

These Cast Q&As are based on video interviews and have been edited for 
length and clarity. Video interviews are available under the drop-down menu 
for The Appleton Ladies’ Potato Race at statetheatrecompany.com.au/
education-resources.
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PENNY ANDERSON
Penny never really felt like she belonged in Appleton. Growing up, she liked 
reading more than sports and was obviously interested in learning. Her mother 
had abandoned her and Penny grew up under the care of her grandparents. 
Her Aunty Barb and family friend Bev were both important supports, too. She 
also dated Bev’s son, Mark, who later developed issues with drug and alcohol 
addition. Moving to the city after high school, Penny studied and travelled 
overseas. She became a doctor and got married. 

At the beginning of the play, Penny has recently divorced her wife and returned 
to Appleton to work as the town’s general practitioner (GP). Now 40 years old, 
she’s clearly confident in her position as a doctor, but still seems to struggle 
with social interactions. She sometimes offends people without realising what 
she has done, can come across as patronising and is not always able to 
understand points of view other than her own. She is a very principled person 
and seeks to do the right thing, even if that comes at a personal cost. 

NIKKI ARMSTRONG
Nikki has always been much more involved in the community than her cousin, 
Penny. As a child, for example, the audience sees Nikki perform a calisthenics 
routine at the Appleton Fair while Penny sits on the sidelines. As a 40-year-
old, Nikki remains involved – she’s the local hairdresser, works at the pub and 
coaches a boys’ footy team. She’s also won the Appleton ladies’ potato race 
multiple times. She’s a hard worker and the breadwinner of her family.

Nikki is married to Mark Armstrong, Bev’s son and Penny’s former boyfriend. 
Mark has continued to have difficulties with addiction in adulthood and Nikki is 
essentially raising their four sons on her own. Over the course of the play, we 
learn that Mark has been living with Bev. He enters a rehab facility towards the 
end of the play.

EXPLORING THE EXPLORING THE 
CHARACTERSCHARACTERS

GENEVIEVE MOOY, SARAH BROKENSHA AND SUSIE YUSSEF IN REHEARSALS. PHOTO: JESSICA ZENG.
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Nikki is a determined, practical person with a love of musicals, her community 
and her children.

RANIA HAMID
Rania is a woman in her 30s who moved from Aleppo, Syria, as a refugee to 
Appleton with her daughter, Miriam. This is the description of Rania given in the 
script: “This a woman who’s comfortable in this place and her own skin. There’s 
an artistic bent to her clothing - think Claudia Kishi [from The Babysitter’s 
Club], grown up.” Rania was an art teacher in Syria, but her qualifications aren’t 
recognised in Australia. She’s getting her diploma online while raising Miriam, 
training for the potato race, making harisi and trying to become part of the 
community. Miriam’s father is not mentioned and Rania appears to be raising 
their daughter as a single mother.

Rania is usually even-tempered and diplomatic, and she tries to be 
understanding of others and their experiences. She recognises the prejudice 
that exists in some parts of the Appleton community but is trying to find 
acceptance and a place there. While initially hesitant to upset the locals, she 
decides she needs to stick up for what she believes in. She is a caring individual 
who demonstrates a great deal of love for her daughter.

BEV ARMSTRONG
Bev is 65 years old and has lived in Appleton for her whole life. In fact, her 
family has lived in the town for at least a few generations. She’s very involved 
in the town and has led the kind of life that has historically been expected of 
women, particularly in small towns. She raised a son, Mark, and looked after 
her husband, Kev. Her care-taking role has continued in later life as Mark has 
returned home due to his addiction issues and Kev had a stroke that left him 
unable to care for himself. 

ABOVE: THE CAST OF THE APPLETON LADIES’ POTATO RACE. PHOTO: THOMAS MCCAMMON.
RIGHT: CARMEL JOHNSON (BEV) AND GENEVIEVE MOOY (BARB). PHOTO: JESSICA ZENG.



23

Bev is described in the script as “a tough woman [who] resents whatever it 
is she’s doing at any time and gives off the air of someone who suffers zero 
shitheads.” She is practical, a rule-follower and very set in her ways – as seen 
not only in her reaction to Penny’s potato race campaign but in the food she 
orders from the pub (“the usual”). She is a bit prickly and doesn’t seem very 
warm or caring, although she clearly loves Nikki, Barb and Penny. She seems  
to have hardened up over time, which may be due to the difficulties she’s had 
with Mark and Kev. She is easily exasperated and can often be judgemental. 
Bev is sometimes racist and can be very old-fashioned in the way she thinks 
about things.

BARB LING
Barb is another lifelong Appleton resident in her 60s. She’s the seeming 
opposite of Bev in many ways – warm, caring and open to new ideas and 
experiences. She’s described in the script as “a woman whose chief goal each 
day is to leave everyone feeling a little better”. She frequently demonstrates 
her love for her nieces, Nikki and Penny, as well as for Bev and the Appleton 
community.

After getting married to Bob, Barb expected to settle into a typical life for an 
Appleton woman at the time – mainly, to have children and look after them. 
When she was in her early 30s, she found out that she couldn’t have kids and 
sunk into a depression. She was lifted out of this state by her husband, Bob, 
who helped her train for the Appleton potato race – even though only men were 
allowed to compete at the time. She ended up winning the race under the guise 
of ‘Alexander Strumpet’ and called on the town to begin a women’s race. She 
obviously still has a passion for the potato race, particularly the women’s race.

Barb doesn’t want to miss out on anything in life. She’s always eager to try 
new foods, she loves seeing what people are up to using social media and has 
led change in Appleton in the past. She often tries to convince Bev to try new 
things and have some fun. It sometimes feels as though Barb is disappointed 
that she hasn’t had a chance to do more with her life.
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What next?
Pick a character from the play. What are the key differences between the 
chosen character and the other characters in the story? List any important 
physical features, their personality traits and their key motivations or desires. 
Come up with ideas about their speech, posture, mannerisms and gestures. 
Why do you think these work for the character? For example, if you think 
the character should walk with a long stride, what does that mean? Are they 
confident or just busy getting things done? 

Many of the characters in the play have things they don’t like to talk about - a 
loved one’s substance abuse, money issues, fear of discrimination, illness, 
inability to have children, etc. Write a letter from your character to another 
character in the play, a character that is only mentioned (Bob, Mark, etc.), or 
someone made up, like a childhood best friend who has moved away. Have 
them reveal something about themselves that they never say aloud in the play.

Perform the letter as a monologue. Remember to keep the list of their physical 
characteristics, emotions and other mannerisms in mind in your performance.

GENEVIEVE MOOY AS BARB LING. PHOTO: THOMAS MCCAMMON.

Supporting materials
Video interviews with the cast:
statetheatrecompany.com.au/state-educate-resources
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How would you describe the design for The Appleton Ladies’ Potato Race?
The design for this play is based on two worlds. There’s the world of 
agricultural, rural Australia – a harsh reality of corrugated iron and raw 
floorboards. This is balanced by a world of beautiful things created by crafters – 
patchwork and appliqué quilts and cross-stitching. 

When discussing a theatre design, many people will ask if a design is abstract 
or naturalistic. This design has elements of realism but it’s not naturalistic. For 
example, there’s a lot of corrugated iron that fits with the realism, but none of 
it is rusty or broken down so it’s not entirely naturalistic. The corrugated iron 
we’ve used – some real, some giving the impression of being real – is there 
as the embracing world. The design is a semi-circle, wrapping the space and 
the action. It’s both large scale and intimate. There are also elements of magic 
realism in the design with these unexpected elements floating through the 
space. Magic realism is probably the best term to use to describe the design.

How does the design connect with the themes or message of the show?
I think the play is asking the audience to think about balance in the world. The 
design reflects this in the practical and physical world through the corrugated 
iron and the quilts and soft crafts. Balance and equality are important themes. 
The play also speaks about fairness and ensuring everyone gets a fair go.

What process or techniques did you use to create the design for this show?
When coming up with a design for a production, you start with the words 
and ideas of the playwright. That’s always your first reference. You then have 
conversations with the director or the other creatives in the team. For this play, 

DESIGN ELEMENTS 
AN INTERVIEW WITH KATHRYN SPROUL 
SET & COSTUME DESIGNER

KATHRYN SPROUL. PHOTO: PROVIDED.
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Elena Carapetis, the director, and I have returned to the script time and time 
again. We want to honour and respond to Melanie Tait’s words and use them 
as inspiration. You also need to work from your own personal experiences. 
You can seek inspiration from talking to other people and looking at real life 
experiences – in this case, experiences within a small country town. 

You also need to look at the reality of your venue. This show will be held in the 
Royalty Theatre, which has a glorious history but is a bit rundown and rough 
around the edges. The condition of the venue sits well for this play given 
many rural communities face challenges related to the funding of support and 
infrastructure. We want to emphasise that these things may be rundown but 
they are still beautiful and have value. We’re looking to create a framework 
where we can honour the people we’re talking about and create a space where 
their stories can be heard.

What do you see as the role of a designer in theatre?
Being a designer for theatre is very different to being an independent painter or 
artist. You have to be tuned into the playwright’s words and ideas, and honour 
what the director and actors find in the rehearsal process. Being a designer 
is being constantly alert and awake to discoveries in the rehearsal room, 
honouring the choices of those in the creative team, and making the world that 
the audience comes to experience. It’s all about reaching out, connecting with 
the audience and telling a coherent story.

These responses are based on a video interview and have been edited for 
length and clarity. Video interviews are available under the drop-down menu 
for The Appleton Ladies’ Potato Race at statetheatrecompany.com.au/
education-resources.
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FAR LEFT: THE SET MODEL FOR THE 
APPLETON LADIES’ POTATO RACE. 
THIS PAGE: COSTUME DESIGN DRAWINGS 
FOR THE PLAY AND A BASKET OF APPLES 
TO BE USED AS A PROP. 
PHOTOS: JESSICA ZENG.
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How would you describe the sound design and composition for The 
Appleton Ladies’ Potato Race?
A reasonable component of the sound design for this show consists of pre-
existing music tracks i have chosen with Director Elena Carapetis. I’ve also 
written some music that varies from a cheesy comic feel to darker and 
brooding moments.  

The sound design is really about creating the locations the characters inhabit - 
pubs, hairdressers, royal shows etc. The world building components are always 
subtle and should transport the audience to each location without ever really 
being noticed as sound playing. Sound design should work on a subliminal level, 
connecting with the audience’s own experiences and the shared knowledge 
of how sound works within theatre and film. While most people are unable to 
articulate how sound effects them in this way, they carry with them an innate 
knowledge of how a pub sounds, how a hairdresser sounds etc, so these 
things transport them without them having to do any active listening.  

What is the role of a sound designer? How does this differ from the role of 
a composer?
The role of a sound designer is two-fold. These two parts are the technical 
design and the artistic design. 

The technical design consists of choosing of all the speakers, microphones 
and all other equipment that will be used for a production. This includes doing 
technical drawings for where the speakers are in the theatre, measuring all 
cabling lengths, supplying the weight of any equipment that is flown, and all 
other speaker information data, such as where the speakers are pointing and 
their time relationship to other speakers within the system. 

MUSIC & SOUND 
AN INTERVIEW WITH ANDREW HOWARD,
COMPOSER & SOUND DESIGNER
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LEFT: ANDREW HOWARD IN HIS STUDIO. ABOVE: ANDREW IN THE STATE THEATRE COMPANY SOUTH 
AUSTRALIA REHEARSAL ROOM. PHOTOS: JESSICA ZENG.

The artistic design is sourcing or creating sound effects, atmospheres, pads 
and drones that will be part of the aural environment, along with any music 
that is composed by a composer or licensed from a pre-existing source. The 
designer is responsible for the entire aural environment for a show. 

The composer writes and records the music for a show and sometimes also 
creates the pads and drones.

DIEGETIC & NON-DIEGETIC SOUND
The Appleton Ladies’ Potato Race features both diegetic and non-diegetic 
sound. 

Diegetic sound is noise where the source is found on the stage or in the 
action of the play; it relates to the world the actors inhabit, as Andrew Howard 
describes in this interview. Examples of diegetic sounds could be a hairdryer 
turning on, the sound of conversations at the pub, the sound of potatoes 
landing in a sack - all sounds the characters can hear in their world. Some of 
these sounds will be made by the actors and actions on the stage, but the 
majority are part of the sound design and are transmitted over the PA system.

Non-diegetic sound is added in and is not drawn from the action on stage; 
this is the sound present in the world the audience inhabits. Non-diegetic 
sounds are used to a create a feeling or mood for the audience - they might be 
atmospheric sounds or music.
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What is the role of a lighting designer in theatre? 
The lighting designer works together with the core creative team for a 
production, which includes the director, set and costume designer and sound 
designer, to create the lighting design that responds to the script of the play. 
The lighting designer uses the different lighting variables of intensity, direction 
or focus, colour and time to create atmosphere and selective visibility that 
complements the delivery of the story to the audience. I think good lighting 
should not be distracting or noticeable and should help the audience to connect 
emotionally to the characters and to the story. Practically, this all has to be 
achieved within the given budget, time frame, equipment and labour resources.

How would you describe the lighting design for The Appleton Ladies’ 
Potato Race? 
The lighting design for The Appleton Ladies’ Potato Race is really based around 
the town of Appleton, a rural country town in Australia, and the people who 
inhabit it. There are very clear references in the script that describe the time 
of day and specific locations that give me a clear direction to base my lighting 
design around - early morning sunrise, bright day at the showgrounds, rainy 
day, the doctor’s surgery, a hair salon, the pub in the evening etc. There is also 
a sense of nostalgia and we see some flashbacks to 1988 in the play so the 
lighting has to give a sense of this time shift, too. 

I am using some conventional theatre lighting fixtures and moving head or 
robotic fixtures that give me the flexibility to pick up the actors and other 
set pieces anywhere on the stage. The trick will be to make sure I am able 
to achieve the nostalgic theatrical feel I’m after given I am using modern 
equipment, which can sometimes give a cold rock and roll feel. 

LIGHTING DESIGNLIGHTING DESIGN  
AN INTERVIEW WITH NIC MOLLISON,AN INTERVIEW WITH NIC MOLLISON,
LIGHTING DESIGNERLIGHTING DESIGNER

NIC MOLLISON IN REHEARSALS. PHOTO: JESSICA ZENG.
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The play is a comedy at heart. I will need to make sure the stage is lit brightly to 
ensure the actors’ faces and expressions can be clearly seen by the audience 
at all times so the comedic moments are not missed. The general feel I would 
like to achieve with the lighting design for the show is a sense of heightened 
hyper-reality or an exaggerated sense of reality. I hope to achieve this through 
careful use of colour and intensity of light throughout the play.

What processes or techniques do you use to create the lighting design 
for a play? 
I start by reading the script to get any clues on the various lighting needs for 
the play. While reading, I highlight any mention of a specific location or time of 
day or night, whether its outside or inside, and any mention of the type of space 
the characters are in, such as “day time classroom”,  “at home early evening”  
or “outside at night”. I aim to give a sense of these spaces with the colour, 
direction and intensity of the light. 

I watch some rehearsals to get idea of where the actors are moving on the 
stage (blocking) to make sure they are lit properly over the whole stage. 

Generally, as a lighting designer, I am constantly observing the real world and 
making mental notes on how what I see can be represented on the stage. I 
consider what quality of light, colour or direction would give me a similar look on 
stage. I love observing the natural world, how light interacts within it and how 
this affects our perception, mood and sense of reality.

What advice would you give to a student who would like to get into 
lighting design?  
There are a few good courses around. I went to the Western Australian 
Academy of Performing Arts (WAAPA) and studied lighting design for film, TV 
and theatre for three years. At the time, it was the only dedicated purely lighting 
design course in Australia. 

Find a mentor, someone that you can call on and ask questions. My mentor 
is Rick Fisher, who I consider one of the best lighting designers in the world. I 
have been very fortunate to know Rick over my career and have kept in contact 
with him for 25 years. 

Observe light in the world around you, try to imagine how you would re-create 
what you see around you on the stage. This also helps you to build up the 
skill to be able to pre-visualise lighting in space in your mind’s eye so you can 
make decisions about how to realise your designs in the theatre before you get 
access to the venue. Keep up to date with technology, as it is changing all the 
time. Research and try to learn something new every day. 
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What next?
Choose a type of design on which to focus - set, costume, lighting or sound. 
Think about what sort of direction you might take with your design for this play. 
Would you use a naturalistic feel or choose something minimal or abstract?

Think about the feeling you are trying to create with your design. List how the 
elements you have chosen might reinforce this feeling. How might you change 
these elements as the play progresses?

Create a mood board for your design - focus on a particular scene or moment 
if that is helpful. For set, costume and lighting design, find or draw images and 
diagrams related to your vision. For sound design, find sounds or songs to get 
the feel you are looking for and create a playlist.

In writing or in a presentation, explain why you have made these choices and 
how your design connects with the story and themes of The Appleton Ladies’ 
Potato Race.

WARDROBE PRODUCTION SUPERVISOR/BUYER ENKEN HAGGE WORKS ON A PATCHWORK BANNER 
FOR THE APPLETON LADIES’ POTATO RACE. PHOTO: JESSICA ZENG.

Supporting materials
Video interview with Kathryn Sproul:
statetheatrecompany.com.au/state-educate-resources
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THEMES & CONCEPTSTHEMES & CONCEPTS  
IN IN THE APPLETON LADIES’ THE APPLETON LADIES’ 
POTATO RACEPOTATO RACE

Gender Equality, Pay Equity & the Gender Pay Gap
In The Appleton Ladies’ Potato Race, there’s a disparity between the prizes 
for the men’s and women’s potato races. There is also a difference in how 
much weight men and women carry in the race, which some use to defend the 
difference in prize money. Although this situation relates to prize money, rather 
than a person’s wage or pay, it can be tied to discussions about pay equity and 
the gender pay gap. It also relates to ideas about gender equality.

Gender equality is when people of all genders have equal rights, responsibilities 
and opportunities. It is an issue that effects people of all backgrounds, ages 
and gender identities. Gender equality has significant cultural, social and 
economical implications. 

Pay equity, also known as equal pay, is when men and woman are paid the 
same amount for work of equal or comparable value.

The gender pay gap is the difference between the average earnings of men 
and women in the workplace. Social and economic factors contribute to the 
gender pay gap, combining to reduce women’s earning capacity over their 
lifetime. In Australia, the 2021 gender pay gap is 12.4% with men earning an 
average of $242.20 more per week than women. Closing this gap is more 
than ensuring pay equity; the barriers blocking women from full and equal 
participation in the workforce can only be removed through cultural change.

For a long time, women were unable to participate in sports or were only 
able to do so in a limited capacity. Even when it became more acceptable 
for women to play many sports, they have usually been provided with fewer 
professional opportunities and lower pay or prize money than men. This has 
started to change in recent years – within the play, Penny provides the example 
of tennis tournament Wimbledon’s equal prizes. However, there are still fewer 

THE CAST IN REHEARSALS. PHOTOS: JESSICA ZENG.
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women who play sport, especially professionally, and fewer opportunities for 
them to do so, as Penny identifies when discussing the lack of girls’ sports       
in Appleton. 

Discussions around gender equality, pay equity and the gender pay gap most 
often centre on inequality between cisgender men and cisgender women, but 
these are issues that also face asexual, transgender, gender fluid and non-
binary people.

Gender Roles
Related to the previous gender-related concepts and themes, this play also 
deals with traditional gender roles. 

Traditionally, a man’s role as a husband was to be the main earner and provide 
for his wife and children. He would be cisgender, heterosexual and not overly 
emotional. 

For women, traditional gender roles prioritise motherhood. Within this ideal, 
they may be able to work in areas typically thought of as the domain of women 
(teachers, nurses, hairdressers, service industry workers) but would usually 
be expected to give up their work to raise children. Like their husbands, these 
women would also be expected to be cisgender and heterosexual. 

These kinds of traditional gender roles are not as common or strict in Australia 
today, but some older generations and small towns still value these ideals.

Bev, Barb and Nikki are the characters who conform most to these traditional 
gender roles and seem most likely to hold these values. However, they each 
subvert these roles in their own ways – sometimes through their own choices, 
but often because they have no choice. An example of this would be Barb’s 
inability to have children or Nikki’s need to be the breadwinner. The way these 
characters feel about their role within their family and community varies, and 
even changes over the course of the play.

Discrimination
The play deals with several kinds of discrimination – particularly sexism 
(connected with the previous themes and concepts), racism and homophobia. 
There are examples of these kinds of discrimination throughout the play. These 
attitudes are most often evident through the talk-back radio voiceovers or the 
comments on social media, but characters like Bev and Nikki sometimes say 
discriminatory or offensive things, too. 

As the person seeking to drive equality in the potato race, Penny is often the 
brunt of sexist remarks. People also say offensive things about her sexuality. As 
a refugee from Syria, Rania is often the target of racism and ignorance within 
the Appleton community, as is the local refugee action group.
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Change & Progress
The discriminatory and ignorant attitudes of the townsfolk discussed in previous 
sections are things that Penny, Rania and Barb are seeking to change within 
Appleton to varying degrees. This obviously leads to resistance from many of 
the people in Appleton. 

The drivers of progress within the play, at least initially, are people who are 
seen as outsiders or who have a higher level of education. There’s a feeling 
that these people think they are better than the people of Appleton. This is 
especially evident in Nikki’s reaction to some of Penny’s comments. It is clear 
that Penny is not able to understand how her attitude about the need for 
change may be viewed as her thinking she knows better than the townspeople.

However, the play is ultimately hopeful about the kinds of change and progress 
that can be made when people try to understand one another and persist in 
trying to make their community a better place. 

Community
Community is an important theme throughout the play. While Nikki, Bev and 
Barb are established within the community of Appleton and clearly feel at home 
there, Penny and Rania are still trying to find their place and feel accepted. 
The audience is given the impression that Appleton is a place where outsiders 
or people who are ‘different’ – anyone who is not white or heterosexual, 
or even those who do not value traditional gender roles – are treated with 
scepticism and discrimination. 

However, there seems to be some interest in change and progress from 
this way of living and thinking, as addressed in the previous section. Over 
the course of the play, we see characters begin to feel more like part of the 
community when others take the time to try and understand their viewpoint     
or experiences.

THE CAST IN REHEARSALS. PHOTOS: JESSICA ZENG.
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FURTHER ACTIVITIESFURTHER ACTIVITIES

WRITTEN RESPONSE
Write a review of this production of The Appleton Ladies’ Potato Race, taking 
into account direction, acting, design elements and audience response.

For guidelines on how to write a review, see our review writing resource linked 
in the dropdown menu for The Appleton Ladies’ Potato Race at 
statetheatrecompany.com.au/education-program

DISCUSSION
As a class, discuss the idea of ‘community’. What does that term mean to you? 
What are examples of communities in your own life (e.g. school, sport club, 
religious group, online gaming, social media)? How do you think communities 
have changed over the past decades? How do online communities differ to real 
life communities? How are they similar? How are communities different across 
cultures and locations within Australia? What about internationally? How do you 
think this might change in future? 

Talk about the idea of ‘community’ within The Appleton Ladies’ Potato Race. 
What kind of community is reflected in the play? How is this similar to, or 
different from, your own experiences of community? Ensure you consider the 
online aspects of community in relation to the responses Penny gets on social 
media after launching her fundraising campaign.

ACTIVITY
Design a front of house experience or poster for this production of The 
Appleton Ladies Potato Race. Think about the audience, themes and messages 
of the production. How might you emphasise these in your design? Come 
up with colours and concepts, list your ideas and sketch them out. Create a 
final product (a poster, model or final design sketch). Ensure everything that is 
included is there for a reason. 

CARMEL JOHNSON (BEV) AND SUSIE YOUSSEF (RANIA). PHOTO: JESSICA ZENG.
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WRITTEN RESPONSE & ACTIVITY
Imagine your school is holding a sports day. Every year level is invited to 
participate in their own version of the 100 metre sprint. You notice that there 
is prize money involved - very unusual for a school sports day! The winners 
of the Year 12 and Year 11 races get $100 for first place, but the younger year 
levels only get $20. Although you do not want to race yourself, you feel like 
this is unfair and decide to create a petition calling on the school to make the 
prize money the same for each year level. How do you convince people to sign    
your petition?

Think about the following:
• Petition type: Would you use paper and/or online, if the latter what website 

would you use? Ensure you do your research.
• Signatures: Who will sign your paper/online petition? Think about what 

members of the community are most likely to support this cause - they could 
be parents, students, alumni, the wider community. 

• Publicity: Do you think you would try to seek publicity for the cause or 
just approach people within school channels? Would you use the school 
newsletter or website? Would you approach local media? If so, who would 
be likely to be interested in this topic and how would you approach them? 

• Messaging: You need to use persuasive, compelling language to make 
people sign the petition and come on board with your cause. Come up with 
a slogan or a couple of key lines. Write a paragraph to include with your 
survey to encourage people to sign. You also need to consider what images 
you might use to encourage people to take a look.

Once you’ve done the above, do one or both of the following activities:

Create a poster or brochure with your text, any slogans or key lines, and 
a visual element or photo (or more than one!). Ensure you include relevant 
information about how to sign the petition.

Write and perform a speech based on the above research and decision-
making. Include points on why you think this cause is important - it could be 
for personal reasons or for broader ideas about equality. Ensure your tone and 
body language match your messaging, and keep in mind the important points 
you need to make about how to get involved or sign the petition.

“It’s 2021, Nikki. Even Wimbledon has equal prize money.”

- Penny, speaking to Nikki about the unequal prize money for the potato race


