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YOU. AND IT WILL 
HAPPEN TO YOU… 
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HERE TO TELL YOU.
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The Year of Magical Thinking by Joan Didion was published in 2005 and was 
immediately proclaimed a classic, winning the U.S. 2005 National Book 
Award for Nonfiction, as well as receiving nomination for the Pulitzer Prize. 
Earlier this year it was ranked 40th on The Guardian’s list of the 100 best 
books of the 21st century.

Didion’s theatrical adaptation of the book has been equally celebrated and 
has attracted some of the finest actors of our age. This exploration of the 
territory of grief has a deceptive simplicity – “restraint itself becomes poetic, 
even operatic” (N.Y. Times). It has been described as “thrilling and engaging - 
universal, profound… uplifting”.

One might think that a play about unexpected death, and the grief 
experienced in its wake, is a risky project for a small independent theatre to 
take on. But what matters to us at fortyfivedownstairs is the quality of 
writing and the performance, regardless of the topic. In Jillian Murray and 
director Laurence Strangio, we believe we have a perfect combination to 
present this universal experience, this “classic of mourning” which has 
touched hundreds of thousands around the world.

In 2017 Jillian Murray’s performance here in L’amante anglaise by Marguerite 
Duras had a similar simplicity and clarity, an ability to almost imperceptibly 
reveal hidden emotion. I have no doubt that this further collaboration with 
director Laurence Strangio will be a memorable highlight of the 2019 
theatrical year in Melbourne.  

Mary Lou Jelbart
Artistic Director, fortyfivedownstairs



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. 

For me, the essential element is Didion’s scrupulous honesty in dissecting her 
experience – questioning the validity of her own thought processes and 
behaviour. More particularly, this is a work that aims to 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 could understand the 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.

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. 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.

At a point early in her career, when Joan Didion already had some notoriety, 
she gave a talk to students at UC Berkeley. She began with these words: ‘I’ve 
been sitting here trying to get used to the idea 
that I’m here and you’re there - but it may 
take me a little while. So I hope 
you’ll bear with me until I get 
used to the idea...’.

Laurence Strangio
Director



JOAN DIDION   writer
Joan Didion was born in Sacramento CA 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.

JILLIAN MURRAY   performer 
Jillian has worked in theatre, film, and television in Australia and in the 
U.K. She trained at East 15 Drama School (London) after completing 
studies at Monash University and Melbourne University.

This year Jillian has performed in Lady in the Van (MTC), completed a 
national tour of L’amante anglaise by Marguerite Duras and enjoyed a 
guest role in the forthcoming television series Halifax. Highlight theatre 
productions include: The Blind Giant is Dancing; Garden of Granddaughters 
(Sydney Theatre Company); Travelling North (The Lyric Theatre, 
London); Lovesong  (Red Stitch); L’amante anglaise; De Stroyed  - a solo 
performance based on the writings of Simone De Beauvoir 
(fortyfivedownstairs); The Three Musketeers; Miss Julie (MTC); The Chairs 
(La Mama) Away; Nice Girls; Good Time; Wolf; In Male Attire; World Made of 
Glass (Playbox /Malthouse)

TV productions include Jack Irish (Series 1 & 2); Stingers; Secret Life of Us; 
Embassy; Party Tricks; No Where to Hide; Skirts; Prisoner. Film work 
includes Choir Girl; Body Melt; Spotswood; Georgia.

Jillian received the Green Room Award in 2016 for Best Actor in an 
Independent Production (L’amante anglaise) and has been nominated on 
two previous occasions.



LAURENCE STRANGIO   director
Laurence is an award-winning independent director, theatre-maker and 
stage adaptor. At fortyfivedownstairs he has directed Krapp’s Last Tape; 
L’amante anglaise; Uncle Vanya; A Kind of Fabulous Hatred; Sacrament (for 
Carnival of Mysteries) and The Telephone Exchange. 

Over the past two 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 (all at 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. Laurence has received two 
Green Room Awards for Outstanding Direction (for Portrait of [Dora] and 
Six characters in search of an author...).

ANDY TURNER   lighting design
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 design
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, the BBC, and various 
major and independent record companies. 
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