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MARK’S TAKE
“Patrons have requested a comedy in the Quadracci Pow-
erhouse—not just a play with some laughs, but an outright 
hilarious evening in the theater. Noises Off is one of the best 
comedies ever written, a contemporary classic that has had 
people rolling in the aisles for three decades now, and I can’t 
wait to share it with our audiences!”

-Mark Clements, Artistic Director
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SYNOPSIS
ACT I
In the hours before the opening of a ridiculous British bedroom farce, Nothing On, the touring company runs 
through a final rehearsal before the curtain goes up. As the action of Nothing On unfolds, it becomes evident 
that this cast is nowhere near ready for the first performance.
Dotty, playing Mrs. Clackett, cannot remember her entrances, exits, or where she has put one of several 
ever-present plates of sardines. Garry, playing the male love interest, cannot seem to get his lines quite right. 
Brooke, who plays his counterpart, focuses more on looking lovely than understanding what is happening. 
Selsdon, the aging veteran actor playing the burglar, is too busy sleeping it off in the seats to remember 
when he needs to enter or even that they are in the middle of a rehearsal. 
Director Lloyd Dallas tries desperately to pull the show together, shouting from the audience and finally 
heading up on stage to wrangle his motley crew of thespians. Into this mix, add a few lovers’ spats between 
Dotty and Garry; and Lloyd and Brooke and Poppy, the Assistant Stage Manager; and the ingredients for 
disaster are set.
 The act ends with the hope that maybe, just maybe, they will pull it together in time for the show.
ACT II
Unfortunately, Act II dashes that hope.
The set has revolved and the audience is backstage at the Theatre Royal in Goole, a month into the run of 
the tour. The lovers’ spats have turned into full out wars and the act opens with the possibility of the show 
not going on, with Dotty hiding out in her dressing room.
Lloyd has returned from his rehearsals of Richard III in order to smooth over a former argument with 
Brooke, but he ends up witnessing the disaster that has become his play while also making a disaster of his 
relationship with Poppy. As the curtain goes up, a pantomime of the rising chaos ensues, and the audience 
bears witness to the miscommunication, physical violence, and rotating bouquets of flowers and bottle of 
whiskey being passed from player to player. As the insanity escalates backstage, Nothing On spirals even 
further into problems and hilarity.
ACT III
Another six weeks have passed and the tour is in its final legs. Performing the show has taken a backseat to 
the interpersonal relationships between the cast and crew.
Again, the audience watches the show from the front of the house. While they are not privy to the 
shenanigans going on backstage, the show has deteriorated even further over the past months. Props are 
not in their places, lines are getting lost, multiple actors are playing the same character, and Brooke has no 
ability to adapt to what is actually occurring onstage.
In the end, the show must go on even if it has gone completely off the rails and Noises Off closes with the 
final line of Nothing On . . . with one minor alteration.
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Gerard Neugent, Laura Gordon, Deborah Staples, Aaron Christensen, Joe Dempsey, and Kelley Faulkner. Photo by Michael Brosilow.
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Lloyd Dallas

Mrs. Clackett

Joe Dempsey

Gerard Neugent

Aaron Christensen

Deborah Staples 

Laura Gordon

Roger

Philip Brent, 
Sheikh

Flavia Brent

Dotty Otley

“And I take the sardines. 
No, I leave the sardines. 
No, I take the sardines.”

Director

“That’s what it’s all about.
Doors and sardines. Getting

on - getting off…That’s farce. 
That’s theatre. That’s life.”

Garry Lejeune

“No, but here we are, we’re all 
thinking, my God, we open 
tomorrow, we’ve only had a 

fortnight to rehearse, we don’t 
know where we are, but my 

God, here we are!”

Frederick Fellowes 

“The only thing I like about 
technicals is you get a chance 

to sit on the furniture.”

Belinda Blair 

“My sweet, we’re having
great dramas downstairs!”

Cast Member Noises Off Nothing On (the play-within-a-play)

THE CHARACTERS
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Timothy Allgood

Poppy Norton-
Taylor

Kelley Faulkner

Sara Zientek

Joe Boersma

Jonathan Gillard Daly

Selsdon Mowbray

“Once you’ve got it in your
nostrils you never forget it. 

Sixty years now and the smell 
of the theatre still haunts me.”

Brooke Ashton

“I was lying on the floor 
of the green room . . .”

Burglar

Vicki

Stage Manager, 
u/s Burglar, Philip, Sheikh

“This is getting farcical.”

Assistant Stage Manager,  
u/s Vicki 

“They say he’s very dirty and 
rather smelly, and I thought, 

oh my God, because –”

Cast Member Noises Off Nothing On (the play-within-a-play)

Aaron Christensen, Deborah Staples, Laura Gordon, Kelley Faulkner, and Joe Dempsey. Photo by Michael Brosilow.



PRODUCTION HISTORY
Michael Frayn was watching his play The Two of Us in 1970 from 
backstage, when he says he realized that his show was much more 
entertaining from that vantage point than from the audience. He 
was determined to write a farce set backstage and in 1977 his one-
act play, Exits, was presented as part of a fundraiser.

Producer Michael Codron commissioned Frayn to write a full-length 
version of that play, and in 1982 Noises Off premiered in London at 
the Lyric Theatre. Shortly thereafter, the play moved to the Savoy in 
the West End and ran for five years. The play premiered on Broadway 
in December of 1983 at the Brooks Atkinson Theater and was 
nominated for four Tony awards, and won two Drama Desk Awards.

In 1992, Disney produced a film version of the play which 
Americanized some of the language and references, but kept true 
to the story. Critics panned the film despite its all-star cast including 
Carol Burnett, Michael Caine, and several other stars.

Noises Off received much better reviews when revived on Broadway 
in 2001. Starring Patti Lupone and Peter Gallaher, the show again 
was nominated for several awards and Katie Finneran’s portrayal of 
Brooke won her a Drama Desk Award and a Tony Award.

Noises Off  continues to be a popular choice for community and 
regional theaters in the United States and abroad due to its enduring 
hilarity and character roles that appeal to actors, directors, and 
audiences alike. 
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PLAYWRIGHT, MICHAEL FRAYN 
Michael Frayn is a man of many literary talents. While Noises Off may 
be his funniest play, he has also written critically acclaimed theatrical 
dramas such as the Tony-Award-winning Copenhagen. Frayn also writes 
novels, translates Chekhov, and has had a long career as a journalist.

Frayn has said of Noises Off and farce: “I mean, it seems to me that 
everyday life has a very strong tendency towards farce, that is to say, 
things go wrong. And they go wrong often in a very complex and 
logically constructed way – one disaster leads to another, and the 
combination of the two disasters leads to a third disaster, which is the 
essence of classical farce: disaster building upon itself. It seems to me 
that the same thing happens in life, in my life anyway.”

A Few 
Famous Farces 

On Stage 

Lysistrata, Aristophanes, 411 BCE 

Tartuffe, Moliere, 1664 

A Flea in Her Ear, Faydeau, 1907 

A Funny Thing Happened on the 
Way to the Forum, Sondheim, 1962 

Lend Me a Tenor, Ludwig, 1985 

On Film and Television 

Clue, 1985 

It’s a Mad, Mad, Mad, Mad World, 1963 

Three’s Company, 1977-1984 

Frasier, 1993-2004 

Cast of the Broadway 
revival of Noises Off, 2001

Carol Burnett, Mark Linn-Baker, 
John Ritter, and Michael Caine in a 
scene from the film Noises Off, 1992



A FARCICAL HISTORY
Derived from the French word for “stuffing” or “padding”, farce was a term given 
to short comical sketches performed as interludes during long, somber plays. 
Eventually, the name came to denote any piece that closed a playbill, but we now 
attribute the term to a more specific style of comedy characterized by unlikely 
predicaments, verbal humor, mistaken identity, and physical humor.

In Renaissance Italy, farce took the form of a physical type of acting called 
Commedia dell’ Arte derived from performance traditions that dated from the 
Ancient Roman comedies of Plautus. With improvised dialogue, stock characters 
denoted by masks worn by the actors, and travelling troupes, Commedia became 
the most popular form of theater for the common people.

In the 17th and 18th century, the genre became the domain of the French, and 
writers such as Moliere and Marivaux developed the form we now call farce. The 
form was not only a lighthearted evening out, but also was a vehicle to mock the 
elite and conditions for the lower classes.

Farce continued to evolve as a form through the end of the 19th century, with 
the playwrights Eugene Labiche and George Faydeau creating some of the most 
striking examples of the genre. In the 20th century, the British bedroom farce 
developed with the plays of Ben Travers, Alan Ayckbourn, and Noel Coward. 
The play-within-a-play, Nothing On, is an example of this style with its constant 
opening and closing of doors, scarcely clothed characters, and mistaken identities.

While farce is often looked at as fluff or only played for laughs, its long history and 
ability to poke fun at the absurdity of everyday life makes it an enduring genre 
that has some substance to accompany those belly laughs.
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MICHAEL FRAYN ON FARCE

Commedia dell’ Arte CharactersMichael Frayn quotations excerpted from an interview that 
appeared in “The Art of Theater No. 15” in The Paris Review.

“I think what most farces have in common is an element of 
panic. People lose their heads. They find themselves in an 
embarrassing situation, and they tell a lie to cover up. The 
lie doesn’t make things better, it makes them worse, and 

then they have to explain not only the initial embarrassing 
situation but the lie as well, and the panic escalates.”

“In every farce, in every comedy, there has 
to be an element of pain and difficulty, and 
we laugh as a relief that it is happening to 

somebody else and not to us.”

“Farce has always been regarded in this 
country, in fact everywhere, as rather 

down-market, popular entertainment . . . 
but farce chose me as its victim.”
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PLAYBILL FOR NOTHING ON
EXCERPTED FROM NOISES OFF SCRIPT    
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SARDINE SNIPPETS
•	 Sardines are high in Omega -3s, selenium, and are in plentiful supply  
 in natural fisheries, so they are an incredibly sustainable choice of fish.

•	 Oscar Wilde’s son started London’s first sardine tasting club in 1935.

•	 Aged sardines are considered a delicacy by many gourmands, 
 with one man citing a delicious 30-year-old can from Norway 
 as a personal favorite.

•	 In 1904, Charles Poole Cleaves wrote a novel entitled A Case of  
 Sardines: A Story of the Maine Coast. Maine was as associated with  
 sardines as Wisconsin is with cheese; unfortunately, Maine’s last 
 sardine factory closed in 2010.

•	 In the 1930s and 1940s, Monterey, California was the center of the  
 sardine universe. John Steinbeck immortalized the world of sardine  
 factories in his 1945 novel Cannery Row.

•	 If you are in Maine, make sure to stop by the Maine Coast 
 Sardine History Museum in Jonesport.

SARDINES AROUND THE WORLD
Different parts of the world pack different species of small fish in cans and call them 
sardines. Each has a unique flavor and a fishy identity all its own. Can you match the 
sardines to their names and locations where they reign supreme?

A.

B.

C.

D.

 

“When all around is 
strife and uncertainty, 
there’s nothing like . . . 
a good old-fashioned 

plate of sardines! 

-Burglar, Nothing On 

 

Brislings, Silds, Sprats 

Sardinops sagax

Pilchards 

North Atlantic Herring

Spain, Portugal, France

Norway

American East Coast

Pacific Coast

A. Sardinops Sagax - Pacific Coast B. North Atlantic Herring - American East Coast C. Brislings - Norway D. Pilchards - Spain, Portugal, France

10  •  Noises Off



GLOSSARY OF TERMS FOR THE THEATER NOVICES
AND NON-ANGLOPHILES IN THE AUDIENCE

Technicals – the rehearsals when lights, sound, 
set changes, and other technical elements are 
incorporated into a show.

Company – a term used for the people working 
on a play, sometimes more specifically referring to 
the cast of the show. At The Rep, all employees are 
considered company members.

Weekly rep – a system of creating theater in 
which the resident acting company learns a new 
play, rehearses for a week, and then performs the 
piece, with the process starting over weekly.

Stalls – a British term for the seats of the theater.

VAT – “value added tax”, a tax levied on the 
difference between the cost of materials and the 
selling price of a commodity or service.

Quick change – when an actor must change 
costumes rapidly, often without the time to go 
back to the dressing room.

Beginners – British term for the American phrase 
“Places”, which tells actors that they are close to the 
show’s start and need to be in their spots, ready to 
go on stage.

House – house can refer to the area of the theater 
where the audience sits, the audience itself, or the 
entirety of the show, as in “The first house finishes 
just after five, yes?”

Front of house calls – the announcements the 
Stage Manager or House Manager makes to notify 
the audience to take their seats.

On the corner – this phrase refers to the corner 
where a Stage Manager may sit and feed lines to 
actors if they miss a cue. We at The Rep, of course, 
do not need such a thing.

Green room – the room in a theater where actors 
wait to make their entrances. Contrary to popular 
belief, all green rooms are not painted green.

Love –British term of endearment that is used 
both genuinely and sarcastically in the play.

Fruit machine – Cha-ching! Cha-ching! A fruit 
machine is Brit-speak for a slot machine.

Posset mill – posset is an old British drink made 
from mixing milk, ale, and spices that later became 
the inspiration for egg nog. The word also refers to a 
baby’s spit-up after drinking milk.

Bloody – an expletive adjective used in Great 
Britain and former commonwealth countries.

Airing cupboard – the linen closet, also a place to 
hide lovers/phony house buyers.

Postprandial – after dinner.

Inland Revenue – the British equivalent of the IRS.

Pigeonhouse – a small compartment in a desk or 
cabinet.

Bullion vault – a bank vault.

Berk – a disparaging term to imply that someone is 
a fool or stupid.

Boiled sweets – hard candy.

Telly – short for a television or television program.

Pensioners – the British term for retirees or those 
who are collecting pensions.

Cost a bomb – to cost a large sum of money.

Brassy – an adjective to describe something or 
someone trashy.
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Each year, The Rep hires a group of full-
time seasonal interns in our professional 
Artistic Internship Program. These interns are 
instrumental to our productions. Acting Interns 
understudy roles in all of our spaces as well 
as play smaller roles and serve as ensemble 
members throughout the season. Directing 
Interns are assigned as Assistant Directors for 
each of our productions. The Education Intern 
serves as the lead Teaching Artist for our in-
school programs.

Milwaukee Rep Education 
Intern Hope Parow sat 
down with Noises Off 
Assistant Director and 
Directing Intern Frank 
Honts to talk about 
sardines, farce, and the 
nature of truth in theater. 

Hope Parow: Tell us a little bit about what 
being an assistant director is like.
Frank Honts: At Milwaukee Rep, assistant 
directors wear a variety of hats, including 
performing background research prior to the 
start of rehearsals, acting as another set of eyes 
and ears for the director during rehearsals, and 
staying up to date with the show throughout 
its run. In addition, assistant directors facilitate 
understudy rehearsals, which are held for 
two hours each day before or after principal 
rehearsals. Although the specific tasks vary 
from show to show and director to director, the 
assistant director’s most important job is to 
support the director’s vision for the show and 
help bring it to fruition.
HP: So, how do you feel about sardines? Are 
they a staple in your diet?
FH: (Laughing) My goal in this production 
process is to never have to eat a sardine. I don’t 
like them, and I hope that I can stay away from 
them.
HP: Do you think you will be forced to eat 
them?
FH:  I sure hope not. 
HP: In reading the script, have you been able to 
identify any parallels between the two worlds of 
Noises Off and Nothing On (the play-within-a-
play)? 
FH: Stylistically they are very similar pieces 
that live in a world that is a little bit unfamiliar 
to us: traveling stock theater in England made 
up of these crazy pieces that have some 
crazy things happen in them and some larger-

than-life characters. And people dealing with 
circumstances that are always a little bit out 
of their control and bumbling around trying to 
figure them out.
HP: Do you find yourself rooting for the cast as 
they bumble their way through this chaos? 
FH: We were discussing this in rehearsal last 
week, and that is the wonderful thing about 
farce. On the one hand, you want these people 
to succeed, but in other ways, watching the train 
wreck is almost more enjoyable, so it is hard to 
look away. I think they are inherently likeable 
people who are dealing with the stress of their 
existence, which is working in professional or 
semi-professional theater, and really struggling 
to just get through the day. I think whether we 
are in theater or whether we are artists or not, 
we can all relate to that on some level. 
HP: Noises Off is pure farce, which has been a 
prominent genre of literature for centuries. What 
do you think is the appeal of farce for a modern 
audience?
FH:  I think the contemporary appeal of farce 
is to escape the perils of our everyday lives, 
to find a release in people who are not totally 
unlike us, but are just different enough that we 
can step away from our own realities for a bit 
and just enjoy the mishaps of others. We do not 
know if these people turn out okay or whether 
it all falls apart; it is a form of therapy, a way of 
releasing the tension. I think the other thing is 
that it is really hard to write and it is really hard 
to do well, so when a good farce comes along, 
people really glom onto it. 
HP: Lloyd Dallas, the director of Nothing On, 
says, “I’m starting to know what God felt like 
when he sat out there in the dark and created 
the world.” Is this a typical feeling for directors? 
Is there truth in his statement? 
FH: One gets the sense that part of Lloyd’s 
signature style is orchestrating “moments” in 
his productions, which might be a polite way 
of saying he over-manages the process. KJ 
Sanchez, the director of this production, brings 
a collaborative spirit to rehearsals. She has a 
strong sense of what the play should feel like, 
but she is more interested in allowing actors 
to figure out what works well in the moment 
than dictating where people should stand and 
move around. So for KJ, it is not about having a 
godlike director sit out there in the dark moving 
chess pieces around. It is funny, because 
on several occasions in rehearsal, she has 
explicitly directed moments in Nothing On by 
saying, “I think in this moment Lloyd would have 

Interview with Noises Off Assistant Director, Frank Honts
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FEATURED ARTIST: JIM GUY, PROPERTIES DIRECTOR 

Jim Guy is in the midst of his 16th season at Milwaukee Rep as our Properties 
Director, or as Jim calls himself, “The Prop Guy.” Jim began his career in theater 
in 1978, after studying Library Science and Theater Stage Management. After 
working in several other positions at the theater including Stage Manager, he 
was hired as a Prop Carpenter and then Properties Director at the Cleveland 
Playhouse, where he worked for eight seasons. In addition to that work, he 
and wife Margaret Hasek-Guy (The Rep’s Soft Props Artisan), founded The Prop 
Guy, a freelance prop company. He moved on to head the MFA Properties 
Design & Management program at the University of Illinois, one of only three 

such programs in the country. Wanting a return to professional theater, Jim joined the company of the 
Milwaukee Rep in 1998. Jim is currently the president of the Society of Properties Artisan Managers 
(SPAM) and is a well-known expert on onstage use of firearms and weaponry.

This is Jim’s third production of Noises Off, and he characterizes the show as one of the funniest plays 
on which he has ever worked. Jim says it is a great show for props because it is “an exercise in calculated 
poor taste” which is much more fun and challenging than doing something with good taste. Jim says, 
“We have all worked in the theater that is producing Nothing On. Everyone who has done theater has had 
a Noises Off sort of experience. This play is a love letter to those adorable companies.”

In Noises Off, the Rep’s prop shop has several challenges to work through. There are many props within 
the show, and while some of them may seem like mundane, everyday objects, many of them have to 
be able to function in ways that are not so everyday. The armchair and couch featured throughout the 
play must deteriorate during the course of the run of Nothing On, and many plates of sardines will be in 
hand at all times, even some that do tricks! There are also the elements of period style, as the show takes 
place over thirty years ago, and the theater technology the audience sees in the second act needs to be 
accurate. Jim says that the best part of this show, besides the fun of working on a play with a sense of 
“calculated cheesiness,” is that he is working with actors, a director (KJ Sanchez), and a scenic designer 
(Dan Conway) with whom he has a strong collaborative relationship.

you do this.” The best productions tend to be led 
by directors who can embrace and support the 
creative talent of the artists involved and not get 
caught up in the God complex that Lloyd seems 
to suffer from at times.
HP: Despite the creative license that is inherent 
to farce, is Noises Off an accurate portrayal of 
your average theatrical production? 
FH: I think the exaggerated reality we see in 
the play is very much grounded in the true 
experiences that we have as artists. We want to 
be professional: we come to our jobs every day 
and we want the work we do to be excellent, so 
we create as many circumstances as possible 
to make sure that happens. But there is some 
truth to it too; on the first day of rehearsal, KJ 
asked people to share their “bad show” horror 
stories. And, oh boy. There were some crazy 
mishaps (even worse than the ones we see 
in Noises Off).  I think KJ’s point in having us 
share these stories was to acknowledge that 
these things do happen and that at some level, 

they are the moments that keep us grounded 
and human.. 
HP: What do you hope the audience members 
take away from this experience? Are there any 
specific moments or elements you think the 
audience should look for? 
FH: In addition to having that light and gleeful 
experience, we hope the audience walks away 
with an appreciation of the importance of how 
ensemble work brings a play like this to life. 
When you have a really great group of artists 
working with each other, things should feel 
seamless. It should feel like the play has a 
pulse and is an organism unto itself. It should 
breathe, move, glide, and creak with all sorts 
of precision. You have an ensemble of actors 
onstage, and an ensemble of artists offstage, 
and a director working to put the pieces 
together. The artistry of all of these things 
coming together can happen in a place like the 
Milwaukee Rep.
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VISITING THE REP

Milwaukee Repertory Theater’s Patty and Jay Baker Theater 
Complex is located in the Milwaukee Center downtown at the 
corner of Wells and Water Streets. The building was formerly the 
home of the Electric Railway and Light Company. 

large staircase which leads to The Rep’s Quadracci Powerhouse theater and lobby. 
The Ticket Oce is visible on the left upon entering the Wells Street doors. In the central rotunda is a

THE REP VALUES YOUR SUPPORT: Financial support enables The Rep to:

• Advance the art of theater with productions that inspire individuals and create community dialogue;

• Provide a richer theater experience by hosting Rep In Depth, Talkbacks, and creating Play Guides 
  

  
to better inform our audiences about our productions;

• Educate over 20,000 students at 200+ schools in the greater Milwaukee area with Rep Immersion Day 
  

 
experiences, student matinees, workshops, tours and by making connections with their school 

   
 

curriculum through classroom teaching programs such as Reading Residencies and Scriptworks;

• Maintain our commitment to audiences with special needs through our Access Services that include 

  
 

American Sign Language interpreted productions, captioned theater, infrared listening systems and 

  
 

script synopses to ensure that theater at The Rep is accessible to all;

• Educate the next generation of theater professionals with our Artistic Intern Program which gives newly 

 
 

degreed artists a chance to hone their skills at The Rep as they begin to pursue their theatrical careers.

 

We value our supporters and partnerships and hope that you will help us to expand the ways The Rep has 
a positive impact on theater and on our Milwaukee Community.

Donations can be made on our website at
www.MilwaukeeRep.com or at 414-224-9490.

 

  
  

The Rep receives support from:
The Lynde and Harry Bradley Foundation • The Richard & Ethel Herzfeld Foundation

David and Julia Uihlein Charitable Foundation

Milwaukee Repertory Theater. Photo by Michael Brosilow.


