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  Virginia Gay’s Cyrano (after Edmond Rostand) opened at Park Theatre, London on 11 December 2024, produced by Roast Productions in association with Park Theatre. The cast was as follows:
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  This European premiere production transferred from the Traverse Theatre, Edinburgh, where it opened on 1 August 2024, produced by Roast Productions as part of the Edinburgh Festival Fringe, with the same cast except for Brandon Grace as Yan.




  

    

  




  




  Cyrano received its world premiere by Melbourne Theatre Company at the Southbank Theatre, Melbourne, Australia, on 24 September 2022. The cast was as follows:
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  The production transferred to the Heath Ledger Theatre, Perth, presented by Black Swan and Perth Festival, on 17 February 2023, with the same cast and production team, except for Joel Jackson as Yan and Zenya Carmellotti as 1.




  Script development on Cyrano was aided by Australia Council for the Arts, Sydney Festival, City of Melbourne, Create NSW and Roast Productions.




  

    

  




  




  Author’s Note




  Hi! Hello! Thank you so much for picking this up. Gosh, you look fab, don’t you? Have you done something with your hair? Anyway, come, sit. Sit!




  Why a female Cyrano? Great question! It always felt like a female story to me: ‘If only you thought a bit less, talked a bit less, and were a bit more conventionally attractive, things would be easier for you.’ I feel like I’ve been told a version of that my whole life.




  Why a queer Cyrano? A Queerano, if you will (and I won’t, my producers talked me out of it, and honestly? Thank God). The central conceit, even in the original, reads as deeply queer – ‘If I wasn’t born in this body, if I’d been born into this other “perfect” body, only then could I be the love interest for this brilliant person.’




  I saw the (utterly excellent) James McAvoy/Jamie Lloyd production of Cyrano in the West End just before a pandemic shut the world down. I bought two copies of the (utterly excellent) Martin Crimp adaptation at the interval, thinking ‘I’ll take this back to Australia and do it there’, and went back in for the second half and had forgotten that EVERYBODY DIES. So French of them. But if you’ve got a queer female Cyrano at the centre of it… Well, I don’t want to be part of any storytelling that says queer love is impossible and you should ‘bury your gays’, so… what to do?




  This play was written entirely in lockdown in LA, with a broken heart and an apoca-puppy by my side. Long dark empty nights stretched out before me, before us all – desperate for connection, but surviving on scraps. We could talk about the strange, sad half-birth of the first production of this play in Melbourne – shut down by a snap lockdown three hours before opening. We could talk about how an appearance on Q+A (a live political affairs TV programme in Australia) during that lockdown changed my life, and altered the course of the show’s. How, when asked to do an excerpt from the show, I mangled the final scene (it’s all right, I know the writer) and tried, as hard as I could, to let you know you weren’t alone. People get married to that text now, which is wild and beautiful and makes me feel a bit weird to say out loud, because, lo, I am Australian, and God forbid you should talk about something that makes your heart glow.




  But for the show to continue to live, it had to break free of the darkness of its birth. There are different tragedies and travesties happening all over the world – the darkness marches on. Theatre, more than any art form, has the capacity to respond to where it is in the world right now, what’s happening right now, the space we’re in, the audience that we’re speaking to. Each new cast and each new venue allows us to shape this show into something specifically for this moment. I cannot wait to see what future theatremakers make of this play.




  Our Cyrano sometimes gets described as a love letter to hope and overcoming loneliness, but at its heart, I think it’s a love letter to theatre – it’s about the extraordinary act of making theatre. Someone who keeps themselves separate from the action, but who writes these incredible scenes for other more attractive versions of themselves to play, is what it feels like to write a play – sitting alone in a room, moving characters about like chess pieces and doing terrible, wonderful things to them. It’s powerful, to write those scenes, to have that control. But it’s also isolating, and it’s fictional. It’s not the true business of living, the intimacy, the mess, the mistakes and struggle and work and (don’t tell Cyrano) the surprising ease of loving and being loved (once you stop letting your trauma drive your narrative). Every rehearsal of every show starts with a blank stage, and we try to work out how to tell this story – we bicker and laugh and try to tip the balance toward our own ends to try and make something worthwhile. For you. We cannot make live theatre, especially not a comedy, without an audience. You are the final character. We cannot do this without you.




  In a tragedy you can have perfect people who are crushed by external forces, but if you’re writing a romantic comedy, you need to have imperfect people who learn and grow. So we leaned into the arrogance of Cyrano, the toxic masculinity of Yan, and the shallowness of Roxanne, then asked them to take off their armour. Like any Greek chorus, the chorus are voices for the audience, but they’re also amalgams of all the many characters in the original. No theatre company that values solvency is putting on a show with a cast of sixteen (please, in this economy??). The baker and the best friend got rolled into one; the antagonist and villain also became the tragedian; and then there’s the little, fierce voice of the new. Naïveté is clownish and foolish, yes, but innocence is beautiful, and you need some shred of optimism to question the status quo, and say ‘it doesn’t have to be like this’.




  And as for Cyrano: where are the roles like this for women (and womxn and our NB and trans siblings)? Where are the roles that ask for such verbal dexterity, such physical agility, such wit, such fearlessness with a crowd? I wanted to write something for us, the big, tall weirdos with secret huge hearts. (You don’t have to be tall to play this role, but the secret huge heart is non-negotiable.) And how can I rewrite this story as a woman, when what happens in it, this ‘grand romantic gesture’, has a name now, and that name is ‘catfishing’? I worked hard to make Roxanne Cyrano’s equal in word and thought. Smarter, even, than Cyrano, with emotional intelligence as well as book-smarts – she knows what her body wants and she’s not afraid to ask for it. We meet and fall in love with her at the same time as Cyrano, she’s not a distantly desired object, she’s real and flawed, she dazzles us with her wit and curiosity, which of course makes the betrayal much more galling. And if there is betrayal at the heart of this classic romcom set-up, then why are we still telling these old stories? What responsibility do we have to our audiences if we’re mindlessly repeating and endorsing destructive behaviour? How do you ever try and jump the tracks of an old narrative, and reach for something more than the role you were given, more than what you thought you were worth?
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