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With a $4.6 million investment by MTC and MTC’s Playwrights Giving Circle, the NEXT STAGE Writers’ Program has introduced the most rigorous playwright commissioning and development process ever undertaken by the Company, setting a new benchmark for play development in Australia.
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PLAYWRIGHT’S NOTE



Benjamin Law


… the abundance of inexpensive and easily accessible objects makes it [hoarding] the disorder of the decade.


— RANDY O. FROST & GAIL STAKETEE
Stuff: Compulsive Hoarding and the Meaning of Things


Everything has beauty, but not everyone sees it.


— CONFUCIUS


As a kid, I was near incapable of letting physical objects go. If I made a masterpiece out of playdough, my sense of triumph was quickly replaced by panic that there was no way of keeping it forever. When I got my school’s Aussie of the Month award—which came with a golden badge we got to wear and then pass on—I cried like someone had died when I had to relinquish it. I anthropomorphised plush animals, felt real anguish at the idea of discarding them, and slept with them until they took over my bed — well into my teens. Maybe it was a childhood response to a fear of oblivion. Because if something can’t be kept or preserved forever, what’s the point of existence? Look, I could be a pretty intense kid.


By the time I grew out of it, I was growing up with it. Like so many migrant Australians, my parents struggled to let things go. In my memoir The Family Law, I wrote about living with compulsive hoarding before I even had the vocabulary for the condition. ‘We were sentimental to the point where it became pathological,’ I wrote. ‘We kept everything: every book we ever read, all the tennis trophies and tenpin-bowling medals we won. Things accumulated like plaque, growing out ramshackle from the walls. As we grew, the house contracted. We found ourselves tiptoeing around piles of ancient magazines and shoeboxes of old school projects, and I became too embarrassed to have friends sleep over.’ In adulthood, I discovered this was small fry compared to some of my friends’ experiences. One friend’s parents’ hoarding got so bad, they began to smell. Another came from a family that hoarded living animals.


Even if you’re not one of the estimated 1.2 million (not a typo) Australians living with compulsive hoarding disorder, you’ve probably witnessed it somehow. The one neighbourhood house with trolleys and rusted car shells spilling into the yard. All the TV specials, from Oprah to Marie Kondo. The entire subgenre of shock reality TV, sensational horrors like Hoarders; Hoarding: Buried Alive; Britain’s Biggest Hoarders; The Hoarder Next Door; Hoarders: Family Secrets ... you get the idea. There’s a ghoulish delight in seeing how bad things can get, replaced with a prim satisfaction at seeing such epic messes so promptly cleaned up. But for many hoarders, swift clean outs are dangerous. Some report emotional distress at similar levels to those who’ve experienced sexual assault. Suicides happen in the aftermath. Yet at the same time, it’s also paramount these people live with hygiene, safety and dignity. It’s a diabolical Catch-22.


In order to help, we must understand. In their 2010 book Stuff: Compulsive Hoarding and the Meaning of Things, Dr Gail Staketee and Dr Randy O Frost wrote that until recently, we simply didn’t know what triggered compulsive hoarding, let alone avenues for effective treatment. This has led to all sorts of false assumptions about the disorder taking hold, like the idea that hoarders must come from lives of deprivation, that it’s a response to a mindset of frugality in a world of abundance. (Not true. There are plenty of rich hoarders.) We also assume hoarders are simply untidy and slovenly, which doesn’t account for the fact that hoarders have almost medical-level concerns about hygiene and tidiness, though obviously according to their own criteria. What is true is that the root cause of compulsive hoarding is usually trauma. People who hoard don’t have broken minds, per se. They have broken hearts.


There’s also another way of looking at compulsive hoarding: that the mind of a compulsive hoarder has its own particular magnificence. Those who hoard imbue objects with meaning others simply miss. In objects that’d be considered useless to anyone else—mundane items others would regard as trash—hoarders can see a million different uses, myriad reasons why they’re special, and have countless stories behind their origin. ‘Hoarders do appear to think in more complex ways,’ Staketee and Frost write. ‘In particular, their minds seem flooded with details about possessions that the rest of us overlook.’


Which is why I can’t judge. Full admission: I’m still a hoarder too. All writers are. Not of physical objects necessarily, but of stories, anecdotes and details. We obsessively file and archive and stow away notes—just in case. Classic hoarding behaviour, when you think about it. In a strange way, all of us are working in a similar pursuit then, of finding some meaning in this grand mess that is life.
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BENJAMIN LAW
Playwright


Benjamin Law is an Australian writer and broadcaster. Torch the Place is his playwriting debut. He’s the author of the memoir The Family Law, the travel book Gaysia: Adventures in the Queer East and the Quarterly Essay 67, Moral Panic 101. He’s the editor of the anthology Growing Up Queer in Australia and creator and co-writer of three seasons of the award-winning SBS TV series The Family Law, based on his memoir. He has also written for over 50 publications in Australia and beyond, including The Monthly, frankie, Good Weekend, the Guardian, The Australian, Monocle and the Australian Financial Review. Benjamin was a researcher and associate producer on Blackfella Films’ Deep Water: The Real Story (SBS) and a writer on Endemol Shine’s Sisters (Netflix/Ten). In 2019, he was named one of the Asian-Australian Leadership Summit’s 40 Under 40 Most Influential Asian-Australians (winning the Arts, Culture & Sport category) and one of Harper’s Bazaar’s Visionary Men.




Torch the Place was first produced by Melbourne Theatre Company at the Fairfax Studio, Arts Centre Melbourne, and presented as part of Asia TOPA 2020 on 8 February 2020 with the following cast and creatives:


CAST


Max Brown Paul
Fiona Choi Teresa
Michelle Lim Davidson Natalie
Diana Lin Mum
Charles Wu Toby


CREATIVE TEAM


Director Dean Bryant
Associate Director Margot Morales Tanjutco
Set Designer Isabel Hudson
Costume Designer Kat Chan
Lighting Designer Amelia Lever-Davidson
Composer & Sound Designer Clemence Williams
Intimacy Coordinator Michala Banas
Cantonese Language Coach Jing-Xuan Chan
Fight Choreographer Lyndall Grant
Stage Manager Julia Smith
Deputy Stage Manager Millie Mullinar
Assistant Stage Manager 1 Lisette Drew
Assistant Stage Manager 2 Brittany Coombs
Production Photography Jeff Busby
Rehearsal Photography Charlie Kinross


The play text went to print before the end of rehearsals so may differ from the play as performed on stage.




SETTING


A former family display home and yard in suburban coastal Queensland (the aggressively suburban, non-flashy, non-seaside part) that’s fallen into disrepair. The action takes place in a week of Queensland summer some time in the mid-2010s.


Occasionally the home becomes other locations—sometimes real, sometimes imaginary, sometimes in between. Interiors include the living room, hallway, toilet, kitchen and laundry; exteriors include the front yard and gate.


NOTES


Cast: Yes, this is bleak, but it’s also a comedy. Encourage performers to milk the irony, idiocy and bitter humour from the horror.


Dialogue: One slash (/) in a character’s line denotes where the following character’s line should begin. Two slashes (//) denote overlapping lines, which actors are free to ad-lib. Exclamation marks (!!!) denote verbal and physical exclamation the actor can interpret. Ellipses (…) denote loaded silences and looks.


Cantonese: Like many first-generation migrants, Mum speaks a combination of English and her mother tongue—in her case, Cantonese. Mostly it’s incidental and written phonetically in italics, and written to assume the audience can piece together what she is saying via logic. [Square brackets provide meaning and context when needed.]


Names: In Chinese languages, younger siblings call older siblings by titles instead of names (similar to how, in English, people call parents ‘Mum’ and ‘Dad’ instead of their given names). In Cantonese, the titles Gar-Jer or Jer-Jer mean ‘older sister’. Natalie and Toby call Teresa Gar-Jer. For differentiation, Toby calls Natalie Jer-Jer.


Movement & Design: This is a physical play. There should barely be any time for the characters—except Mum—to physically rest. In most scenes, there is always something to be done: constructing boxes with masking tape, moving boxes, stacking boxes and sorting contents. Characters should nearly always be handling something. As the play continues, the cast must become conspicuously filthier. This will not be a clean process.





SCENE 1



 


Suddenly and without warning the lights go off as if there’s a power blackout, catching the audience offguard. Everyone is plunged into complete darkness, the kind of darkness where you can’t see your own hand in front of your face. Then . . . we hear a piano playing something impressive and complicated—think Rachmaninov, or something associated with Asian child prodigies. Slowly, a spotlight comes up, illuminating Teresa (early 40s, Chinese–Australian, no-nonsense) playing an upright piano so old it’s visibly falling apart. She wears a pristine, crisp white blouse that will be filthy by the end of this play. Everything else around Teresa and the piano is encased in darkness, to the effect it appears as if she and the instrument are floating in space. As the piece nears crescendo and climax, Teresa hits a note . . . It’s out of tune. She stops the piece, repeats the last phrase, then hits the same key. Definitely out of tune. A beat, then, frustrated, Teresa mashes down the keys in violent frustration, and—BANG—the piano visibly collapses in one corner with a clash of discordant notes. Teresa flinches. Dust may visibly poof into the air. Teresa backs away from the piano and addresses the audience.


TERESA: Yes . . . I know. We should’ve thrown this out ages ago. We should’ve thrown out a lot of things by now. But in our family, we like to hold on to things. Mum calls this house her ‘museum’.


Teresa laughs . . . and abruptly stops.


No. Museums have a logic. What we have is a mess. And Mum’s not a curator. She’s a hoarder. I know what some of you are thinking. ‘Oh, my parents keep everything; they’re hoarders too.’ Or: ‘I’m a hoarder myself; I can’t bear to throw anything out.’ Spare me.


Teresa lifts a sequence of veils. As each veil is lifted, more towering nightmares of junk are revealed. Boxes upon boxes; neverending stacks of newspaper; nests and towers of cardboard. There is more floor space with boxes on it than without. If something isn’t a box, it has a secondary purpose. An ironing board acts as a newspaper shelf and a makeshift eating station. A curtain rod is a clothes rack and a Christmas decoration display. Stickers of every variety—cartoon characters; Australian brands that no longer exist—appear on every available surface, over blooms of mould on the wallpaper. It’s a breathtaking jumble of claustrophobia. In the middle of all of this is an old framed family photo above a mantle—Mum and Dad, with two school-aged daughters (Teresa as an early teen; Natalie in primary school), except Dad’s face has been ripped out. One suitcase under the portrait stands out in this cardboard kingdom, conspicuously red. Teresa does a gesture to the audience, an ironic ‘ta-da’.
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