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Playwright, novelist and translator Michael Frayn was born in London on 8 September 1933.  After two 
years of National Service, during which he learned Russian, he studied Philosophy at Emmanuel 
College, Cambridge. He then worked as a reporter and columnist for The Guardian and The Observer, 
publishing several novels. His plays include Alphabetical Order (1975), Clouds (1976), Donkeys' Years 
(1977), Make or Break (1980), Noises Off (1982) and Benefactors (1984). Copenhagen (1998), about 
the 1941 meeting between German physicist Werner Heisenberg and his Danish counterpart Niels 
Bohr, first staged at the Royal National Theatre in London, won the 1998 Evening Standard Award for 
Best Play of the Year and the 2000 Tony Award for Best Play (USA). His play Democracy (2003), is 
set in 1960s Berlin. His latest play for the Royal National Theatre is Afterlife (2008). He has also 
translated a number of works from Russian, including plays by Chekhov and Tolstoy. His films for 
television include First and Last (1989), for which he won an Emmy, and an adaptation of his 1991 
novel A Landing on the Sun. He also wrote the screenplay for the film Clockwise (1986), a comedy 
starring John Cleese. Frayn once wrote, “what they are all about in one way or another is the way in 
which we impose our ideas upon the world around us.” And that conflict between the objective 
universe and our often helpless attempts to give it personal structure and order underlies almost 
everything he has written.  
 
It was with Noises Off (1982) that Frayn achieved both an instant commercial hit and durable 
international fame. In the first act, we watch the chaotic final rehearsal of a basic British farce, full of 
door-banging, trouser-dropping, and sexual complication. In the brilliant second act, viewed from 
behind the scenes, life and art collide as the performers and director become the victims of their own 
betrayals and misunderstandings. By the third act the original farce has descended into total mayhem. 
Like all Frayn's work, the play becomes a metaphor for the larger lunacies of life, and the thin dividing-
line between order and chaos.  

Frayn is the foremost British translator of the works of Anton Chekhov, who was similarly aware of the 
comic gulf between our local insignificance and cosmic possibility. Like his mentor, Frayn is a 
dramatist who sees comedy as the perfect vehicle with which to explore the gap between the vast, 
mysterious universe and our own sad, hilarious and often futile attempts to impose our private 
structure upon it.  

Noises Off was written in 1982 by English playwright, Michael Frayn. Frayn conceived the idea in 

1970 while watching a performance of The Two of Us from the wings, a farce that he had written 
for Lynn Redgrave. He said, "It was funnier from behind than in front, and I thought that one day I must 
write a farce from behind.”  

The prototype, a short-lived one-act play called Exits, was written and performed in 1977. At the re-

quest of his associate, Michael Codron, Frayn expanded this into what would become Noises Off. It 
takes its title from the theatrical stage direction indicating sounds coming from offstage. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Two_of_Us_(play)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Farce
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lynn_Redgrave
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Michael_Codron
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 LEAVE THE SARDINES!!! 
 
The term "sardine" comes from 
the Italian island of Sardinia, around which 
sardines were once supposedly abundant. 
Discovered along the coast by the Ro-
mans, who first settled in Lisbon in 19 
BCE, this oily fish quickly became a deli-
cious staple of the Atlantic diet. A healthy 
source of protein and minerals, it is not 
surprising that centuries later the Portu-
guese still enjoy sardines in a variety of 
forms. June marks the beginning of 
“sardine season” and is the perfect time to 
enjoy a sardine the way it was intended: 
chargrilled and served whole on a thick 
slice of sweet bread. Every year, the Lis-
bon City Hall holds a competition for na-
tional and international artists in which they 
must create an original design for sardine 
artwork, and the winning designs are then 
displayed all over the city. Additionally, the 
most traditional Portuguese music called 
FADO is rife with mentions of the fish, 
proving to an even greater extent how em-
bedded in the culture and beloved by the 
people is the humble sardine. 
 

COMMEDIA DELL’ARTE 

Commedia is an early form of professional 
theatre, originating from Italy, that was pop-
ular throughout Europe between the 16th 
and 18th centuries. Characterized by 
masked "types," Commedia subsisted of 
improvised performances based on sketch-
es or scenarios. A special characteristic of 
Commedia are lazzi, comic business, 
jokes, or "something foolish or witty". An-
other characteristic of Commedia is panto-
mime, which is mostly used by the charac-
ter Arlecchino, also known as Harlequin.  

The characters 
of the Comme-
dia usually rep-
resent fixed 
social types 
and stock char-
acters, such as 
foolish old men, 
devious serv-
ants, military 
officers full of 
false bravado 
and hyper-
romantic young 
lovers. The 

characters are usually exaggerations of 
real characters, such as the know-it-all 
doctor (Il Dottore), a greedy old man 
(Pantalone), or those in a perfect relation-
ship (Innamorati).  
 

In Commedia 
dell'arte, female 
roles were played 
by women, docu-
mented as early 
as the 1560s, 
making them the 
first known pro-
fessional actress-
es in Europe 
since antiquity. 
Lucrezia Di Si-
ena, whose name 
is on a contract of 
actors from 10 
October 1564, 

has been referred to as the first Italian ac-
tress known by name.  
 
Compagnie were troupes of actors, each of 
whom had a specific function or role. Ac-
tors were versed in a plethora of skills, with 
many having joined troupes without a thea-
tre background. Some were doctors, others 
priests, others soldiers, enticed by the ex-
citement and prevalence of theatre in Ital-
ian society.   
 
A troupe often consisted of ten performers 
of familiar masked and unmasked types. 
The companies would employ carpenters, 
props masters, servants, nurses, and 
prompters, all of whom would travel with 
the company. This nomadic nature, though 
influenced by persecution, was also largely 
due in part to the troupes requiring new 
(and paying) audiences.   
 
There were no elaborate sets in Comme-
dia. Staging was minimalistic, with rarely 
anything more than one market or street 
scene, and the stages were frequently tem-
porary outdoor structures. Instead, great 
use was made of props including animals, 
food, furniture, watering devices, and 
weapons. The character Arlecchino bore 
two sticks tied together, which made a loud 
noise on impact. This gave birth to the 
word "slapstick."  
 
In spite of its outwardly anarchic spirit, 
Commedia dell'arte was a highly disci-
plined art requiring both virtuosity and a 
strong sense of ensemble playing. The 
unique talent of Commedia actors was to 
improvise comedy around a pre-
established scenario. Throughout the act, 
they responded to each other, or to the 
audience's reaction, and made use of lazzi 
(special rehearsed routines that could be 
inserted into the plays at convenient points 
to heighten the comedy), musical numbers, 
and impromptu dialogue to vary the hap-
penings on stage.  

Many of the characters in the play Nothing 
On, which is the play within the play of 
Noises Off, can be traced back to ances-
tors in the world of Commedia.  
 
 

 Mrs. Clackett is a sort of a Colombina 
type—a female version of Arlechinno, 
the clever/wily servant.  

 Selsdon is a Pantalone type, the dot-
tering, old, often lustful man.  

 Roger and Vicki are the young lovers, 
Lelio and Isabella, respectfully.  

 Phillip and Flavia have characteristics 
of Burrattino and La Signora, respec-
tively. 

 

A PLAY WITHIN A PLAY 

(MISE EN ABYME)   

The mise en abyme has been used in thea-
tre for hundreds of years. Throughout his-
tory, writers have used plays or stories to 
highlight an emotion or a plot point. So, it 
makes sense that playwrights blur the lines 
of reality and fantasy and create a play 
within a play or a story within a story. 

Mise en abyme is not restricted to a specif-
ic kind of literature or art. The recursive 
appearance of a novel within a novel, a 
play within a play, a picture within a picture, 
or a film within a film can have many differ-
ent effects on the perception and under-
standing of the literary text or work of art. 

Drama: In Shakespeare's Hamlet, the title 
character stages a play within the play, 
“The Murder of Gonzago.” 

 
Television: In The Simpsons the charac-
ters frequently watch television: characters 
of a TV series are thus watching TV them-
selves. This act is a mise en abyme, as we 
see a film within a film. 

 
Painting: Marriage à-la mode 4: The Toi-
lette by William Hogarth 

 
Short story: The Fall of the House of  
Usher by Edgar A. Poe 
 

In Books: Ready Player One 

 
In Movies: The Matrix 
 
 

Director Michael Unger with some of the cast 
members in rehearsal. 
Photo by Mark Frohna 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Italy
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sardinia
https://rove.me/to/portugal/sardines-season
https://www.eatingeurope.com/blog/easter-sweet-bread-folar-da-pascoa/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Theatre
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Theatre_mask
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Improvisational_theatre
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sketch_comedy
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sketch_comedy
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lazzi
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mime_artist
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mime_artist
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Harlequin
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Stock_character
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Stock_character
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bravery
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Il_Dottore
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pantalone
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Innamorati
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lucrezia_Di_Siena
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lucrezia_Di_Siena
https://www.thoughtco.com/competitive-improv-games-2713205
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ON LOCATION 
Noises Off is set in "a delightful” 16th-
century posset mill. A Posset Mill was a 
factory that manufactured Posset, a hot 

drink of sweetened and spiced milk curdled 
with ale or wine. This was usually made in 

a Posset Pot, a two-handled vessel used 
for making posset. 
 

16th Century Posset Pot 

 

Act One is set at the technical rehearsal at 

the (fictional) Grand Theatre in Weston-

super-Mare, also known simply 

as Weston, a seaside town in North 

Somerset, England. It lies by the Bristol  

Channel 20 miles (32 km)  southwest 

of Bristol between Worlebury 

Hill and Bleadon Hill. 

 
Weston Super Mare 

 

Act Two shows a Wednesday matinée 

performance one month later, at the 

Theatre Royal in Ashton-Under-Lyne. 

Ashton-Under-Lyne is a market 

town in Tameside, Greater Manchester, 

England.  

Ashton-Under-Lyne 

 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

Act Three depicts a performance near the 
end of the twelve-week run, at the 

Municipal Theatre in Stockton-on-Tees. 
Often simply referred to as Stockton, it is 
a market town in the Borough of Stockton-

on-Tees in County Durham, England. It is 
on the northern banks of the River Tees, 
part of the Teesside built-up area.  

 
Stockton-on-Tees 

 

SCENIC DESIGN 
The set design for this production was 
designed by Tony and Olivier Award-
winning designer, Todd Rosenthal. This set 
is a re-mount of a set design that Skylight 
Artistic Director Michael Unger and Todd 
collaborated on in New Harmony, Indiana 
in 2000. This current version of the set has 
been adapted to the Cabot Theatre by 
Associate Scenic Designer, Lindsay Fuori, 
with whom Michael worked on many shows 
in Newtown, CT at NewArts.  
 
The set was built entirely by Skylight’s 
production team in our shops. Props and 
costumes were procured or built by  
artisans in our own shops.  
 
Here is a blueprint from the original design, 
hand-drawn by Todd himself, and photos 
of the original set model. Count the doors! 
Here is a photograph of Todd’s paint 

elevation, created by hand, to show the 
production team how he’d like the finished 
product to look. 

 
COSTUME DESIGN 

Jason Orlenko, the costume designer, set 
the onstage characters in the time period 
of when the play was written—the 1980’s. 
The backstage characters are set in the 
modern day. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Posset
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Technical_rehearsal
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Weston-super-Mare
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Weston-super-Mare
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/North_Somerset
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/North_Somerset
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bristol_Channel
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bristol_Channel
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bristol
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Worlebury_Hill
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Worlebury_Hill
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ashton-under-Lyne
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ashton-under-Lyne
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Market_town
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tameside
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Market_town
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tameside
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Greater_Manchester
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Stockton-on-Tees
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Market_town
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Borough_of_Stockton-on-Tees
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/County_Durham


Research/Writing by Fred Diggins for ENLIGHTEN,             

Skylight Music Theatre’s Education Program 

*information sourced from Wikipedia  
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Season Sponsors 

Combustible Edison 
Combustible Edison was an American neo-lounge music group found-
ed in the early 1990s in Providence, Rhode Island. They were together 
for around ten years, and one of several lounge acts that led a brief 
resurgence of interest in the genre during the mid-1990s. Unlike other 
bands with a more ironic take on the lounge scene, Combustible Edi-
son took the music seriously and strove to add to what its members 
saw as a canon of works by Esquivel, Henry Mancini and Martin Den-
ny. Said Trouser Press, "As the band that poured the first shot in the 
Cocktail Revolution, this Boston-area combo brought lounge music into 
the '90s—or, more accurately, transported tastemakers back to the 
suburbia of the '50s—with strikingly authentic interpretations of some of 
the most unauthentic sounds known to mankind.” We are grateful to the 
band, their representatives, and publishers, for helping us get permis-
sion for our house band, The Sardines, to play their groovy tunes.  
Fun Fact: The band had no sheet music available to share with us so 
our brilliant Music Director, Kurt Cowling, transcribed every note for 
every instrument and our vocalist by ear! Combustible Edison’s albums 
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The Stage Manager is a crucial position in thea-
tre. The Stage Manager supports and organizes 
all the different teams involved in the day-to-day 
running of a theatre production from rehearsals 
through performances. They help with the 
schedule (something this director particularly 
appreciates), communicate with all aspects of 
the team, and call all of the cues to coordinate a 
seamless performance.  
 

Interview with the Noises Off  
Stage Management Team 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
Q: Can you please introduce yourselves? 
Emily Wright: My name is Emily Wright and I 
am the Production Stage Manager for Noises 
Off. 
Jordan Angelo: My name is Jordan Ilyssa An-
gelo and I am one of the two Assistant Stage 
Managers for Noises Off. 
Q: How long have you been a Stage Manag-
er? 
EW: This is my first show with Skylight, but I 
have been an Equity (the union for actors and 
stage managers) stage manager for four years. I 
have been working in professional theatre for 
about eight years, and started stage managing 
in high school. 
JA: I have been working as a professional Stage 
Manager for two years. Noises Off marks my 
ninth show at Skylight Music Theatre. 
Q: Was working on a show like Noises Off 
different from other shows you have stage 
managed? 
EW: To me, every show has it’s unique chal-
lenges that make them different. Acts I and III of 
Noises Off function like any other play (with 

more sardines), but Act II functions like a dance 
piece. Once the play-within-the-play starts, eve-
rything is dependent  on action cues, with a few 
lines as benchmarks along the way. 
JA: It’s definitely a unique show to work on. Not 
only is it a play, it is also a very complicated and 
detailed piece of theatre… but that’s what 
makes it so fun! 
Q: What are some of your favorite moments 
from working on Noises Off? 
EW: It’s been so much fun to watch the cast add 
new bits once they started getting comfortable 
with their lines and staging. We have a wonder-
fully funny group of  people working on this show 
who brought so much energy and creativity to 
the process. 
JA: I love the props and set tricks for this show. 
Our cast is brilliantly funny and the clever physi-
cal elements only heighten the hilarity. I even 
get to be a part of the action with some wild 
phone shenanigans at the top of Act Three. 
Q: Finally, Is there anything special that you 
would like the audience  to take away from 
this production? 
EW: This is a show that people may want to see 
more than once. The show moves fast and there 
are some very funny moments that you might 
not notice because something else is happening  
elsewhere at the same time. 
JA: The world of Noises Off is very layered. 
There is so much to watch during the entire 
show, it’s impossible to catch everything the first 
time. I hope you enjoy this incredibly funny 
show… we certainly had (way too much) fun 
working on it! Oh and let me just say one more 
word…   SARDINES!  
 
Interview with Skylight’s Interim Director of 
Production and Facilities, Kate Ferdinandi 

 
Q: Describe to all our 
audience members what 
your position is here at 
Skylight Music Theatre?  
 
Kate Ferdinandi: As 
Interim Director of Produc-
tion and Facilities, I’m 
responsible for managing 
our production staff of 
about 17 people working 

in our scenic, props, sound, lighting, and cos-
tumes departments. Together, we build  and 
execute the design elements created by the 
designers in concert with the director. I also 
manage the overall budget for the production 
department, schedule meetings with creative 
teams for all of the shows during a season and 
manage communications between our staff and 
those teams, hire new staff when necessary, 
and participate in discussions planning budgets 
and productions for future seasons. 
Q: How long have you been with Skylight 
Music Theatre? 
KF: About a year and a half. 
Q: What is your theatre background? 
KF: I worked as a Production Stage Manager for 
around 15 years at theaters across the country 
on an average of 4-5 shows per year. In the 
resident stage manager position I held prior to 
working at Skylight, during the height of the 
Covid-19 pandemic, I started taking on more 
production managerial responsibility, leading to 
my accepting my original position with Skylight 
as the Assistant Director of Production and Fa-
cilities in late summer 2021. I have stage man-
aged five productions here at Skylight.  
Q: What are some positives of being a Stage 
Manager? 
The root of stage management is communica-
tion and organization, and I have had numerous 
opportunities to hone those particular skill sets 
over the years.  
 

 
 
 

Cast, Design Team and Production 
Crew of Noises Off 

EMILY WRIGHT JORDAN ILYSSA 
ANGELO 

NOISES OFF 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Providence,_Rhode_Island
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Irony
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Martin_Denny
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Trouser_Press

