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Callie Edmondson’s production of Neighbourhood Watch begins at dawn, the stage awash 

with pastel hues of amber, coral and lilac as they stream down from stage lights overhead. 

Framed by the backdrop of a suburban skyline, the audience feels the same sense of 

anticipation that characters Ken (Ben McQueen) and Catherine (Olivia Brennan) convey 

as they converse about the newly-elected Kevin 07. But sadly, by the time the dusk of the 
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Actor Hazel Maxwell’s deliverance of feisty Hungarian Ana is 

brilliant, however  unfortunately undermined by a poor 

directorial concept and production elements.  

http://www.sydneytheatre.com.au/


 

 

play rolls around the audience is left disengaged and disappointed, let down by the lacking 

production elements and confusing directorial concept.  

 

The play is a tale of Hungarian-Australian WW2 

survivor Ana (Hazel Maxwell), who forges 

friendships with her eccentric neighbours within 

a suburban Sydney street.The play delves into 

the multitude of issues that trouble young 

Catherine (Olivia Brennan) and her nerdy yet 

loveable housemate Ken (Ben McQueen), a 

dynamic duo which the actors portray well. The 

support ensemble, including middle-aged 

beauty Katrina (Mallory Parker), elusive and mysterious Martin (Dylan O’Brien), and comic 

relief and crowd-favourite Jovanka (Leslie Keroscki), are invigorating and add much-needed 

vitality to the somewhat disappointing performance.   

 

 The actors performance is a stand-out in comparison to the other elements of the play. 

Their unity and craftsmanship comes across well on stage, with brilliant projection, gesturing 

and facial expressions adding to their authentic performances. In particular, Hazel Maxwell’s 

performance is exceptional, her ability to balance the ferocity and fragility of Ana’s character 

and minuscule attention to detail speaks volumes on stage. Frequent interjections from the 

over-friendly Jovanka (Leslie Keroscki) are comedically timed to perfection, providing 

several moments which leave the audience in stitches. The only minor flaw in the actors 

performance can be found in the relationship between Catherine and Ana,  which at times 

lacks chemistry and seems slightly forced.  

 

The exemplary performance of the actors however is undermined by the poor directorial 

concept behind the play. As the characters embark on a journey which sees them 

transcend time to war-torn Hungary and explore Ana’s tainted past, the play cuts between 

locations and eras - an idea which does not translate well on stage. In director Callie 

Edmondson’s defence, it is a challenging piece staging-wise, however this version of the 

play completely misses the mark. The transitions between the scenes which went back 

and forth in time lacked distinction, to the point in which it became difficult to differentiate if 

the scene was from the past or the present. Also, the over-reliance on dimming the lights 

to introduce a new scene drew away from the immersive experience that we as 

theatregoers seek when we come to watch a play. At times during the play, performers 

awaiting to enter the stage, storage of sets for scenery changes and stagehands in the 

stage wings were in full view of the audience. This was one of the biggest issues with the 

play, because as it progressed many people (including myself) began to lose interest, 

unable to fully engage after we were reminded time and time again by these visible 

production elements, that we were watching a play.  

“ But despite some fine acting, the 

majority of the performance was 
‘lacklustre and disappointing’ as I 
would overhear a pair of theatregoers 
remark as they returned to their parked 

car.”  



 

 

 

In addition to this, the stage lighting was, at times, dim and shadowy, with the characters 

at times becoming indistinguishable to audience members not sitting within rows in the 

close vicinity of the stage. Fellow audience members in the back rows made several 

remarks about how it became almost impossible to see the facial expressions of the actors 

at times, particularly in Ana’s flashback scene with the 

homicidal Hungarian man. Whilst in this scene the use of red-

coloured lights enhanced the ominous and dark ulterior 

motives of the Hungarian stranger, it masked some of the 

actors’ expression and soon began to hurt your eyes. There 

were other moments however when Casey William’s lighting 

design was well thought out. This is apparent with the use of 

a spotlight on Martin, whether it be under a street light or in 

direct sunlight on a picnic date with Catherine, it created an 

eerie, supernatural aura that would prove significant by the 

plays end.  

 

 

Zachary Cheung’s set design attempts to be as minimalistic 

as possible, to rather hint at where the scene is occurring 

rather than directly spell it out to the audience. To allow for the 

numerous setting changes, backgrounds were cast upon the 

stage wall from an overhead projector at the back of the 

theatre. Everything from a dusk skyline on a suburban Sydney 

street, to a Hungarian alleyway are reflected to framed the 

scenes occurring onstage. In the middle of the set, is two 

concentric revolves, designed by Kiesha Williams, with the 

promising premise in portraying the transcendence of time 

when exploring Ana’s traumatic past. Williams’ set design 

evidently has good intentions but is ultimately impractical. The turntables inject unwelcome 

tension at times, as the actors visibly step off and on cautiously, and with Brennan almost 

stumbling at one point you wonder whether at full speed Ana will be send flying into the front 

row.  

“ The audience began to lose interest, unable to 

engage wholly in the experience due to the visible 
production elements constantly reminding them 

that they were watching a play. ” 
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The stage itself is adorned with only a few set pieces and props which include a movable 

white picket fence and several brightly coloured mailboxes. Whilst this created the 

opportunity for flexible and quick scene transitions, the stage at times appeared too bare 

and the scene’s surroundings barely recognisable. This is emphasised by the cavernous set 

space which encases the actors in all it’s enormity. The present day domestic scenes and 

personal conversations struggle in the expanse of 

the empty grey stage, much of which remains 

largely unused throughout the play. 

Edmondson’s choice of Sydney Theatre seems a 

mismatch for such a play, which feels as though 

it would be better suited to a smaller, more 

intimate venue such as the Belvoir St Theatre. 

The director here missed the opportunity to 

convey the tight-knit sense of community and 

complex personal relationships that are formed 

between the characters - a key element of the 

story which is ultimately lost in this stage 

production.  
 

Finally, the costuming, designed and created by Kellie Thompson, is full of bright colours 

and consists of ordinary materials and fabrics with little jewellery and makeup. This attempts 

to ensure the characters resemble the everyday regular Australians we all know and love 

and in turn making the play as authentic and relatable as possible. We likely all know a man 

like the dishevelled and nerdy, plaid-wearing and dirty-converse-wearing computer gamer 

Ken is portrayed to be by his costume. Jovanka in her blue knit cardigan, long black skirt 

and grandma slippers reminds the audience of the over friendly lady who lives at the end of 

their suburban streets. Although the costume is slightly underwhelming, it is decent and well 

suited to Lally Katz’ play.  

 

In all, the play was far from the worst production I have ever seen in my life, but then again 

I’ve seen more theatre than most people. The play had nice touches overall with brilliant 

performances from all the actors and moments where the set design proved a success. But 

as the lights went down on Mary Street, the audience was left to reflect on how the other 

elements of production let the actors down rather than enriching it. In all, despite being 

uplifted by the brilliant craftsmanship of the actors, the play ultimately fails to soar and 

resonate with it’s audience as Katz rightfully intended it to do so. 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

Dynamic duo Catherine (Olivia Brennan)  and Ken (Ben 

McQueen) have brilliant chemistry, yet struggle in the bare 

expanse of the Sydney Theatre Stage.  

Comments  



 

 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

  

 

 

 
 
 
 


