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WRITER'S NOTE
Thank you to everyone who has supported this work—the cast and the creative team, the 
programmers and venue staff members, the media reviewers and social media warriors, 
the audience members and the school cohorts, the families who have held us and the 
communities who have embraced us. This play belongs to all of us.

Thank you to the team at Critical Stages Touring. Your efforts and perseverance through 
the challenges of the last couple of years is what has brought us this far! 

Huge gratitude to the legendary Liz Jones, the remarkable Caitlin Dullard, and all the staff 
of La Mama for providing us space to create, to express, and to belong.

Big hugs and kisses to producer, designer and friend Lara Week for organising the very 
first reading of this work in her home, and for her tireless work on his production since. 

Gratitude and love to Bagryana Popov. Watching you in action, directing the cast with 
focus, love, tenderness, firmness, humour, seriousness and so much compassion has 
become one of my favourite things-to-do. 

Big love to all our cast and creative team: Lara Chamas, Shane Grant, Elissa Goodrich, Taj 
Aldeeb, Abdulrahman Hammoud, Claudia Greenstone, Mehran Tajbakhsh, Sahil Saluja, 
Meena Shamaly, Zsuzsa Gaynor Mihaly and Rain Iyahen, and understudies Khisraw Jones-
Shukoor and Emina Ashman. To our former cast and team: Priscilla Doueihy, Khisraw 
Jones-Shukoor, Osamah Sami, Reece Vella, Hayley Fox, and Nahed Elrayes—thank you 
for being part of our journey!

Thank you James Crafti for being part of our script development. A huge thank you to 
Chris Mead and the Melbourne Theatre Company for supporting this work through the 
Cybec Electric program.

My infinite love to Monir, who never tires of my artistic adventures. And to my family and 
friends who are too many to name, for their love, patience, and support.

Most important of all, thank you to those who shared with me their refugee and war 
stories. I hope this work honours your experiences.

To my cousin Lobna in Gaza, this is your story too. Thank you for all the tears and laughter.

— Samah Sabawi 
19 July 2022



DIRECTOR'S NOTE
This play is set in an unnamed war zone in the Middle East, but the damage to people’s 
lives could happen in any war. The casualty in war is normal human life.

In the media we see images of people fleeing war zones as an anonymous mass. In 
Samah Sabawi’s play we meet Leila, Omar, Salma, Mohamed and Majid as people we 
know—imperfect, real; people with a name and a story, people striving to live a normal 
life, to work, to study, to raise a family, and then, in war, striving to survive. People we 
could love. They could be us. We could be them.

When I first read the script, I loved its humour, honesty and power. What also inspired 
me was the writer’s pledge to ‘collaborate with artists from diverse backgrounds in the 
realization and presentation of the work.’ I am happy that the artistic team represents 
a range of cultural and religious backgrounds. I consider this a wonderful aspect of 
Australia—our capacity to live and work together with openness and respect.

It has been an honour and a joy to collaborate with Samah Sabawi to bring her play to 
production. My sincere thanks to her, the creative team, the cast of the 2017 creative 
development, the cast of the first season at La Mama Courthouse in 2019, and the 
cast of 2021. My thanks to Critical Stages Touring, Lara Week, and La Mama for their 
commitment to this project and for presenting this 2022 tour.

Everyone has worked with generosity, care and heart. It has been wonderful to bring 
THEM to fruition and to share it with audiences. We are thrilled that this moving, 
human play can reach more people. It is a story worth telling.

We cannot stop the bombs from falling, but by performing this play we can say ‘people 
have a right to live in peace and safety.’ And we can remind ourselves that refugees are 
people like us, who are seeking a normal life. There are still many refugees suffering in 
Australian onshore and offshore detention centres. 

It is my urgent and sincere hope that they will be allowed to settle in Australia and to 
begin new lives in safety. 

  
— Bagryana Popov 

20 July 2022



SAMAH SABAWI
WRITER 

Samah Sabawi is an author, playwright, scholar, commentator 
and poet who wages ‘beautiful resistance’ through her art 
and work. A recipient of multiple awards both nationally 
and internationally, Dr Sabawi’s theatre credits include the 
critically acclaimed plays Tales of a City by the Sea and THEM. 
She is co-editor of Double Exposure: Plays of the Jewish and 
Palestinian Diasporas, winner of the Patrick O’Neill award 
and co-author of I Remember My Name: Poetry by Samah 
Sabawi, Ramzy Baroud and Jehan Bseiso, winner of the 
Palestine Book Award. Her poems are published in magazines 
and books including West End Press’ With Our Eyes Wide 
Open: Poems of the New American Century and Just World 
Books’ Gaza Unsilenced! Dr Sabawi is host of the webinar/
podcast series The Book Room. She received her PhD from 
Victoria University for her thesis titled Inheriting Exile, 
transgenerational trauma and the Palestinian Australian 
Identity. 

 

BAGRYANA POPOV
DIRECTOR

Bagryana Popov is an award-winning theatre artist who 
works in an interdisciplinary way. She has collaborated with 
acclaimed professional artists, students and communities, 
working as director, actor, dramaturg and performance 
maker. She is interested in how artistic practice can speak 
about social, political and environmental questions. Much 
of her work has examined themes of displacement, refugee 
experience and trauma as a result of war: Subclass 26A, 
Studies in Being Human, Cafe Scheherezade, Sarajevo Suite, 
Anna, and Of Cows, Women and War. Internationally, Dr 
Popov has directed for the National Theatre of Macedonia, 
Bitola, presented work in Finland, and performed in Bulgaria 
and Hungary. The dance work He is not here, created with 
Simon Ellis, was performed at the Red House, Sofia. She has 
taught theatre and acting students at WAAPA, VCA, and in 
the La Trobe University theatre department for the last ten 
years. Her project Uncle Vanya was most recently presented 
as part of the 2019 Adelaide Festival at The Cedars, the 
estate of artist Hans Heysen. The project, produced with 



La Mama, is a site-specific, durational version of Chekhov’s 
early environmentalist play, transposed to the Australian 
landscape. Most recently Bagryana played the title role in 
Bertolt Brecht’s Mother Courage and her Children, translated 
by Tony Kushner, directed by Damien Millar.

LARA WEEK
SET & COSTUMER DESIGNER, 
PRODUCER
Lara Week is a designer for performance and creative 
producer. Her design credits include The Cane (Red Stitch 
Actors' Theatre), ANNA (La Mama Courthouse), Make Me A 
Houri (La Mama Courthouse), Caliban (Western Edge Youth 
Arts, Malthouse Theatre), 3 Sisters (Metanoia Theatre), South 
Sudan Voice (Free Theatre), Night Sings Its Songs (La Mama 
Theatre), and two seasons of Samah Sabawi’s award-winning 
play Tales Of A City By The Sea (La Mama Courthouse) which 
she co-produced in 2016 with Daniel Clark and toured to 
Adelaide, Sydney, and Kuala Lumpur. In 2019 she produced 
and designed the sell-out premiere season of THEM at La 
Mama Courthouse, directed by Bagryana Popov. From 2011, 
Lara was associate producer for Tribal Soul Arts, working with 
Patrice Naiambana to produce decolonial arts programs and 
performances in Zimbabwe, Mozambique, the Netherlands, 
UK, and Australia.

  

SHANE GRANT
LIGHTING DESIGNER 
AND PRODUCTION MANAGER

Shane has been acknowledged as an “Absolute Genius” 
(Theatre People, 30/7/16) for his lighting design of Sarah 
Kane’s 4:48 Psychosis. Shane earned a Bachelor of Arts 
(Performing Arts) from the Victorian College of the Arts, 
Melbourne University, some time ago! Shane has: toured 
the world; operated venues (Gasworks, Mechanics Institute 
Brunswick, St Martins); written shows; performed shows; sold 
tickets to shows; produced shows; sold drinks in the foyer 
at shows; built sets; built theatres; and given the St Crispin’s 



Day speeches that get everyone over the line on opening 
night—sometimes all with the same production. Some recent 
notable shows that Shane has designed are: Samah Sabawi’s 
Tales of a City by the Sea (La Mama Courthouse and tour), 
Underground (Gasworks Theatre), Scream Bloody Murder 
(Abbotsford Convent), The Omission of the Coleman Family 
(Metanoia Theatre at the Mechanic’s Institute), Toorak Rules 
(St Martins Theatre), Last Words (Kadimah Cultural Centre) 
and Hotel Sorrento (national tour).

ELISSA GOODRICH
SOUND DESIGNER
Elissa Goodrich is a musician, sound artist & composer 
with an abiding interest in contemporary music across 
idioms & collaborative arts-making. She has collaborated 
with Bagryana Popov on independent theatre projects 
since 1998. Elissa’s sound-art works have played in festivals 
including; New Media Festival (Berlin), Soundwaves 
Festival & International Lightworks Festival, Sonorities 
Contemporary International Music Festival (UK), Sonori 
Sguardi, & Tempo Reale, (Italy), Melbourne International 
Arts Festival (Australia). Elissa records & performs in 
contemporary classical, jazz & pop groups & co-led world-
jazz Shannon-Goodrich Ensemble with 2 nominations for 
Australian Jazz Work of the Year.

Elissa also works in independent theatre  including long-
term collaboration with Bagryana Popov (1998–current). 
Elissa created major soundart work Between Footsteps 
(2016–2020, Heide Museum of Modern Art). In 2017, Elissa 
performed her work Forgotten Songs of Flight with cellist 
Caerwen Martin at the National Opera Center (New York, 
USA). Following on from Elissa's 2016 City of Melbourne 
- Artist Residency with evolutionary biologist Dr Anna 
Syme and Nadja Kostich (dramaturg), Elissa is currently 
composing a large-scale work Gene Tree: Listen.Now.
Again. in partnership with St Martin's Youth Performing 
Arts Centre and The Royal Botanical Gardens - Victoria and 
with a composer's commission from the prestigious APRA 
AMCOS Art Music Fund 2018-2022. Elissa’s newest music 



composition project – The Waves Project is supported 
by Australia Council for the Arts and is, by invitation, in 
partnership with Professor Richard Manasseh’s “Surf 
Sounds” ARC climate science project (Swinburne University, 
University of Melbourne Australia) (2020 – 2023).

LARA CHAMAS
PROP MAKER
Lara Chamas is a Lebanese-Australian artist based in Narrm 
(Melbourne). Fleeing civil war, her parents migrated to 
Australia, where she was born. Lara’s practice investigates 
postcolonial and migrant narratives within the context 
of her cultural identity, using both humorous and poetic 
notions. Through narrative and experience documentation, 
storytelling, transgenerational trauma and memory and 
tacit knowledge, her research explores meeting points 
between narrative theory, cultural practice, current political 
and societal tensions, and the body as a political vessel. 
Lara’s work has been exhibited widely including at Gertrude 
Contemporary, Warrnambool Art Gallery, KINGS Artist Run, 
Bus Projects, West Space, The Substation, Incinerator Gallery, 
Canberra Contemporary Art Space, Photo Access, May Space, 
at Wagga Wagga Art Gallery and Griffith Regional Gallery 
as part of the National Emerging Art Glass Prize, as well as 
in Ramallah, Palestine, during a residency. Lara had eight 
yearsof community theatre experience before working on the 
premiere season of THEM at La Mama Theatre.  

ZSUZSA GAYNOR MIHALY
REMOUNT STAGE MANAGER
Zsuzsa Gaynor Mihaly is a graduate of the Victorian College 
of the Arts (VCA) with a Bachelors in Fine Arts (Production), 
majoring in Stage Management (2019). They have worked 
professionally across companies such as Melbourne Theatre 
Company (MTC), Lucy Guerin Inc (LGI) and The Australian 
Ballet. They have been involved in productions such as LGI’s 
premier of Pendulum, (2021) as a part of Rising Festival, MTC’s 
adaption of Cyrano (2021) by Virginia Gay and have toured as 
the Stage Manager for the Storytime: The Nutcracker (2020) 



and as Assistant Stage Manager for Alice in Wonderland 
(2019, Brisbane) and the premier of The Happy Prince 
(2020, Brisbane). They have also worked professionally with 
companies such as The Melbourne International Comedy 
Festival (2020), The Women’s Circus (2017), Red Stitch 
Actors Theatre (2018) and Polyglot Theatre (2019). While 
attending university they have contributed to such works as 
August: Osage County (2018) Directed by Leith McPherson, 
and Dance On (2019) with Choreographers Brianna Kell and 
Alexandra Dobbs. In addition they were involved in the first 
season of devised graduate works at the VCA in 2019. They 
are passionate about creative, collaborative environments 
and works that are innovative and exciting. 

RAIN IYAHEN
TOURING STAGE MANAGER
Rain is a freelance Stage Manager and Production Manager 
born and raised in Spain. She has lived across the UK and the 
US in the last 10 years and she relocated to Australia in 2019. 
Since then she’s been working in Melbourne’s independent 
theatre scene. Some Stage Manager credits include: Stage 
Manager of Fast Food directed by Bridget Balodis, and Grace 
directed by Sarah Goodes (Red Stitch Actors' Theatre, 2022); 
the 2022 development of Zaffé directed by Stephanie Ghajar; 
The Darkening Sky at Theatre Works written and directed by 
Richard Murphet (2021/2022); Anthropocene Play Company 
reading of Ignis directed by Bronwen Coleman (2021); Red 
Stitch Actors' Theatre Production of Single Ladies directed by 
Bagryana Popov (2020) and The Cane directed by Kirsten Von 
Bibra (2021).

Her credits also include: Production Manager of Security 
directed by Alice Qin (2022); and St Martin’s production of 
Gene Tree directed by Nadja Kostich (2022); Lighting operator 
Into The Woods directed by Sonya Suares and Mel Hillman 
(Watch This, 2022); and Matilda the Musical (Thomas Carr 
College, 2021).



TAJ ALDEEB
PERFORMER - LEILA
Taj Aldeeb is a musician and performer. She is currently 
studying Music Performance and is working as a presenter at 
ABC Classic radio. She fell in love with the performing arts in 
early childhood, taking part in the international Solhi-al-wadi 
Academy Piano Competition, and training at the National 
Ballet Academy in her hometown in Syria. In 2014, Taj fled the 
Syrian war with her family and settled in Melbourne/Narrm. 
Motivated by her own journey, Taj tells stories that demonstrate 
the challenges, triumphs, and diverse experiences of migration. 
She is particularly passionate about sharing those stories in 
audio-visual artistic forms, playing lead roles in short films and 
theatre. Among her credits, the short films Nour (2018, dir. Suzy 
Sainovski) and The Fall (2019, dir. Mert Berdilek), which was a 
finalist in its category at Sydney and İzmir Kısa Film Festivals. 
For the stage, THEM (2022, dir. Bagryana Popov) and Zaffé 
(2023, dir. Stéphanie Ghajar). Taj also employs her talents as a 
storyteller in advocacy work for human rights, leading multiple 
projects for not-for-profit organisations Road to Refuge and 
Red Cross, and giving talks for the community.

ABDULRAHMAN HAMMOUD
PERFORMER - OMAR
Abdulrahman Hammoud is a spoken word artist based in 
Melbourne by way of Lebanon. He teaches writing classes and 
workshops for schools and organizations. In 2013, he became 
founder of The Dirty Thirty online writing platform, a group 
for writers to challenge themselves every April. He is also 
editor and compiler of The Dirty Thirty Anthology, a collection 
of poetry from the page he coordinates. He made his acting 
debut in 2019 in Samah Sabawi’s THEM and is excited to 
join the cast again this season. He is also an avid purveyor of 
starting books but never finishing them.



CLAUDIA GREENSTONE
PERFORMER - SALMA
Claudia Greenstone is a theatre and film actress passionate 
about projects that give voice to stories of marginalised 
people in society. Over the years, Claudia has been blessed 
to work with some of Australia’s best and most exciting 
directors. Television credits include her recurring role as 
Victoria Lamb on Neighbours and roles on Seven Types of 
Ambiguity, Upper Middle Bogan, Wentworth, Offspring, 
Killing Time and Satisfaction. Some of Claudia’s favourite 
theatre roles include Salma in THEM, Anna in Closer, 
Helena in Look Back in Anger and Dove in Features of Blown 
Youth. Over the years, Claudia has also had many lead and 
supporting roles in feature and short films. One of her 
most memorable film roles was playing a Serbian refugee, 
Antonija in the short SBS film Continental Drift, set in 
Croatia. Another was playing the lead, Ana, an Argentinian 
single mum, in the multiple award-winning short film, El 
Niño,  recently seen at the St Kilda Film Festival and many 
other festivals around the globe. And most recently, Claudia 
was co-lead in the short film, The Drive, which looks at 
the complex aftermath of domestic violence. Other films 
Claudia has acted in include The Dream Children, Silentium, 
The Little Black Dress and more.

SAHIL SALUJA
PERFORMER - MOHAMED
Sahil studied his craft in India, America, and Australia. For his 
work in Declan Furber Gillick’s Bighouse Dreaming (directed 
by Mark Wilson), he and the cast won Best Performance 
and Best Ensemble respectively at the Melbourne Fringe 
Festival, and the Green Room Awards. He toured in Anthem, 
a collaboration from Andrew Bovell, Christos Tsiolkas, Melissa 
Reeves and Patricia Cornelius. Previous stage credits include 
North Pool (Lab Theatre Company’s); Prehistoric (Elbow 
Room); Melbourne Talam (MTC); The Way Out (Red Stitch); 
Emma’s House Special (Spare Productions; and A Long Way 
Home (MTC). Sahil has trained at MTC, VCA, The University 



of Michigan and Second City in Chicago. Sahil trained as a 
Bollywood dancer and performs with Jalwa Dance Company. 
Additionally, he performed his stand-up comedy show The Late 
Night Show at Melbourne International Comedy Festival. 

MEHRAN TAJBAKHSH
PERFORMER - MAJID
Mehran Tajbakhsh was born in Iran and came to Australia 
with his family in 2015. He settled into Australian life in rural 
NSW and moved to Melbourne by himself after a year of 
hard work. While studying Business, he developed a love for 
performing and telling stories. Mehran’s passion for theatre 
and film was developed further over recent years by being 
surrounded by the arts of Melbourne. He began his formal 
training at Federation University in 2018, where he was 
fortunate to work with Peta Hanrahan on Twelve Angry Jurors 
(Juror 7), Everyman directed by Kellie Tori, Embers (Politician 
2 and CFA Vol) directed by Kim Durban, and Out of Joint 
(Claudius) directed by Melanie Beddie. Mehran looks forward 
to expanding his acting career, creating his own movie 
company, and becoming a film director. Mehran speaks fluent 
Persian and plays the piano. 

MEENA SHAMALY
PERFORMER - PIANO MAN
Meena Shamaly is a composer, session musician, poet, and 
radio presenter. His work centres around creating music for 
stories, through the mediums of film, video games, and theatre, 
with special attention to true cultural engagement. He can be 
heard every week on ABC Classic’s Game Show, presenting 
and speaking on the music of video games to a national (and 
global online) audience. Meena is the composer of Innchanted, 
a video game developed in Victoria in collaboration with some 
of Australia’s finest First Nations musicians. He most recently 
collaborated with Christopher Tin (composer of Civilization IV’s 
Grammy-winning Baba Yetu) on his soundtrack to the 2021 
game Old World. Meena regularly collaborates with multi-



ADDITIONAL ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS
The creative team would like to acknowledge the generous contribution of those who 
helped to shape the script, and this production, during its two periods of creative 
development: Asha Khan, Claude Jabbour, Ange Arabatzsis, Aseel Tayah, and Rachel 
Pitt Lancaster at La Trobe University in 2017 (directed by Bagryana Popov); and Jean 
Bachoura, Sun Park, Mark Coles-Smith, Maggie Naouri, Tahlee Fereday, and Rohan 
Mirchandaney, directed by Luke Kerridge, under the dramaturgy of Chris Mead and 
Jennifer Medway as part of Melbourne Theatre Company’s Cybec Electric program in 
2018.

MUSIC & SOUND CREDITS
LIVE MUSIC WORKS FROM

Shiddo el Hemme: Words and music by Marcel Khalife 
Sahar El Layaly: Music by Fairuz
Marwan’s Waltz (2019): By Nahed Elrayes
Breeze: Music by Marcel Khalife
Raja’ein ya Hawa: Words and music by Rahbani Brothers

SAMPLED RECORDED ARTISTS

Azan (call to prayer) voice: Anon
Spoken Voice: Priscilla Doueihy, Claudia Greenstone, Abdulrahman Hammoud, 
Khrisraw Jones-Shukoor, and Reece Vella
Whistler: Nahed Elrayes, Raja’ein ya Hawa, melody by Fairuz 
Piano and percussion: Elissa Goodrich
Body percussion: Abdulrahman Hammoud

disciplinary art collectives with projects that engage with immigrant and refugee experiences, such 
as Bukjeh and Ardna by Aseel Tayah and Zaffé by Stéphanie Ghajar. He regularly performs live on and 
records multiple instruments with spoken word artists, including Australian Poetry Slam champion 
Luka Lesson, Melbourne poet Joel McKerrow, and screen actress Anna McGahan. Some of Meena’s 
previous work includes performing on the Australian film The Legend of Ben Hall and the British film 
Rise of the Footsoldier 4: Marbella. His music has been licensed for The Late Late Show with James 
Corden, Discovery Channel’s Expedition Unknown, Amazon Prime’s The Grand Tour, several Netflix 
series, Collegehumor videos, and WWE.



CRITICAL STAGES TOURING
Critical Stages Touring is Australia’s national touring theatre company – discovering 
and developing outstanding independent theatre for audiences everywhere. We 
create outstanding live performing arts experiences that can travel, connecting these 
with diverse regional communities, and fostering a sustainable and diverse national 
independent theatre sector. The company has been supporting artists and audiences 
around Australia for the past 15 years, extending the life of great independent 
theatre productions through touring and audience development. Over that time, 
we have partnered with a strong and ambitious pool of independent artists and 
earned a reputation for excellent service with presenters. Our work was recognised 
by the Australia Council, with the company awarded National Touring Status from 
2018-2021, and Playing Australia Multi-Year Investment from 2023-2025. We were 
awarded the highly prestigious Touring Legend Drover’s Award by Performing Arts 
Connections (PAC) Australia in 2019.

We contribute to building a strong and vibrant theatre culture through supporting 
theatre makers and creatives in their own development, We produce regular 
forums and industry initiatives that bring them together, start and continue vital 
conversations, and provide opportunity to connect with each other and share 
knowledge and resources. 

Critical Stages Touring brings together people from across the country to connect 
with original Australian stories and theatrical works in the venues and places they 
hold dear. Through touring to an ever-expanding network of locations in regional, 
remote and rural Australia, and now also throughout New Zealand. We ensure that 
audiences can experience diverse & innovative professional live performance where 
they live. With the launch of our digital theatre platform, the CST Screening Room, 
we can now bring these same outstanding artists and shows into the homes and 
devices of audiences anywhere.

For more information head to: www.criticalstages.com.au

LEARN MORE
We encourage you to learn more about the stories of ayslum seekers in Australia. Since 
2012, Road to Refuge has been on a mission to change the conversation on seeking 
refuge and asylum in Australia. They provide a platform to amplify the voices and 
perspectives of those with lived experience of seeking asylum.

Please discover their work at www.roadtorefuge.com


