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Director’s Note by Jenna Sargent

March 12th, 2020. That was the last time Parker Theatre was home
to the Praxis Series. It's been almost two whole years since the department
has hosted a fully produced production in this theater; and I could not be
more honored, or more thankful, on this day of December 2nd /3rd or 4th of
2022, to be welcoming back the space with all of you!

This production of Five Women Wearing the Same Dress, by Alan Ball,
is a celebration of each other, and meant to blur the lines between audience
and actor. In the days of Shakespeare, Elizabethan-Aged Theater, there was
no line between audience and actor. Asides would be given to the audience
members sitting at the actors feet, and soliloquies weren’t given alone on a
stage to a dark room; they were given in broad daylight to a crowd. As time
moved on, and as modern theatre evolved, we had constructed a fourth wall
between the players and watchers. Suddenly, it was no longer “cool” to
have fights or try to take attention away from the players on stage (this is
sarcasm. It was never cool.). But the 4th wall did more than just aid in
theatre etiquette, it also blocked some of our most intimate connections with
one another as artists and audience.

My goal in this production was to not remove the 4th wall, that wall
is a key player in our story, but rather to create some holes -windows- to
peer through. A principle of comedy is voyeurism (think of all your favorite
sitcoms, The Office, Friends, etc.) There is a fly on the wall effect that lets us
feel in on the joke. I've flipped that premise into reverse with this show, so
not only will you be watching, but you will also be watched. It may be when
a character looks into the mirror, or while on their bike, or at any moment
looking out from the stage, the actor behind the character will see you, and
you will see them. Finally, in that moment, connection.

I hope tonight you will feel that connection, not only to my
wonderfully talented cast, but to each other. The lights in the house are on to
illuminate you, and remind you that you are not alone, that you are just as
key a part in this show as the ones on stage. I encourage you to laugh and be
present with the people around you, that energy will carry on into the
players, as well as the other audience members.

After nearly two years of an empty theatre, and for many of us,
empty hearts, let’s relax tonight and enjoy our time together. Let's stop
separating from one another and realize we are all here together, actors and
audience, consumers and creators, artists all in our own right. After all, we
wouldn’t be here without you watching us. So here’s to you audience
members! And here’s to us, to Praxis, to Parker Theatre, and to those five
women in that darn same dress!

Thank you all so much, and enjoy the show!

2

Dramaturgy Note by Matt Doherty

In 1947, author John Gunther referred to Knoxville, Tennessee, the
setting for our play, as “the ugliest city in America.” Whether or not this directly
prompted the rapid structural and economic reform of the city over the
following fourty is anyone’s guess, but Knoxville would make sure it became a
city that no one would call ugly again. At least, not on the outside. Internally, the
city faced the same issues that all major metropolises faced in the 1980s, from
gentrification of neighborhoods to encroachment of larger businesses over
smaller ones to an unwillingness for ideas to change as the city and the world
around the people of Knoxville. Then there were the issues facing the queer
community of Knoxville, both from the general pushback to queer people and
the incoming AIDS crisis being thrust upon them. Knoxville had, and still has, a
prominent queer community, who despite all the challenges being faced by
them would not let themselves be defined by those challenges. They are people
who loved, laughed, and found joy within one another, something that many
people of the era struggled to do as more and more crises were being thrust
upon them.

Alan Ball, the playwright, has always been an outspoken queer voice in
theater, film, and television, which can even be seen in a work as early in his
career as Five Women Wearing the Same Dress. Mindy is an outspoken lesbian who
doesn’t let the jabs and issues of those around her get her down, making her
arguably the most secure out of all of the characters. Five Women Wearing the
Same Dress shows a group of women coming together over a series of shared
traumas by the same people. But these traumas aren’t what make these women
who they are. It's what they do outside of that, how they interact with others,
and the way they’re able to make each other laugh that makes them. Though this
play makes reference to hard issues, it is ultimately a comedy, and shows us
people overcoming hardship rather than succumbing to it. In a world with so
much hardship as it is, a laugh can make all the difference.
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