For the little critters

The award-winning picture book Fox is being brought to life in a
humorous short opera for children, writes Elissa Blake.

oor Magpie. Her wings were
P burntin abushfire.

Butriding atop herfriend,
one-eyed Dog, asheis running
quickly through the scrub, she feels
asifshe’sflying again.

“Fly, Dog, Fly! Iwill be your
missing eye and youwillbe my
wings,” she sings. The two are
inseparable. Until Fox arrives,
promising a fasterride. Will
Magpieleave Dogfor Fox?

Anaward-winning Australian
picture book by Margaret Wild and
illustrator Ron Brooks, Foxisabout
toberealisedasa tenderand
humorous short operafor children:
ablend of music, puppetry,
shadow play, movement and
captivating animal costumes.

“We want it to be awonderful
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first experience in the theatre,” the
director, Kate Gaul, says. “It'san
innocent story of friendship but it
has big themes: courage,
transformation, death, rescue,
betrayal and survival. It's really the
stuff of high art. Butit’s alsolots
andlots offun.”

Co-created by Monkey Baa
Theatre for Young People and Siren
Theatre Company, and pitched at
children aged eightand older, Fox
aims to capture the poetry of Wild's
writing and the sumptuousness of
Brooks's artwork.

“It's a very clever book that can
beread onlots oflevels,” Gaul says.
“Childrenreallyunderstand that
someone can be your bestfriend
one day and not the next.”

Adaptingit for the stage wasa

challenge, Gaul says. The spare text
and big themesseemed to demand
anoperatic treatment. To thatend,
Daryl Wallis has composed a
hauntingscore and the story will
be sungin its entirety by soprano
Sarah Jones, who plays a character
named Spirit who moves among
the cast on stage but cannot
influence the action.

“She’slike a narrator who
understands the cycle oflife and
death,” Gaul says. “Butthekids are
goingtoembraceherasagirlina
pretty frockmaking a big sound.

“I'trust childrenhave open
minds about things like opera.”

Jane Phegan is Magpie, David
Buckleyis theloyal Dog and Jay
Gallagher playsthelonelyand -
mysteriousFox. ez

“They are dressed as animals but
they are really very human,” Gaul
says. “Theyare archetypesof
human behaviour. The adults will
beable toread alotintoitbutthe
kids will just be freaked out by Fox

and fallinlove withMagpies' . ..

Animal instincts ... Jay Gallagher

(Fox) and Jane Phegan (Magpie)
rehearse for Fox. Photo: Marco Del Grande
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