THEATRE REVIEW

Theatre Newfoundland Labrador: Gros Morne, 2024. Our Eliza by
Megan Gail Coles.

Growing up in a rural community in Newfoundland and Labrador
during the 1960s presented significant challenges, particularly for
young women. The award-winning writer Megan Gail Coles is inti-
mately familiar with these challenges. Born in Savage Cove on the
Northern Peninsula, Coles wrote Our Eliza to honour the sacrifices
made by rural Newfoundland women for their families. The Gros
Morne Theatre Festival performance effectively captured these themes
through its outstanding staging, adept writing, and captivating acting.

“Playing in the Woods: Youth, Leisure, and the Performance of
Gender Relations in Rural Newfoundland” opens with a citation
from Farley Mowat’s Bay of Spirits: A Love Story: “['The boat’s] crew
consisted of two fourteen-year-olds who, I decided, must have been
among the luckiest boys alive, spending their summer moseying in
and out of little harbours from Port aux Basques to St. Pierre, under
the amiable eye of their uncle, Skipper Hubert Spencer” (qtd. in Nor-
man et al. 2011).

These lines elucidate the disparity around gender in the idealized
experience of growing up in rural communities, both in Newfound-
land and globally. In these settings, both professional and recreational
activities, such as mining, fishing, and hunting, are predominantly as-
sociated with masculinity. In contrast, femininity is confined to do-
mestic and indoor activities, reflecting entrenched gender roles and
expectations (Norman et al. 2011). Our Eliza poignantly illustrates

this disparity, emphasizing how young women like Eliza are confined
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to caregiving and household management, limiting their opportunities
for education and personal growth.

'The script shifts between different periods of Eliza’s life, from the
aftermath of her mother’s death to a presumed present. At the begin-
ning of the play, the audience learns that Eliza’s mother has just passed
away. Being the eldest of seven siblings, fourteen-year-old Eliza is
withdrawn from school to manage household responsibilities and care
for her family. This includes her father, Loomis, who suffers from de-
pression. In the opening scene, an older Eliza converses with Loomis,
revealing underlying tensions. Eliza — who, as the audience discovers
through the story, had enjoyed attending school and reading books
— appears exhausted by her monotonous and demanding life. Loom-
is, meanwhile, seems overwhelmed by sadness, unable to fulfill his
responsibilities as the head of the family or manage his own life. Eli-
za’s patience with her troubled father seems exhausted, but the rea-
sons behind her frustration become apparent as the narrative unfolds.

Another pivotal character is Hank, who falls in love with Eliza
and seeks Loomis’approval to court her. Though raised with tradition-
al values and a limited formal education, Hank deeply cares for Eliza.
He demonstrates this by giving her a book after he discovers her love
for literature. This is a crucial moment when Eliza feels valued for the
first time in several years. Throughout the story, the three characters
strive to confront past traumas and seek reconciliation and love.

'The temporal fluidity of the text presents significant challenges for
the cast, which includes Willow Kean as Eliza, Daryl Hopkins as Hank,
and Greg Malone as Loomis under the direction of Allison Moira Kel-
ly. Costumes are crucial in delineating time shifts with simple, effective
changes, such as altering caps or shirts. The actors’ performances are also
instrumental in these transitions. Greg Malone’s portrayal of Loomis
transitioning from a younger to an elderly version of his character is
particularly noteworthy for his adept changes in voice, posture, and fa-
cial expression. Malone knows this role very well, having worn Loomis’
shoes before. Daryl Hopkins also demonstrates exceptional ability to
navigate the timeline changes throughout the play and portray a man
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grappling with his own demons, such as alcohol abuse, while striving to
become the best version of himself in pursuit of a future with Eliza.

Willow Kean’s portrayal of Eliza is distinct due to the character’s
nature. As the narrative progresses, Eliza appears unchanged, and her
clothing and expressions remain consistent, not as if she remained
young but as if she aged severely the very moment she took over her
family. This might initially suggest that Kean’s performance is less dy-
namic than her co-stars. However, this portrayal reflects Eliza’s reality,
as she, like many women, has been compelled to suppress her emo-
tions and prioritize her household and others’ needs over her own. This
presents a unique challenge for Kean, who has to understand and feel
all her character’s emotions and dilemmas but keep them suppressed.
However, there is emotional release for the character in the story’s
climax, allowing Kean to deliver a poignant performance.

Staging and lighting support the narrative’s thythm and temporal
transitions. Employing a minimalist aesthetic, the set features a check-
erboard floor pattern and white furniture evocative of a traditional
Newfoundland home. A telephone serves as a narrative device to in-
troduce external tension. Audio elements are rarely used but appear at
the right moment to complement significant scenes. The BMO Studio
at the Nurse Myra Bennett Centre for the Performing Arts provides
an intimate setting, enhancing audience immersion with its semi-
thrust stage and limited seating arrangement. The approach to the stu-
dio, requiring visitors to walk along a gravel path, contributes a sense
of discovery and adventure to the theatrical experience.

Attending the premiere of Our Eliza transcended the realm of
mere entertainment, offering an immersive experience that provoked
thoughtful reflection on the multifaceted challenges facing rural com-
munities. The play incisively highlights the gender expectations im-
posed on young women, who are frequently compelled to undertake
domestic responsibilities prematurely. Additionally, it explores the
profound struggle that ensues from the loss of a family member, main-
ly when individuals are left to navigate their grief in isolation, devoid

of guidance or external support.
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'This introspective quality was also enriched by the journey through
Gros Morne National Park, which provides breathtaking landscapes
conducive to contemplation. For those who have not yet attended the
Gros Morne Theatre Festival, it is highly recommended that you in-
clude it in your future plans.

Mauricio Rodriguez Martinez
Memorial University of Newfoundland, Grenfell Campus

References

Norman, Moss E., Nicole Gerarda Power, and Kathryne Dupré. “Playing in
the Woods: Youth, Leisure and the Performance of Gender Relations
in Rural Newfoundland.” Annals of Leisure Research 14, no. 2-3 (2011):
155-75. doi:10.1080/11745398.2011.615713.

Theatre Newfoundland Labrador. Accessed September 24, 2025. https://

theatrenewfoundland.com/

4 NEWFOUNDLAND AND LABRADOR STUDIES, 38, 2 (2023)
I1715-1430


https://theatrenewfoundland.com/
https://theatrenewfoundland.com/

