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Some recent reviews of An Air Balloon Across Antarctica 
(Melbourne, July 2007 and Edinburgh, August 2007) 
 
 
Sally J. Stott for The Scotsman (7th August, 2007)  

 

Love, separation, loneliness and the last uncharted wilderness fill this beautifully written play that 
takes the audience on a journey to Antarctica and into the human soul. Caitlin (Claire Glenn) is an 
explorer who is joined by her dead son's obese hamster (Sophie Lampel) on a balloon journey to 
find her lost life, accompanied by the ghosts of explorers past (Captain Scott, Earnest Shackleton 
and Amelia Earhart). It's a wonderfully imaginative concept that is as touching as it is fresh and 
funny.  

Writer Darragh Martin manages to accurately capture the journey from adolescence to adulthood in 
a way that is effortless and truthful, laced with the pain that accompanies life, death and growing 
up. There are some terrific, memorable images in the play, and the hamster forms a brilliantly 
incongruous and amusing narrator.  

The story of Caitlin's son's death is particularly touching, as is the hamster's desire to become a 
lemming and, in so doing, save his young owner's life. The "sorrow of still-born sentences" and a 
sea turned grey due to all the scattered ashes in it are just a few examples of the many chokingly 
lovely ideas in this play.  

Designer Sayraphim Lothian gives the piece a colourful and playful setting, combining flowing 
fabric with the balloon centrepiece. Meanwhile, director Yvonne Virsik makes full use of the 
playful yet poignant script, taking the audience on a heightened journey that is firmly rooted in 
childhood innocence. It's a great trigger for pressing all the right buttons, and this reviewer was 
reduced to tears on a number of occasions.  

The only real criticism is that it's a little confusing that Caitlin and her partner James (Paul David-
Goddard) have alter egos (Georgina Durham and Kristian Sartori). It is difficult to connect with 
four people playing two characters, something that also doesn't feel particularly necessary, 
logistically or otherwise. The ghostly explorers also start to become a bit surplus to requirements, 
and there ends up being far more people in this balloon basket than there should be.  

However, the play remains a very effective piece of writing and is a real theatrical treat.  
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Kathryn Mack for Broadway Baby (2nd August, 2007)  

 

Darragh Martin’s premise in An Air Balloon seems preposterous: a small, blonde, female explorer 
and an obese hamster are bored on a journey across the Antarctic in a hot air balloon. Why are they 
talking to the ‘ghosts’ of Shackleton, Scott, Madame Blanchard (wife of the first balloonist hero) 
and Amelia Earhart? Can a play hang together by the seemingly thin threads that never quite attach 
it to the snowy ground below? This is a production that at times seems too strange to work. But it 
does, and pulls off a great piece of fringe theatre along the way.  

This is a completely original piece of writing: in turns funny; harrowing; surreal; intense and 
always imaginative. Gradually the plight of the hamster and explorer becomes clear: the reasons for 
the journey, the preceding love story and its tragic denouement. Yvonne Virsik has tightly directed 
this tale of love and loss, an achievement that is all the more impressive given the company’s loss 
of wardrobe, props and set while travelling from Australia. The set that has been constructed works 
very well in the space and, unless you closely read the programme and the tale of British Airways 
woe, its frantic production would not be noticed.  

All of the performances are strong. Paul David-Goddard is hugely impressive as the stoic, yet 
slightly infuriating James. Claire Glenn brings real depth to Caitlin, the explorer whose desire for 
independence leads to the Antarctic folly. Sophie Lampel, as Ham the Hamster (who thinks he’s a 
lemming), holds the whole show together, bringing both comedy and pathos: this is a part that if 
played too ‘hammy’ could have ruined the effect of the show. The chorus pieces, particularly 
towards the end, are handled brilliantly by the rest of the cast: Adrian Corbett (also Scott); Georgina 
Durham (Blanchard); David Kambouris (Shackleton) and Charlotte Strantzen (Earhart).  

You’d have to be a very jaded fringe goer not to be touched by this fresh, talented production. Go 
see. 
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Cameron Woodhead for The Age (July 13, 2007)  

 

New theatre company Three To A Room formed last year, when its founders - Claire Glenn, 
Charlotte Strantzen and Ellen Gales - met through an Edinburgh Festival show. Next month, the trio 
will return to Edinburgh to tour Darragh Martin's An Air Balloon across Antarctica, after this brief 
Melbourne season. 

The idea of braving a midwinter night to see a play with Antarctica in the title - frankly, it chilled 
me to the core. 

But the affectionate comedy and emotional intelligence of Martin's play won me over in short order. 

An Air Balloon across Antarctica is an unorthodox exploration of love and grief. Caitlin Evans 
(Claire Glenn) is a minor celebrity undertaking a solo balloon flight over the South Pole with an 
obese hamster (Sophie Lampel) in tow. Leaving behind her husband, James (Paul David-Goddard), 
she tries to escape personal tragedy in the snow and ice. 

Caitlin is visited during her trip by the restless spirits of Amelia Earhart (Charlotte Strantzen), 
Ernest Shackleton (David Kambouris) and Robert Scott (Adrian Corbett). And her hamster 
companion introduces, through a series of flashbacks, the events that led to Caitlin's current 
adventure. 

The central drama unfurls in sinuous counterpoint. Scenes where a younger Caitlin and James 
(Georgina Durham and Kristian Sartori) meet and fall in love are contrasted with the brutally 
observed disintegration of their relationship in grief's black wake. 

Martin is a formidably talented playwright and at his best, a writer of great suppleness and maturity. 
But he's a diamond in the rough. Prone to purpleness, he needs to rein in some of his wilder fancies 
and tighten the elastic on some of his metaphors. 

At first, the production choked and spluttered like an engine on a cold morning. But once the actors 
warmed up, stopped rushing lines and got over their nerves, it went into overdrive, with compelling 
performances from David-Goddard, Lampel, Durham and Strantzen, in particular. 

An Air Balloon Across Antarctica is poignant and funny, whimsical and grave. Under the 
improbable conceits and flying hamsters, it's a moving and intimate tale of love, death and survival. 
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Anne-Marie Peard for aussietheatre.com 
 

Melbourne was only given a short fundraising season of Three to a Room’s Air Balloon Across 
Antarctica before it heads off to the Edinburgh Fringe. Let’s hope fair winds blow it safely back, so 
more people can see this astonishingly beautiful, highly original, funny and gut-wrenching 
production.  

Caitlin is travelling in an air balloon across Antarctica. Her companion is Ham, an obese hamster, 
who longs to be a lemming (because lemmings are James Dean, while hamsters are Tom Hanks) 
and she is visited by great explorers of the past.  

There’s so much about Darragh Martin’s script that shouldn’t work. His metaphors flow like water 
off a melting ice cap, he throws in adjectives like an over-sized and desperate for attention 
thesaurus and he tells instead of shows. 
  
It is, nonetheless, one of the most beautifully written scripts I’ve encountered. Martin’s dialogue is 
dense, but he makes his words dance, without ever making them feel unnatural or forced. The 
incidental comments and dialogue may not always move the story forward, but they give the script 
a different level of life and make it shine. The band who were “all headbands and no irony” and 
Caitlin who “sprinkles discourse into a conversation like a condiment” make you want to listen to 
every word in case you miss a gem. Or perhaps it was all just a very elaborate ploy to find a use for 
the phrase “nudist balloonist”. 

Language aside, Air Balloon tells a perfectly structured and surprising story.  What could have been 
a totally acceptable and enjoyable love story is told in an original way from an unexpected point of 
view. What starts as a witty and enjoyable jaunt about the “pinch-me-I’m-fainting ache and ecstasy 
of falling in love”, turns into a dangerous journey into “the sour dour knife twists and turns of 
sliding out of love” and the event that started the slide.  

Part of me wants to see a professional company grab this script, polish up the rough edges and show 
it to a huge audience, but I don’t want to see it lose the simplicity and beauty of this production. 

Yvonne Virsik’s direction deftly balances the humour with the sadness. By making the complex 
seem simple, she lets us see the intricacy of the complexity.  With a script that can be excessive and 
plot that could be melodramatic, she paces the action perfectly, without letting the audience become 
too comfortable. The setting and characters are as absurd as a rhinoceros in the street, but they are 
always emotionally real and we never doubt that Amelia Earhart or Ham the hamster don’t belong 
in this world.  

The cast are, on the whole, not very experienced, but bring a level of understanding and maturity 
that far outweighs many a professional actor I’ve seen on our major stages recently.  

Claire Glenn skilfully and gradually reveals the complexity of Caitlin’s truth and her search for 
something beginning with safe. Caitlin is filled with joy and anger and determination and 
frustration and sadness. She wants to appear open, but only so that no one can see the places in her 
that hurt. Glenn is thoroughly engaging as Caitlin, but never lets us become so captivated that we 
don’t see her flaws. 
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Paul David-Goddard as James was the surprise performance of the evening. James is the supporter 
of Caitlin, whose love and obsession let her be the explorer. James is controlled, safe and strong, as 
is David-Goddard’s performance.  He isn’t the one expected to bring the audience to tears (myself 
included). His final moments gently nail the emotional impact of this work.  

And then there’s Ham the hamster. He is part narrator and holder of the truth about the drip, drip 
burning bush. Ham is a ham and could have very easily been played for laughs, but Sophie Lampel 
brought a poignancy and believability to him.  She deserves pat on the tummy and an extra big 
bowl of Special K for her performance.  

Sayraphim Lothian’s design continues to show how to make design support a script. Her balloon 
basket is woven from old brown clothes; the many, many layers that give us our appearance and 
status in the world.  

Three to a Room received no funding for this project. Raffles, quiz/film nights and chocolates sales 
got Air Balloon off the ground.  Producers Claire Glenn, Charlotte Strantzen and Ellen Gales prove 
that determination and the desire to create exceptionally good theatre can create exceptionally good 
theatre.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


