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Getting there from here: 'Almost, Maine' takes the stage at
Stonington Opera House

By Yardena Carmi
Aug 7, 2023

Kathryn Markey, summer artistic director at Opera House Arts and director of “Almost, Maine,” said the play will resonate
with viewers. “There’s some scene or other that will reflect something of your own life, | guarantee you,” she said.
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STONINGTON — Opera House Arts is opening its production of “Almost, Maine” by John Cariani this

week.

The play comprises nine short stories set in the fictional, unincorporated community of Almost,

Maine in Aroostook County, where Cariani grew up.
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As a playwright, Cariani has aimed to present accurate representations of rural Americans as “real,
complex people,” rather than tragic, uneducated stereotypes. In the season program notes, he
wrote about how a rural professional theater company putting on a play about rural Americans is
“a perfect match.”

Opera House Arts Executive Director Pam Dewell agrees.

“We're really excited to be doing this play, which I think will have a lot of resonance with people,”
she said. “The world still feels like a bit of a fragile place after COVID and | think we didn’t want to
do anything that was too out there ... not too abstract, nor too challenging in terms of the subject
matter. | think we wanted to do something that felt good and would be inviting to people. We've
also very specifically over the years done a lot of shows that focus on Maine and the people in
Maine ... We just find that people who live on the island and the peninsula really love knowing

”
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more about Maine. Visitors, too

Dewell also appreciates that the show is set in “the County.”

“Most people think of Downeast Maine when they think of Maine, but this is not there, and it's
another whole part of our state,” she said.

The stories in the show focus on love, heartbreak and the intricacies of human relationships.
According to Kathryn Markey, summer artistic director at Opera House Arts as well as director of
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the show, “Almost, Maine” “takes place the moment something changes in someone’s life ... all the
scenes have a moment that maybe the character doesn’t even realize, but where they’re not

gonna be the same again after that.”

Markey believes that the sensibility of life in Maine — where the passage of each year is defined
by long, hard winters — informs the play’s storytelling. She also described it as an accessible
theater-going experience sure to resonate with audience members of any age or background.

“You can see yourselves in these people, you know,” she said. “It’s a lot of vignettes, they're just
like regular old folks living their lives ... there’s some scene or other that will reflect something of
your own life, | guarantee you.”

Markey, who is based in New York City, has worked in about 20 theaters in the Northeast and has a
lot of summer theater experience. “I'm very drawn to working in this kind of environment. | feel

like I understand the people, | feel like I like the people, and I like providing summer
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entertainment for folks,” she said.
Like any show, though, “Almost, Maine” presents some unique challenges. For example, a lot of
the scenes take place outdoors. In order to get a better feel for how the characters would hold
themselves and pitch their voices, Markey has brought the performers outside to rehearse several
times. The play also has a lot of quiet moments within its short vignettes and making space for
them can be a challenge. Overall, though, Markey finds it creatively exciting to fit the nine distinct

scenes together.

In addition, there are some special stage design and lighting considerations in the set
construction, as the Northern Lights play an important role in the play that both Dewell and

Markey refused to elaborate on for fear of spoiling the surprise.

Although the play contains 19 different roles, it typically features a small cast in which each actor
plays multiple characters. This production — the first to use the newly revised fourth edition of
“Almost, Maine” — features Tor Hillhouse, Sam Rosenstrater, Lena Kaminsky, Scott Cote (who grew

up in Auburn and Lewiston) and Tim Peper of Blue Hill.

According to Rosenstrater, juggling several different roles is enjoyable because each is so distinct.
“That’s part of the fun of the whole process, is discovering how to make them different from each
other,” she said.

She’s done the show a few times before but says that the rehearsals have still been a process of
discovery that has uncovered new moments for her within the script.

“This show is deceptively hard to memorize because there’s a lot of repetition in dialogue and
there’s a lot of people talking over each other. So it's very hard to get those lines in your head,”
said Cote. Their rehearsal period for the 2-hour-and-15-minute play was a quick three weeks.

“Almost, Maine” is running Aug. 10-13 and 16-20 at 7 p.m. at the Stonington Opera House. Tickets
range from $25 to $45, and are half-price for ages 17 and under. Hancock County students are
invited to attend live performances for free.

Audience members at the show on Aug. 11 will have the opportunity to stay for a talkback with

Cariani immediately following the performance.

He will also be leading a writing workshop for the community on the 11th from 2-4 p.m., for which

tickets can be purchased on the Opera House Arts website (operahousearts.org).
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The theater has additional offerings for the rest of the summer.

“The Opera House has a long history of doing professional theater, but we also functioned in a lot

of community capacities as well,” said Dewell.

The “Live! For $5” program, which brings family-oriented variety acts to Stonington, has dates on
Aug. 23 and 30. On Sept. 2, the band Being Petty will play a Tom Petty tribute concert at the
theater.

Yardena Carmi
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