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MAKING SPACE FOR SPIRITS

As the child of a librarian, I grew up devouring fantasy books, my spare 
hours spent lost in strange worlds. So when I stumbled across Gabrielle 
Wang’s wonderful novel A Ghost in My Suitcase, while searching 
for new stories for Barking Gecko Theatre Company, I was beyond 
excited. Here was an Australian fantasy epic with all the delicate 
moral questioning and fierce imagination of Philip Pullman or Ursula 
Le Guin. And although the story was set entirely in China and full of 
the fantastical, it was quintessentially Australian in its exploration of 
diaspora and belonging. Almost everyone living in Australia has roots 
elsewhere. Many of us feel the pull of this history very strongly and I 
felt this aspect would resonate strongly with children, as they develop 
their sense of place and identity in the world. I still feel so fortunate 
to have been able to work with the formidably talented Vanessa Bates 
and the entire creative team to find a new form for this story and share 
it with thousands of children around the country.

We began the adaptation process with hundreds of pages full of 
wonderful words. And some big creative challenges! The novel is a 
great yarn spun by a master storyteller, with many layers. The most 
obvious layer is the action-adventure story, which carries us along with 
a series of escalating ghost battles in an ancient Chinese water town. 
Then there is the layer of revelation—family secrets are gradually 
uncovered as we travel onwards and the past and present draw closer 
together. And beneath these is a layer of reflection—the deep interiority 
of the central character Celeste who is learning to process her grief, 
guided by the calm Daoist philosophy of her grandmother. In adapting 
the novel to the stage, the challenge was how to make these layers 
work in a theatrical form. And we found a key answer in the idea of 
‘negative space’.

‘The Uses of Not’
Thirty spokes meet in the hub.
Where the wheel isn’t is where it’s useful.
Hollowed out, clay makes a pot.
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A GHOST IN MY SUITCASEviii

Where the pot’s not is where it’s useful.
Cut doors and windows to make a room.
Where the room isn’t, there’s room for you.
So the profit in what is is in the use of what isn’t.

Lao Tzu,
from Tao Te Ching,

translated by Ursula Le Guin
Negative space is something that Daoist poet-philosopher Lao Tzu 
understood 2,500 years ago. In fact, he explains it so well that I am 
tempted to just leave it at that. But I have been asked to write a few 
more words, so for those who are interested, I’ll use the space to explore 
how we applied this idea to Vanessa’s adaptation and our production.

Negative space is not always easy to define in the theatre, but I 
like to think of it as space left intentionally empty for an audience 
to fill. This is vital if an audience is to be truly engaged. When and 
how to use negative space is a big question, particularly when adapting 
a multi-layered work of fantasy such as this one. There are times to 
lean into the literal depiction of spectacle and fantastical imagery and 
times to leave space free for the imagination of the audience. In some 
ways I think that for Vanessa, translating the book into theatrical form 
with space for an audience to feel and respond, was as much an act of 
creation of something new as one of adaptation of an existing work.

Our process has been one of paring back words, actions, scenes and 
characters to make room. For theatre creatures who love the English 
language as much as Vanessa and I do, this has been about discovering 
new languages—in light, sound, tempo and architecture. It has taken 
three years of disciplined subtraction. In this time, we have had the 
great luxury of four creative developments including two trips to China 
and a trial season, followed by performances at three national festivals. 
At each stage, the ‘pot’ has hollowed a little more until, by our final 
season in Perth (this published script), I feel that we made enough 
room for audience and actors.

As you would imagine for a work of fantasy, there are elements of 
our production where the lyrical language of the novel gives way to 
pure visual spectacle. This applied most strongly to the action layer in 
the story: a kabuki drop where a silky fabric descends from the heavens 
as night falls over a haunted house, cloaking the stage in darkness; or a 
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INTRODUCTION ix

highly detailed filmed ‘tracking shot’ down the canal of a water town, 
projected on every vertical surface in the space; or the cacophony of 
real-world images that is Shanghai airport, or the climactic martial-
arts-style battle with two ghosts. Little needs to be said when you are 
showing so much visually.

Then there were scenes where very little was shown either. One 
of our young test audience’s favourite scenes was our depiction of 
a bus full of frogs, created primarily with the artful composition of 
actors’ bodies and sound. Here the audience are enlisted to create the 
image with their own imaginative forces—the frogs, the bus and the 
world of rural China beyond the foggy windows. Or for our first ghost 
encounter, the ghost of the French chef, who never appears on stage but 
whose earthquake-like energy manifests in actors’ bodies and in sound.

Negative space also exists in Vanessa’s text itself: language 
constructed in a way that invites reflection via omissions, inferences, 
ambiguity and mystery. Celeste asks, ‘Por Por, why do people have 
to die?’, which is answered with silence and a brief wordless touch 
between the actors. Most of the ‘interior’ passages—Celeste’s asides 
to the audience—have gradually lost almost all of their text, as we 
realised the actor and dramatic context communicate so much more 
powerfully with silence.

‘Begin as you mean to continue’ is a useful maxim in art as well as 
in life. So a big question in adapting A Ghost in My Suitcase was: who 
has a seat at the table in the very first development? When our creative 
team first met in early 2016, there were five of us. Vanessa and I led 
the process of dissection of the novel—labelling its bones, muscles and 
arteries in a process vital to give our adaptation its physiology. But other 
aspects of our time together shaped our approach on a deeper level. My 
co-director Ching Ching Ho brought a wealth of unique perspectives, 
provocations and cultural insights into the room. Designer Zoe Atkinson 
inspired us to think in multiple theatrical languages and distil the work 
to theme and image. And novelist Gabi Wang taught us Tai Chi and read 
to us from Ursula Le Guin’s stunning translation of Lao Tzu.

These first offers set the tone for all that was to come over the 
following three years—the wise Daoist aphorisms of Por Por, the 
fluid ghost-fighting style of Ting Ting, the constantly shifting set of 
overlapping boxes and the moments of nuanced cultural exchange 
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A GHOST IN MY SUITCASEx

in the characters’ interactions all have their origins in this beginning. 
The show continued to evolve in this spirit up until our final season, 
with investigations of design and use of space given equal weight to 
explorations of text and the body of the actor.

In the following months, media artist Sohan Ariel Hayes came on 
board to collect and select imagery for the show, including travelling 
with Ching Ching on a field trip to locations around China. The 
sound design was lovingly crafted by Perth composer Rachael Dease, 
featuring her hauntingly beautiful compositions which brought 
Celeste’s ghost songs to life. Matt Marshall effortlessly sculpted light 
to give each ghost its own unique energy and ambiance. And among all 
this, we had multiple rounds of nationwide casting over two years to 
find five extraordinary, muli-talented performers: Amanda Ma, Frieda 
Lee, Yilin Kong, Imanuel Dado and Alice Keohavong.

So on to the only question that really matters: what have audiences 
made of it? Children around the country have responded with joy 
and a depth of feeling. The best responses have been wordless—the 
numerous recreations of ghost fights in foyers around the country after 
each show, as the children attempt to replicate Yilin Kong’s martial 
arts moves. Consistently children have said their favourite moment in 
the show is not a ghost battle, it is the moment where Celeste finally 
scatters her mother’s ashes and finds release. I have loved the letters we 
have received. From the child who wrote us a poem about his newfound 
love for kabuki drops, to the one who said the play ‘made me feel 
completely void from reality’, to the child who told us ‘It was my first 
time attending the theatre … it made me feel like I was in China’. I’ll 
share one adult response, which speaks to the cultural meaning that an 
audience can find in stories like this one:

Tonight Mum and I were entranced by a story that was about 
us. I was struck by the feeling of wanting to cry simultaneously 
while I was beaming from ear to ear. Experiencing your 
difference as an identity is powerful … As a child of mixed 
race in Australia, at times I felt, or was made to feel, like my 
identity was nothing. To see Celeste’s strength as a Eurasian 
woman was stunning. Representation matters, matters, 
matters … Thank you to the mighty little team at Barking 
Gecko Theatre for sharing this beautiful production.

A Ghost in My Suitcase_INT_FIN.indd   10 23/08/2019   3:23:05 PM



INTRODUCTION xi

Finally, the process of inspiration can travel in unexpected directions. 
After our first development, novelist Gabrielle Wang began work on 
a sequel, which she’s called Ting Ting the Ghosthunter. The novel 
acknowledges that first group of creatives that met in the Melbourne 
Arts Centre way back at the start of 2016:

A special thank you to Matt, Felix [Ching Ching], Vanessa 
and Zoe—fellow ghost travellers and play makers.

It is a deeply satisfying thought to feel that we have somehow contributed 
to Gabi’s next novel (a great read by the way!).

Thank you again to Vanessa Bates and the entire creative team for 
all their passion and craft in adapting this work for the stage. And a 
huge thank you to Barking Gecko and to Perth, Sydney and Melbourne 
Festivals for investing in the work’s creation. With a published script, I 
hope there are many more young people who see, read and perform the 
work and make their own connections! I look forward to future teams 
of ghost hunters taking the story somewhere none of us expect in its 
next incarnations.

Matt Edgerton
July 2019 

Matt Edgerton is a theatre director. He helped develop A Ghost in My 
Suitcase during his time as Artistic Director of Barking Gecko Theatre 
Company.
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For my sisters, AJ, Toni and Kerry… and the Penang years.
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A Ghost in My Suitcase was first produced by Barking Gecko Theatre 
on 18 October 2018 at the Arts Centre, Melbourne, with the following 
cast:

CELESTE Alice Keohavong
POR POR Amanda Ma
TING TING Yilin Kong
FEMALE ENSEMBLE Frieda Lee
MALE ENSEMBLE Imanuel Dado

Directors, Ching Ching Ho and Matt Edgerton
Set and Costume Designer, Zoë Atkinson
Lighting Designer, Matthew Marshall
Composer and Sound Designer, Rachael Dease
Media Artist, Sohan Ariel Hayes
Fight Director, Andy Fraser
Puppetry Consultant, Michael Barlow
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CHARACTERS

CELESTE

POR POR

TING TING

AIR HOSTESS

LING FENG

MRS WANG

MR GUO

MRS TAN

FAT BELLY GHOST

BOATMAN

SHEN DA PAI (1 AND 2)

Also various non-speaking characters

Adapted from the novel A Ghost in My Suitcase by Gabrielle Wang
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1. THE BEGINNING

CELESTE appears, walking slowly towards the audience.
Images appear from her dream: water rippling, a giant fish. All are pro-
jected on a screen behind her. We hear a fragment of folk song.

CELESTE: Mama? Mama? Mama?
The indistinct shape of MAMA appears momentarily from within 
the dream and then disappears again.

Mama, I’m here!
Lights as CELESTE holds a wrapped wooden box of her mother’s 
ashes.

[To the audience] Each night I try to dream of Mama. I never quite 
see her. Instead, I see … a sleeping moon, a giant fish, a stream of 
water, rippling. And I hear … a song I can’t quite recognise, the flow 
of its melody carrying me along …

She unwraps the wooden box.
Behind CELESTE, projection transforms the large ‘mother box’ 
into a giant version of this box of ashes.

[To the audience] Mama always wanted to return to China. So, I’m 
bringing her ashes back. Back to the home of our ancestors.

The voice of an AIR HOSTESS is heard, during which CELESTE 
puts the box carefully away in her backpack. We see projections 
of Shanghai airport.

AIR HOSTESS: [voiceover, in Mandarin]
女士们，先生们：飞机正在下降。请您回原位坐好，系好安
全带，收起小桌板，将座椅靠背调整到正常位置。所有个人
电脑及电子设备必须处于关闭状态。请你确认您的手提物品
是否已妥善安放。稍后，我们将调暗客舱灯光。谢谢！
[Nǚshìmen, xiānshēngmen: Fēijī zhèngzài xiàjiàng. Qǐng nín huí 
yuán wèi zuò hǎo, xì hǎo ānquán dài, shōu qǐ xiǎo zhuō bǎn, jiāng zuò 
yǐ kàobèi tiáozhěng dào zhèngcháng wèizhì. Suǒyǒu gèrén diànnǎo 
jí diànzǐ shèbèi bìxū chǔyú guānbì zhuàngtài. Qǐng nǐ quèrèn nín de 
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VANESSA BATES2

shǒutí wùpǐn shìfǒu yǐ tuǒshàn ānfàng. Shāo hòu, wǒmen jiāng diào 
àn kècāng dēngguāng. Xièxiè!]

The greeting continues in English:
Good morning [afternoon, evening], ladies and gentlemen: Our 
plane is descending now. Please be seated and fasten your seatbelt. 
Seat backs and tables should be returned to the upright position. All 
personal computers and electronic devices should be turned off. And 
please make sure that your carry-on items are securely stowed. We 
will be dimming the cabin lights for landing. Thank you!

Both announcements can be shortened to accommodate a briefer 
transition between scenes.
The sound of a plane beginning to descend.

2. SHANGHAI

CELESTE moves past the sights and sounds of Shanghai airport. A 
cacophony of sound and image.

CELESTE: [to the audience] Shanghai airport.
Almost without noticing, she begins to sing to herself … The AIR 
HOSTESS catches up to her.

AIR HOSTESS: I didn’t know you were a singer, Celeste!
CELESTE: Oh no, I’m not … it’s just … if I’m a bit nervous sometimes … 

it helps me calm …
AIR HOSTESS: Are you sure your grandmother is coming?
CELESTE: Papa said Por Por would meet me. But … [more nervous] I 

can’t see her anywhere.
A box spins to reveal POR POR, carrying a large yellow sunflower.

POR POR: Little Cloud! Celeste!
CELESTE: [relieved] Por Por! [To the AIR HOSTESS] That’s her!
POR POR: [to the AIR HOSTESS] Thank you for looking after Little Cloud!

She realises the AIR HOSTESS doesn’t seem to understand.
[More slowly] Thank You For Looking After Little Cloud!

CELESTE: [to POR POR] She can’t speak Chinese, Por Por. Only English. 
[To the AIR HOSTESS] She said … thank you for looking after me.
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A GHOST IN MY SUITCASE 3

AIR HOSTESS: You speak Chinese?
CELESTE: [nodding] I’m half Chinese, like Mama, and half French, 

like Papa. And all Australian!
POR POR hands the sunflower to the AIR HOSTESS. They smile at 
each other.

AIR HOSTESS: [as she leaves] Have a great stay in China, Celeste. [To 
POR POR] Thank You For My Flower!

CELESTE waves goodbye as POR POR gently touches her cheek.
POR POR: You look just like your mama.

Beat.
Tell me, how is your papa and little Robbie.

CELESTE: [to the audience] I don’t want to tell her that since Mama died, 
Robbie can’t sleep and Papa doesn’t paint anymore. So instead I say, 
[to POR POR, with a small smile] they’re fine.

POR POR looks at her carefully for a moment and takes her hand.
I can’t wait to see your home.

As POR POR grabs CELESTE’s bag, the scene transition begins. 
CELESTE and POR POR walk through the space as the set shifts 
around them.

3. BIG MOUTH

The gates of Por Por’s home. CELESTE looks about her.

CELESTE: [to the audience] We’re here.
Beat.

Por Por’s house. I smell garlic, sizzling. Hear water, bubbling … And 
see …

POR POR: [calling] Ting Ting!
A box spins around to reveal an older girl, TING TING, practising 
martial arts moves with precision. Seeing them, TING TING stops 
and comes to POR POR. She stands straight and tall. Not a hint of 
a smile. CELESTE and TING TING face each other.

[Smiling and jovial] Ting Ting. Meet Celeste. Celeste … meet Ting 
Ting.
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VANESSA BATES4

CELESTE: Hello.
TING TING: [unsmiling] Hello.
POR POR: [seeming not to notice the tension] I hope you two can become 

good friends. Ting Ting, show Celeste the fish pond while I water the 
penjing!

As POR POR leaves, TING TING gracefully gestures CELESTE into 
the courtyard.

CELESTE: [to the audience] A paved courtyard! There’s a flying bat pat-
tern at each corner … Tiny twisted trees growing from ancient stone 
pots …

She is delighted, so much to see, wherever she looks …
And a goldfish pond with strange symbols carved on the side! They 
look like ancient characters!

Goldfish swirl about the stage.
Look at the goldfish! Robbie would love this! All different sizes and 
colours!

TING TING: [mocking] Look at the goldfish …
CELESTE turns. Is Ting Ting teasing her?

CELESTE: Pardon?
TING TING: Nothing. See that big red fish. Ask if he’s hungry.
CELESTE: What? No. I’d feel silly. Talking to a fish.
TING TING: Go on. He can understand human talk. Ask him.

CELESTE looks at her suspiciously, but TING TING seems genuine. 
She leans towards the fish.

CELESTE: Um … [To the fish] Are you hungry? [To TING TING] I don’t 
think he’s listening …

TING TING: [persuasive] Get closer. Lean right over the water and ask. 
He’ll answer you. Go on.

After a moment’s hesitation, CELESTE does.
Closer …

CELESTE leans closer.
Closer … that’s it, ask now.

CELESTE: [to the fish] Can you hear me, Red Fish? Are. You. Hungry?
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A GHOST IN MY SUITCASE 5

TING TING darts away as a great spurt of water hits CELESTE in 
the face.
CELESTE chokes and splutters, TING TING laughs in delight.

He splashed me! Yuck. That water stinks! 
POR POR: [entering] Ting Ting! Celeste! [Seeing them] Making friends? 

Good.
She glances at CELESTE’s wet face but says nothing.
A pause. Is Celeste going to dob on Ting Ting?

I can leave you with Ting Ting while I get our tickets for home.
CELESTE: Tickets? I thought we were home.
POR POR: [with a smile] The Isle of Clouds. Your mama’s true home.

POR POR exits. CELESTE waves, looks for TING TING. She’s gone 
too. CELESTE is alone with the fish. A moment. She feels small. A 
splash from the big fish.

CELESTE: [calling] Ting Ting! Wait for me!
And CELESTE goes into the house, calling after TING TING as she 
does.

4. THE WRETCHED THING

In the house, calm quiet, dark.
CELESTE looks about.

CELESTE: Hello? Ting Ting?
No answer. In the half light we may see TING TING following 
CELESTE about, watching her, keeping out of view.

[To the audience] Por Por’s house is old and made of wood. It smells 
of … calm … and smoky tea. She has framed pictures from long ago.

She looks at one with a smile.
A little girl with black plaits and a cheeky grin …

She sees another, bittersweet.
And this one, Por Por and Mama.

A humming/buzzing sound draws her attention.
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There’s something here. Behind this door. It sounds like … a thou-
sand bees …

Lights change. A glow. She looks about in wonder.
Wow. Weird stuff! Jars of herbs and powders, sticks and bones, 
bells and mirrors … and a sword, made of coins!

She carefully picks up the coin sword. Behind her TING TING is 
still watching, creeping behind her.

And everywhere, painted characters and strange symbols—like the 
writing around the fish pond outside. Strange. I feel like I’ve seen it 
before, but how could I?

She puts the sword back down.
Did I dream it? Maybe all the bits of dream are still floating in my 
head?

TING TING and CELESTE touch hands. The two girls shout.
Ow!

TING TING: Ah!
Lights go back to normal.

CELESTE: Why are you following me?!
TING TING: [furious] Why are you poking your nose into other people’s 

business?! This room is private! For me and Por!
CELESTE: I’m just looking.
TING TING: You should never have come here. You think you’re so 

special! Just because you’re her granddaughter. Well, it doesn’t 
mean anything, it doesn’t mean you can do it!

CELESTE: Do what?!
They are interrupted by the sound of a bicycle bell as MRS WANG 
enters.

MRS WANG: Mrs Bao … I need Madame Bao! Quickly!
CELESTE: I’m sorry. Por Por’s not here.
TING TING: [calmly taking control] I am in charge, Mrs Wang. How can 

I help?
MRS WANG: [wailing] Oh, Ting Ting! It’s back! That wretched thing is 

back!
CELESTE: [to TING TING] What … wretched thing? What’s she talking 

about?
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