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ABSTRACT
Since the 1980s, there has been an increasing emphasis on drama, in live theatre
and on film, which re-addresses the ways in which the post-colonial histories of
Australia and New Zealand have been written. Why is there such a focus on
'historical' drama in these countries at the end of the twentieth century and what
does this drama contribute to wider debates about post-colonial history? This
thesis aims both to explore the connections between drama and history, and to
analyse the interface between live and recorded drama.
In order to discuss these issues, I have used the work of theatre and film critics
and historians, supplemented by reference to writers working in the field of postcolonial and performance theory. In particular, I have utilised the methods of
Helen Gilbert and Joanne Tompkins in Post-Colonial Drama: Theory, Practice,

Politics, beginning with their claim that in the post-colonial situation history has
been seen to determine reality itself. I have also drawn on theorists such as
Michel Foucault, Linda Hutcheon and Guy Debord who question the 'truth'
value of official history-writing and emphasize the role of representation in
determining popular perceptions of the past.

This discussion is developed

through reference to contemporary performance theory, particularly the work of
Richard Schechner and Marvin Carlson, in order to suggest that there is no clear
separation between performance and reality, and that access to history is only
possible through re-enactments of it, whether in written or performative forms.
Chapter One is a survey of the development of 'historical' drama in theatre and
film from New Zealand and Australia. This includes discussion of the diverse
cultural and performative traditions which influence this drama, and
establishment of the critical methodologies to be used in the thesis. Chapter Two
examines four plays which are intercultural re-writings of canonical texts from
the European dramatic tradition. In this chapter I analyse the formal and
thematic strategies in each of these plays in relation to the source texts, and ask to
what extent they function as canonical counter-discourse by offering a critique of
the assumptions of the earlier play from a post-colonial perspective. The

potential of dramatic representation in forming perceptions of reality has made it
an attractive forum for Maori and Aboriginal artists, who are creating theatre
which has both a political and a pedagogical function. This discussion
demonstrates that much of the impetus towards historiographic drama in both
countries has come from Maori and Aboriginal writers and directors working in
collaboration with white practitioners. Such collaborations not only advance the
project of historiographic drama, but also may form the basis of future theatre
practice which departs from the Western tradition and is unique to each of New
Zealand and Australia. In Chapter Three I explore the interface between live and
recorded performance by comparing plays and films which dramatise similar
historical material. I consider the relative effectiveness of theatre and film as
media for historiographic critique. I suggest that although film often has a
greater cultural impact than theatre, to date live theatre has been a more
accessible form of expression for Maori and Aboriginal writers and directors.
Furthermore, following theorists such as Brecht and Brook, I argue that such
aspects as the presence of the live performer and the design of the physical space
shared by actors and audience give theatre considerable potential for creating an
immediate engagement with historiographic themes. In Chapter Four, I discuss
two contrasting examples of recorded drama in order to highlight the potential
of film and television as media for historiographic critique. I question the
divisions between the documentary and dramatic genres, and use Derrida's
notion of play to suggest that there is a constant slippage between the dramatic
and the real, between the past and the present. In Chapter Five, I summarize the
arguments advanced in previous chapters, using the example of the national
museum of New Zealand, Te Papa Tongarewa, to illustrate that the
'performance' of history has become part of popular culture. Like the interactive
displays at Te Papa, the texts studied in this thesis demonstrate that dramatic
representation has the potential to re-define perceptions of historical 'reality'.
With its superior capacity for creating illusion, film is a dynamic medium for
exploring the imaginative processes of history-making, while the fundamental
power of the theatre in representing history is that in the live performance the
spectator symbolically comes into the presence of the past.

CHAPTER ONE: TOWARDS A DRAMA OF POST-COLONIAL HISTORY.

Poetry is something more philosophical and worthy of serious
attention than history; for while poetry is concerned with universal
truths, history treats of particular facts.
- Aristotle, On the Art of Poetry (43-4)
Attention to the construction of history is vital to the post-colonial
agenda since history has been seen to determine reality itself.
- Helen Gilbert and Joanne Tompkins, Post-Colonial Drama (108)
As an actor and director, I have always been fascinated by the boundaries
between performance and 'real' life, their points of intersection, and the impact
that the performative world has on social perceptions of reality. Many
playwrights and directors in the Western theatre tradition have based a lifetime's
work on attempting to create a theatre which can change social attitudes, and
Brecht's work in particular continues to be a strong influence on socially
conscious theatre-makers, especially those working in a post-colonial or feminist
context. Erving Goffman and Victor Turner have created a body of research
about the theatrical elements in everyday social interaction, and such work has
formed the basis of contemporary performance theory, which has become
profoundly interdisciplinary and intercultural. As a Pakeha New Zealander, I
have also become increasingly interested in the differing versions of our postcolonial history and how these affect the culture of the present. This research
was created out of a desire to examine recent performative responses to postcolonial history, to ask how these texts reflect current debates about the past and
to come to some conclusions about the functions of historiographic drama in redefining perceptions of post-colonial realities. Why are so many New Zealand
plays and films set in the past? What do these texts tell an audience about its
history and how do they relate to perceptions of cultural identity? Is history itself
a performance, in which remembered actions compete for the attention of an
interested spectator, influenced by a complex interplay between past and present
fictions and realities?
In this introduction I outline some of the critical approaches which influence this
thesis, taken primarily from theories of performance and post-colonial drama. I
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also examine the concept of the 'history play' in the European tradition and
compare it with Aboriginal and Maori approaches to history and performance. I
briefly outline some of the ways in which history has been dramatized in New
Zealand and Australia, both in live theatre and on film, and analyze some of the
critical responses to this work. This is not intended as a complete survey of
'historical' drama in these countries, but rather as background to the texts which
will be examined in depth in the chapters which follow. Finally, I outline the
content of each chapter, indicating why the texts were chosen and how they
influence this discussion.
In Aristotle's study of dramatic literature, he privileges the ability of poetic
drama to reveal 'universal truths' over the 'facts' of history writing. According
to Aristotle, the representation of imaginary actions in poetic drama can awaken
'fear and pity' in an audience, and the resulting catharsis will create more
'truthful' insights into human experience than the narration of factual events
from the 'real' world. Aristotle thus establishes clear oppositions between
'drama' and 'history', between 'truth' and 'facts.' In the late twentieth century,
however, historians influenced by post-structuralist theories have acknowledged
that the objective 'facts' of past official histories are subjective fictions; that there
is no one 'truthful' version of the past, but a multitude of possible versions. In
critiquing the rationalist notion of history as an 'ideal continuity', Foucault writes
that 'the true historical sense confirms our existence among countless lost events,
without a landmark or a point of reference.' (89) This position discredits not only
Aristotle's concept of objective 'universal truths', but also the notion that 'fact'
and 'fiction' can be distinguished from one another. Foucault's undermining of
the 'rationalist' approach to history allows for acknowledgement of the interplay
between fact and fiction, the revelation of 'suppressed' histories and the
awareness of the power structures which surround the creation and reception of
any 'historical' work. By their very nature, the most authoritative 'histories' are
often those which are sanctioned by the power elites in a particular society. In
contrast, the writer of fictions in the Western tradition usually works
independently of official power structures. In countries such as New Zealand
and Australia, where such selective official histories have been part of the
colonizing enterprise, indigenous fiction writers in particular are likely to
question the official records and to foreground alternative versions of the 'truth'
about the past. In post-colonial writing therefore, a multitude of 'truths' about
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the past compete for the attention of a potential reader, and Aristotle's
conception of a 'universal' truth now no longer seems possible. Nevertheless,
Aristotle's belief that fiction is more worthy of serious critical attention than a
'history' which claims objectivity has some similarity to contemporary theories
which also emphasize the primary importance of the analysis of representation
itself. In The Society of the Spectacle, Guy Debord writes:
The whole life of those societies in which modern conditions of
production prevail presents itself as an immense accumulation of
spectacles. All that once was directly lived has become mere
representation. (12)
Like Aristotle, Debord is engaged in the study of representation, but he goes
much further than Aristotle in suggesting that in the post-modern state there is
no longer any possibility of 'reality', that reality itself is determined by
representation. A useful link between Aristotle and Debord is Richard
Schechner's theory of 'restored behaviour', which he calls 'the main characteristic
of performance.' (1991, 205) Restored behaviour is living behaviour which is 'rearranged or re-constructed' in performance, and is the basis of theatre, ritual,
dance and many other performative forms. Schechner stresses the historical
centrality of performance in explaining the world: 'Restored behaviour is
symbolic and reflexive: not empty but loaded behaviour multivocally
broadcasting significances' (206), relating the repetition of already-lived acts to
social, religious, aesthetic, medical and educational processes. To this list, I would
add 'historical', because the notion of restored behaviour implicitly contains the
sense of repeating the past. Our understanding of the past therefore must
always be mediated by our experience of how the past has been represented. As
Debord suggests, dramatizations, or 'restorations' of the past have as much
'reality' as the actual past event. Once we enter the field of intercultural theatre,
this debate is made more complex because different cultures view 'reality' in
different ways. As Richard Schechner has pointed out, the Sanskrit culture views
life as an illusion, and therefore drama, as an 'illusion of an illusion' may be
considered 'more 'truthful', more 'real' than ordinary experience'. (1988, xiv) As
modern communication technologies propagate images of the past on a global
scale, and societies become increasingly more multi-cultural, the ways in which
the past has been constructed, restored or dramatized become crucial to our
understanding of the world.
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Gilbert and Tompkins have argued that the construction of the past is crucial to
the politics of the present in post-colonial countries. This is because the
descendants of the colonizers usually seek to legitimate their presence in the
colonized country through re-constructing recent history to show the settler
culture in a favourable light. This re-constructing process often involves creating
a selective history, making unfavourable aspects of the past 'invisible,' and retelling past events with a bias against the indigenous people. For example,
official Pakeha histories have tended to brand Te Kooti as a bloodthirsty villain,1
while more recently historians influenced by Maori oral histories have re-framed
his attacks on Pakeha settlers as legitimate acts of resistance against an invader
culture. This example demonstrates that Aristotle's dismissal of the 'facts' of
official histories is well-founded. The construction of the past, however, is created '
by artistic representations as well as by official history writing, which illustrates
that the clear separation which Aristotle makes between artistic representation
and history does not exist. In a post-colonial country, there is a powerful
motivation to construct legitimacy, both for indigenous and settler writers,
whether they are historians, or artists.
In this thesis I suggest that not only is national and local history a central issue in
the drama of New Zealand, but also that the dramatization of the past is a central
issue in the history of this country. This is illustrated by images of the signing of
the Treaty of Waitangi, which have been repeatedly reproduced over one
hundred and fifty years on postage stamps, on television, in theatre, museums
and the visual arts. 2 Images of the Treaty signing are inherently dramatic, with
clear roles defined for oppositional authority figures, both Maori and Pakeha.
Although the starting point for this discussion is live drama in New Zealand, the
discussion is developed through reference to three dramatic works from
Australia, which enable the New Zealand texts to be seen in a comparative
See Sinclair's A History of New Zealand, p. 145. Although Sinclair acknowledges that Te
Kooti's imprisonment was 'almost certainly' unjust, he introduces Te Kooti with reference to
'nmrder,' 'savagery' and cannibalism. Sinclair does not emphasize the injustices to which Te
Kooti was subjected, but rather his 'massacre of the Poverty Bay settlers.'
2 In 1986 Richard Campion and Don Selwyn directed Waitang( a dramatization of the signing
of the Treaty in the Wellington Town Hall for Circa Theatre. In his review of the performance,
Darcy Nicholas acknowledged the contribution made by the theatre towards fostering a bicultural community: 'the bond between Pakeha and Maori actors in this play was moving. Two
races working together to rewrite the history of our country. If there is a new future on the
horizon it will take people to create it ... It will take government officials, prime ministers and
governors-general. It will also take writers, actors and artists of all dimensions.' (52)
1
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perspective. Because of the strong influence of recorded drama in popular
culture I also analyze some film and television drama on historical subjects from
both Australia and New Zealand. In this discussion, I examine the relationship
between two parallel 'histories': history in post-colonial drama and history of
post-colonial drama. I demonstrate that these 'histories' are inherently linked to
social and political movements, and that they continually intersect and
complicate each other. This thesis is not primarily concerned with texts which
seek to be 'historically accurate,' but with texts which deal in a critical or
subversive way with the act of history-making itself. Such historiographic
drama deconstructs source material in order to perform alternative versions of
established histories.
The use of the dramatization of history to define a shared national identity is a
well-established practice, as illustrated by the development of the 'history play'
as a particular genre in English theatre. Such plays often have an overtly political
purpose, which is linked to the context in which the playwright was working.
Shakespeare's company, for example, was supported by Elizabeth I, and on the
succession of James I came under the official patronage of the King. Shakespeare
therefore, was a playwright who relied for his living on the goodwill of his royal
sponsors. This position is reflected strongly in Richard III, which in its first
productions served to validate the legitimacy, power and mythology of the
Tudor dynasty. By altering the 'facts' of Richard's reign to create an image of a
bloodthirsty tyrant, the play demonstrates that Henry Tudor's rebellion against
Richard's authority is justified. Just as early Pakeha historians constructed an
image of Te Kooti which legitimated the colonial project, so Shakespeare
reconstructs Richard as a villain for political purposes. Henry's final speech
clearly demonstrates that the project of the play is to legitimate the Tudor claim
to the throne:
0, now let Richmond and Elizabeth,
The true succeeders of each royal house,
By God's fair ordinance conjoin together.
And let their heirs, - God, if thy will be so, Enrich the time to come with smooth'd-fac'd peace,
With smiling plenty and fair prosperous days! (V.5, 29-34)
As demonstrated by this speech, the 'history play' is not an innocent, objective
account of the 'facts'. This speech is the climax of the play, and therefore
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Shakespeare gives prime focus to the political message, publicly endorsing the
legitimacy of the Tudors' authority. In this speech, the issue, as in much Maori
and Aboriginal drama, is sovereignty. The marriage of Richmond and Elizabeth
is blessed by God, and their 'true' right to rule is extended to their children.
Because colonial history is the story of indigenous peoples being deprived of
their sovereignty, this theme assumes extra potency in a post-colonial context.
Several of the texts discussed in this thesis explore this theme in relation to the
history of Australia and New Zealand. Furthermore, as the 'history play' is a
significant part of imported British culture, the re-working of plays by
Shakespeare and other writers is a frequent strategy employed by post-colonial
playwrights, as discussed in Chapter Two.
Shakespeare's history plays feature a variety of points of view which complicate
this notion of 'true' sovereignty. Henry's speech claims that the rebels are the
'true' inheritors of the English throne, and that the justice of their victory will
create peace and prosperity. As Shakespeare's account of the reign of Henry VI
illustrates, however, a legitimate King does not automatically imply a 'happy'
kingdom. Furthermore, the reading of any political implications in the text is
influenced by the interpretation chosen by directors in performance.
Shakespeare's Henry Vis an example of a history play which has been
interpreted in contrasting ways in two different cinematic incarnations. In
Olivier's 1943 production, the play is used to emphasize a sense of national pride
to support the British war effort, and in Branagh's 1989 version the same text is
used to reflect a post-Falklands disillusionment with war and Britain's loss of
empire. We have already seen that Shakespeare's history plays are often
politically motivated, but these contradictory interpretations of Henry V
demonstrate that the interpretation of history is not fixed in the play. Each
interpretation is strongly influenced by the events of the particular moment in
history when each production is made.
Despite his apparent deference to the monarchy, Shakespeare also appears to
subvert the very concepts, such as political authority and the concept of the 'just
war', which are celebrated in his historical works, often in a playful way. For
example, the character of Falstaff in the Henry IV trilogy articulates a subversive
point of view. Falstaff's prosaic humour can be interpreted as a parody of the
grotesque side of human lustfulness and appetites, but often his speeches are
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laden with insights into the human condition and the futility of the political
conflicts which English history plays continually illustrate. Falstaff's speech in Act
5 Sc. 1 of Henry IV Part 1 is a memorable critique of the waste of war:
honour pricks me on. Yea, but how if honour prick me off when I come
on? how then? Can honour set-to a leg? no: or an arm? no: or take away
the grief of a wound? no. Honour hath no skill in surgery, then? no.
What is honour? a word. What is in that word honour? What is that
honour? air. A trim reckoning! - who hath it? he that died o' Wednesday.
Doth he feel it? no. Doth he hear it? no. Is it insensible, then? yea, to the
dead. But will it not live with the living? no. Why? detraction will not
suffer it: therefore I'll none of it: honour is a mere scutcheon: and so ends
my catechism. (V.1, 129-40)
It is a strong anti-war statement, yet is contained within a sequence of history
plays which lead to the extreme jingoism of Henry V. The viewpoints in
Shakespeare's history plays range from the violent patriotism of King Henry V
to the existential sense of futility in Falstaff's speech, and the enduring popularity
of these plays over four centuries indicates the depth of interest in English
culture in the dramatizing of the diverse voices of history.,
When the English genre of the history play is translated to Australia and New
Zealand, it takes on a new significance. The celebratory and/ or subversive
potentials of dramatizing the past have increased resonance in the colonized
country, for both indigenous and settler communities. The indigenous peoples
need means by which they can challenge the powerful legitimizing machineries
of English culture. In the post-colonial context, history-writing itself has been
used to construct a new reality which denies the indigenous peoples their own
sovereignty.
The Aboriginal peoples of Australia see their culture in terms of the Dreaming, a
period in the past in which the landscape, creatures and laws were sung into
being. The Dreaming also continues into the present and the future, as the
governing principle of Aboriginal culture so that, as Gilbert and Tompkins have
written, there is 'a notion of 'ambiguous' time in which the boundaries between
past and present, and ultimately future, are permeable.' (139) This conception of
history is at odds with the traditional Western linear approach to the past, and
especially with the belief in 'progress'. Tribal Aboriginals communicate the

8

Dreaming narratives through drawings, paintings, and mimetic activities (song,
dance and storytelling). Thus, as in England, there is a tradition of transmitting
history through performative means, and Kevin Gilbert, writer of The Cherry
Pickers, the 'first' Aboriginal play, alludes to this tradition when he writes, 'drama
has been a natural and rhythmic part of Aboriginals' life from the dawn of time.'
(viii) In contrast, Mudrooroo3 has written that the Aboriginal drama of the
present bears no relation to traditional forms:
As Aboriginal music originates from the Dreamtime, it may be thought
that drama is a development based on indigenous traditional forms.
This is not so. Aboriginal drama is akin to other modern forms of
Aboriginal expression, in that message either determines the form or
uses a form ready to hand. (1990, 27)
This statement makes it clear that, for Mudrooroo at least, Aboriginal drama
does not represent continuity from ancient performance forms, but that
Aboriginal artists will utilize drama when it is the appropriate form for
communicating a particular subject or theme to an audience. Mudrooroo's
reluctance to accept contemporary drama as part of a continuum from
traditional performance is based in the political imperative of stressing a black
identity which is separate from the development of a 'national' Australian
culture. When he writes that 'Aboriginal reality is different from white reality in
that it is an expanded reality akin to the dreaming life' (37), Mudrooroo also
makes it clear that the work of Aboriginal writers is primarily informed by their
understanding of the Dreaming. Aboriginals write 'historical' drama in a
different way to white writers because their perception of history is not as a line
from the past to the present, but as different time periods co-existing together.
This has been apparent since the first published Aboriginal play, Robert Merritt's
The Cake Man, which begins with a symbolic scene of bush Aborigines living in an
environment which depicts 'nature at ease.'(5) This image is interrupted by the
beating of a kettle drum and the arrival of three symbolic white characters, a
Priest, a soldier and a civilian who promise the Aborigines that they will 'make
you our own.'(11) The illustration of colonization as a rupture to the Dreaming
life is a founding act of Aboriginal theatre, firmly showing present day realities
as the result of historical forces. The main narrative of The Cake Man is also set in
Mudrooroo has changed his name from Colin Johnson, to Mudrooroo Narogin, Mudrooroo
Nyungar and Mudrooroo. In order to avoid confusion, I have standardized all references as
Mudrooroo.

3
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the recent past, depicting the poverty experienced by Pumpkinhead in growing
up on an Aboriginal mission in the 1960s as establishing the basis for
contemporary Aboriginal social realities. The relationship between past and
present in Aboriginal drama is further explored in plays by Mudrooroo and Jack
Davis, which are discussed in Chapters Two and Three.
In New Zealand, the Maori perception of 'history' is strongly linked to identity,
and a sense of the past informing the present. Each individual's identity is
determined through the history of their whanau, and the ability to recite one's
whakapapa is an essential part of being recognized as Maori. 4 As in Henry's final
speech from Richard III, which stresses the legitimacy of the Tudor heirs, in Maori
culture it is necessary for past, present and future to be linked through
whakapapa. Where sovereignty within the nation is the issue at stake in Richard
III, the Maori view of history is conditioned by the loss of sovereignty to another
nation, and this is an overriding theme in most Maori drama. Roma Potiki has
emphasized the important role played by Maori drama in analyzing Maori
history: 'Maori playwrights ... contribute towards the reclamation of the
distant and recent past by telling us what we remember .... Drama is both toil
and discipline in the discovery and re-definition of a living culture.' (1991a, 11) In
this statement, Potiki makes the links between history, present identity and
drama which are central to this thesis. For Maori, cultural identity after
colonization is the crucial issue, and this identity must be analyzed in terms of
several different versions of reality: the pre-European past, the 'colonial' past,
and the bi-cultural present. Whakapapa and tribal affiliation have been
complicated by inter-marriage and urbanization. For Potiki, the medium of
drama is particularly appropriate to the reclamation and affirmation of Maori
history and identity because of the mimetic quality of the art: 'In the majority of
Maori plays I have attended over the last thirteen years one of the most
important aspects for the Maori audience is that they can see themselves. They
recognize the relevance of the stories to them and identify with the characters in
them.' (1991a, 11)

4 The relationship between whakapapa and identity is clearly illustrated in Hone Kouka's
Mauri Tu through the device of one actor playing several members of the same family. Each
character transition is signalled by the chanting of the whakapapa of the whanau, and their
personification in one actor serves to emphasize, as Kouka writes in his introduction, that 'all
four characters are of the one whanau - originally of one woman'. (x)
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As Potiki has observed, because dram.a is based on a transaction of identification
and empathy between spectator and actor, it is a powerful tool in securing,
analyzing or questioning post-colonial cultural identities. Potiki stresses the
centrality of oral storytelling in traditional Maori culture, as the chief method of
transmitting the events, stories, spiritual beliefs and whakapapa from. the past.
Because this information is transmitted dramatically, through the expressive
qualities of the voice and body, rather than through the written word as in the
English tradition, Maori 'history-telling' has particular similarities to theatrical
representation. For Maori, this is the tradition of paki waitara, the passing on of
knowledge through storytelling, and the embellishment of these 'histories' by
the skills of the storyteller. (Edwin, 1998b) The link between history and dram.a is
stressed by Rom.a Potiki when she writes about the Land March in 1975:
If we view the Land March as a cultural procession or a kind of
travelling play we would be able to see it as a form. of dram.a
encompassing a number of qualities; it has a spiritual base; it is
collective in nature; providing the tangata whenua are respected,
anyone irrespective of race, age, disability or gender can have a part; the
structure is determined by kawa, though it remains flexible; its
energetic naturalism. is the predominant form. though elements of
oratory, song, stylized movement, dance and monologue intertwine
easily within this; the script avoids stereotypes; some of the script is set
but much of it is improvised; players can swap some parts as 'the play'
demands, and players rnay take on several roles, though some are fixed;
the accent is on team.work; there are affirmative roles for both rnen and
women; it combines elements found in both Theatre of the Oppressed
and the Theatre of Liberation; audience participation is encouraged; like all
good dram.a it contains conflict. (1991a, 9-10)
In analyzing the Land March as a theatre event, Potiki notes many similarities
between Maori culture and the European concept of dram.a. Unlike Mudrooroo's
idea that Aboriginal dram.a is a development separate from. traditional
performance, Potiki stresses the continuity of perform.ative forms from. preEuropean culture to present dram.a and protest. However, she emphasizes the
spiritual base of the Land March rather than its political motivation, suggesting
that, as in Aboriginal culture, there is a holistic unity between different aspects of
cultural activity which the descendants of English settlers find difficult to
comprehend. As Potiki's example shows, it is impossible to consider Maori
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history over the past two centuries without constant reference to the politics of
colonization. The Land March is an answer to the alienation of Maori land by the
British, who travelled largely in the spirit of Henry V invading France, with an
unquestioned sense of their own authority and their right to 'purchase' land
anywhere in the globe under their own terms. Roma Potiki writes, 'Maori
theatre can be seen as tino rangatiratanga in action.' (1991a, 10) Therefore, like
Shakespeare's plays, a key issue in Maori theatre is sovereignty, but unlike the
conflict between Richard III and Henry Tudor, the issue is not sovereignty within
a culture, but about the politics of post-colonialism. Approaches to this issue by
Maori playwrights are discussed in Chapter Two.
New Zealand drama has become increasingly concerned with historical subject
matter. Of the thirty-seven texts published in the New Zealand Playscripts series
from 1977 till 1994 (the publication date of Hone Kouka's Nga Tangata Toat at
least eighteen have direct links with New Zealand history writing in their themes
or content. 5 A perusal of these 'historical' plays reveals a change in emphasis
from drama which simply reflects established histories, such as Brian McNeill's
The Two Tigers, to drama which presents alternative histories, such as Renee's
Wednesday to Come. The publication of George Leitch's The Land of the Moa as a
project for the 1990 sesquicentennial celebrations was a recognition that the
performance of locally-written drama is a part of official New Zealand history.
Although written in 1895, Leitch's play is set in 1886, already implying an
historical perspective on its spectacular and exotic depiction of the colonization
process. Whereas the earliest titles in the series are dominated by social
comedies, like those of Roger Halt the most recent titles show that New Zealand
drama is now concerned with an increasingly diverse range of approaches to
history, from the nostalgia of Robert Lord's Joyful and Triumphant to the stark
realism of the oral history approach exemplified by William Brandt's Verbatim.
David Geary's Lovelock's Dream Run makes historical connections between
Timaru Boys' High School and Nazi Germany which enable Geary to question
These 'historical' plays are, in order of publication: Awatea (Bruce Mason), The Two Tigers
(Brian McNeill), Jack Winter's Dream (James K. Baxter), The End of the Golden Weather
(Bruce Mason), Shuriken (Vincent O'Sullivan), Wednesday to Come (Renee), Pass Tt On
(Renee), Coaltown Blues (Mervyn Thompson), Squatter (Stuart Hoar), Jones and Jones (Vincent
O'Sullivan), The Land of the Moa (George Leitch), Billy (Vincent O'Sullivan), Jeannie Once
(Renee), Daughters of Heaven (Michelanne Forster), Joyful and Triumphant (Robert Lord),
Lovelock's Dream Run (David Geary),Verbatim (William Brandt), Nga Tangata Toa (Hone
Kouka).
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the ideological basis of New Zealand's masculinist culture. Furthermore, by
exposing Howard's anti-authoritarian interpretation of Jack Lovelock as a
fantasy, Geary calls attention to the subjectivity of history-making, and subverts
the mythologizing of historical figures who have achieved success in the
international arena. Though the New Zealand Playscripts series is not the only
publisher of local drama, and only represents a small number of the plays
professionally performed in New Zealand over this period, this proportion
(nearly a half) devoted to 'history' accurately reflects an overall trend among
New Zealand playwrights to look to the past for their inspiration. Furthermore,
this trend has increased as local playwrights have become more confident and
prolific.
The development of a 'national' drama in New Zealand has also become a topic
for the mainstream historian. In some significant popular 'histories' of New
Zealand, drama is referred to for a variety of reasons. Keith Sinclair includes
drama, along with literature, painting, orchestras, opera and ballet as a signifier
of an increasing maturity in New Zealand society in the 1970s. His tone
however, is patronizing towards local artistic standards: 'It could not, however,
be said that the theatre had achieved West End standards or that the art
museums rivalled those in Melbourne or Europe or the U.S.A. They did not
have enough money.' (302) Here Sinclair displays a strong colonial bias,
assessing local work by the standards of overseas cultures. His stress is on
economic factors rather than artistic value, and this display of the 'cultural cringe'
betrays the hegemonic assumptions which underlie his 'objective' account of
New Zealand history. 6 Although his history was last revised in the late 1980s,
Sinclair's ideas are the product of the ideologies of an earlier generation. In
contrast, Stevan Eldred-Grigg, writing from a Marxist perspective, emphasizes
theatre as part of the machinery of the colonizing project. Eldred-Grigg records
the 'gay debut' of respectable theatre in the South Island with a performance of
Richard III at Nelson in 1843. (21) This example demonstrates not only that the
theatre was a significant part of Pakeha society from the earliest days of
settlement, but also that the plays chosen were often directly related to the
propagation of the prevailing myths of English history. Eldred-Grigg uses the
In the light of Aristotle's preference for drama over history, it is perhaps ironic that Keith
Sinclair's sons, Harry and Stephen have both made successful careers in New Zealand drama
and film.
6
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opulence of nineteenth-century theatre to stress the decadence of the South
Island 'squatocracy':
Theatre was another important pleasure. Constant professional theatre
and opera were provided by touring English and European companies,
both Christchurch and Dunedin having commodious opera houses and
regular seasons. Admittance to theatre and opera was costly, and apart
from its artistic charms, it was important as a place for display. At the
Princess theatre in Christchurch, where an English company opened the
1865 winter season with King Lear, rich patrons sat in velvet-lined boxes.
(101)
Here Eldred-Grigg identifies theatre as a social practice which is identified
primarily with wealth and privilege, and is part of the process by which English
and European power elites took control of the New Zealand landscape. There
are strong links between Eldred-Grigg's argument in Southern Gentry and the
thematics of Stuart Hoar's Squatter, which critiques the colonialist project on the
Canterbury Plains.

Squatter is one of the plays surveyed in The Oxford History of New Zealand, which
like Sinclair's history, places theatre and the arts as a crucial ingredient in a move
towards independent nationhood. Unlike Sinclair's 'colonial' perspective, the
emphasis in this history is on theatre in relation to New Zealand nationalism. In
this context, some locally written plays have themselves become part of the
official record of New Zealand history. Bruce Mason's plays are seen by W.H.
Oliver as an important contribution to the development of a New Zealand
artistic tradition, a collective 'awakening of the imagination.' (553-54) In Peter
Simpson's chapter 'The Recognition of Difference', he emphasizes plays which
either deal directly with New Zealand history, represented by Mervyn
Thompson and Vincent O'Sullivan, or employ a significant political perspective
such as feminism, represented by Hilary Beaton, Renee and the Hen's Teeth
cabaret. Simpson's survey of theatre ends with reference to the growth of Maori
drama, as a means of the 're-establishment of cultural identity.' In A Man's
Country, historian Jock Phillips uses Foreskin's Lament to illustrate his argument
about the reaction against rugby and male-dominated culture in the 1970s and
1980s. (270-72) In presenting rugby as a potent metaphor for New Zealand
society, Greg McGee's Foreskin's Lament achieved iconic status as a social critique
which also enjoyed enormous popular success. The first productions of McGee's
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play were well-timed to sum up many of the national divisions occurring around
the crucial moment of the 1981 Springbok Tour. Foreskin's Lament is a rare
example of a New Zealand play which matches the thematics of a popular drama
with an historical moment. While these discussions of drama by historians such
as Sinclair, Phillips, Oliver and Simpson lack the depth and range of Howard
McNaughton's chapter on drama in The Oxford History of New Zealand Literature
in English, the inclusion of such surveys in both official and alternative histories
demonstrates that dramatization of national identity is a significant part of the
broader discourse of New Zealand history. Dramatic works are cultural artefacts
which not only record and analyze the past, but may also become part of
'history' itself.
Among New Zealand plays with specifically 'historical' settings, several link
personal identity with the playwright's perception of a national identity. Bruce
Mason's The End of the Golden Weather (1959) and Mervyn Thompson's Coaltown
Blues (1984) both relate the playwrights' childhood memories to the
development of a national consciousness. In Mason's play, the witnessing of a
Depression riot is part of the 'coming of age' of the protagonist, while his
preoccupation with Firpo's Olympic aspirations reflects Mason's perception of a
marginalized colony attempting to take on the world. In Thompson's play, the
writer's own birth is connected to the birth of the Labour Party, signposting the
writer's pride in the New Zealand socialist tradition which, like himself, had its
origins in a West Coast mining town. Thompson's emphasis on historically
based class divisions in a so-called egalitarian society moved into an area which
the middle-class Mason found problematic. Thompson queried the myth of a
collective history, by foregrounding the problems of 'the workers' and their
antipathy towards the ruling power elite. In his Brechtian-inspired Songs to the
Judges, Thompson extended his emphasis on historical divisions by
foregrounding Maori land grievances. By displaying alternative points of view
in the context of New Zealand history, Thompson's work strongly repudiates
the concept of a shared history, and questions the mythology of national identity
defined as 'ours'. Rather, his commitment to the development of a political
theatre which acknowledges historical divisions along the lines of class and race
questions the popular conception of New Zealand as an egalitarian society.
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Thompson's work in voicing alternative histories was extended by the writing of
Renee who, in her Jeannie Trilogy, evokes a workers' history based around
major historical events: the arrival of European settlers in Jeannie Once (1990), the
Depression in Wednesday to Come (1984) and the 1951 Waterfront Strike in Pass It
On (1986). By emphasizing domestic settings and female protagonists, Renee
brought a strong feminist voice to this dramatic reassessment of New Zealand
history which balanced Thompson's masculinist view. Renee's trilogy can now
itself be placed in a historical setting, that of the growth of the feminist
movement in New Zealand, which after the radicalism of the 1970s had moved
into a confident revisionist phase by the 1980s. 7
In the 1980s, the plays of Vincent O'Sullivan continued this tradition of
questioning established histories, while simultaneously reinforcing new
mythologies. One of the most tightly structured and revealing plays written in
New Zealand to date, Shuriken (1985) recovered a piece of 'forgotten' history, the
inter-cultural misunderstanding which led to the slaughtering of thirty-nine
Japanese prisoners of war by New Zealand soldiers at Featherston in 1943. The
play had the effect of giving wide publicity to an embarrassing 'incident' which
had been hitherto ignored by writers of history. Shuriken revealed the potential
of drama to bring taboo subjects into the public arena and to make the theatre a
focus for debate about the past. The play also brought a new theme into New
Zealand drama : the question of this country's proximity to Asian cultures with
values completely at odds with traditional 'Kiwi' beliefs. Subsequently, the
relationship between New Zealand and various Asian countries has become a
major political and economic issue, reflecting many of the concerns articulated in
O'Sullivan's play. Like McGee in Foreskin's Lament, O'Sullivan emphasizes the
dominance of masculinism in New Zealand national identity, and balances a
critique of this dominance with an affection for many of its attributes. Jacko in
Shuriken and Tupper in Foreskin's Lament are both characters constructed as a
combination of critical parody of recognizable aspects of masculine culture with a
Marvin Carlson summarizes three general groupings of feminist approaches which had
emerged in theatre and performance in the United States by the mid-eighties. These are
liberal feminism, which sought to draw attention to sexual inequality and to promote equal
rights for women; cultural fem.inism, which attempted to define and create a separate women's
culture; and materialist feminism which 'underscores the role of class and history in creating
the oppression of women.' (145) Similar movements in New Zealand feminism created a strong
impact on the theatre in the 1980s, as demonstrated by Renee's trilogy which adopts the
materialist feminist approach.
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deep empathy for their predicaments based in an understanding of their cultural
conditioning. Similar questions about cultures in conflict are raised in
O'Sullivan's Billy (1990), which is unique in New Zealand playwriting in dealing
with Australian history and colonization. The muteness of O'Sullivan's
Aboriginal protagonist powerfully symbolizes his alienation in the face of an
invader culture. Also significant is O'Sullivan's Jones and Jones (1989)
commissioned by Downstage for the Mansfield centenary, which uses a Music
Hall format to enliven its familiar narratives. In Jones and Jones, O'Sullivan uses
theatre itself as the metaphorical frame for presenting one of New Zealand's
best-known historical figures.
The playfulness and overt theatricality inherent in Jones and Jones represents a
move in the late 1980s away from 'straight' reinterpretations of history towards
a consciously post-modern style. The revisionist projects of Thompson and
Renee are driven by a search for the suppressed 'truths' which have been
concealed behind the major events of the official histories, such as the
Depression. In contrast, a post-modern skepticism of such concepts of 'truth' is
reflected in Stuart Hoar's Squatter (1988) and David Geary's Lovelock' s Dream Run
(1993), both of which adopt anachronism, intertextuality and a playful cynicism
about notions of 'historical accuracy'. In Squatter, naturalism, with its connection
to Stanislavski's concept of 'truthful' acting, is scrupulously avoided. The play
parodies the capitalist values which underlie the development of New Zealand's
post-colonial society, but it does not propose, as Thompson might, a socialist
alternative. The play explores colonialism as an expansionist symptom of
capitalist economics, yet is cynical about the potential of Marxism to bring about
social change, as demonstrated in the scene where the inarticulate revolutionary
Tuckler is hanged. (62) The only apparent alternative to the brutal manipulations
of the capitalist Bilstrodes is in a kind of anarchy, as symbolized by the itinerant
Olive. When Bilstrode announces at the end of the play that the sale of his estate
will yield a massive profit which he will invest in the city (76), Hoar questions the
mythology that the Liberal government's legislation breaking up the great
estates led to a re-distribution of resources. Instead, he implies that the
Bilstrodes' move to Christchurch signals a continuum of the capitalist colonizing
project into the urban setting. In Lovelock's Dream Run, the mythologizing which
is central to the work of Mason, McGee, Thompson and Renee is joyfully
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subverted in its anti-hero's rejection and ultimate acknowledgment of his own
myth-making tendencies.
Parallel to Hoar's and Geary's cynicism about 'history' is a new approach to the
traditional 'truth-value' of the past, as demonstrated by Miranda Harcourt and
William Brandt's Verbatim (1994), which reflects a trend in history writing away
from official accounts towards the more 'authentic' source of oral histories.
Although the play's narrative of a murder and its consequences is constructed
from a range of different experiences, every word in the play is taken from an
interview transcript. This play's extensive performances through the country
(and overseas) in venues including prisons, schools and conventional theatres, its
exposure through a television documentary and endorsement on television
national news by then Minister of Health Jenny Shipley have given it a high
profile and illustrate how drama can be closely linked to social concerns. We
have already seen that drama and history can be linked in a diversity of ways,
but by using the tools of the oral historian, such as the tape recorder, the
prepared set of questions, the consent sheet, to write their play, Harcourt and
Brandt made fresh connections between the notion of a personal history, a social
problem and the dramatization of these. The concerns of the play with the
processes which lead to the incarceration of those who have committed antisocial acts recalls Foucault's concept of 'effective' history, that which reverses
official history's preoccupation with the 'highest' and 'noblest' events, those most
at a distance, concentrating instead on 'those things nearest to it - the body, the
nervous system, nutrition, digestion and energies; it unearths the periods of
decadence.' (89) In her performances in prisons and schools, Harcourt followed
the play with workshops in which the audience was invited to adopt roles with
which they identified in the play. Among the prison audiences, most identified
strongly with the play's protagonist. As every word in the play comes from the
skilfully edited interview transcripts, the play is surrounded by an aura of
'authenticity' which contrasts strongly with the playful post-modernism of Hoar
and Geary. The dramatization of 'real' events allowed perpetrators of violent
crime the opportunity, in the traditional dramatic sense, to empathize with the
victims of such a crime. These men were then given the opportunity to re-act to
the circumstances of their crimes, to re-live their own personal histories with the
aim of achieving a catharsis which is not only emotionally empowering, but also
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seen as socially desirable by institutions such as the Justice Department who
sponsored the play.
The publication of Hone Kouka's Nga Tangata Toa in 1994 is significant as the first
play in the Victoria University Press series which represents the fast-growing
developments in Maori and bi-cultural theatre. 8 Nga Tangata Toa is a more
complex text than many of the others in the series, not just because it confronts
post-colonial history from a Maori point of view. Unlike McGee and Thompson,
Kouka does not focus on history from a masculinist point of view and, like
Renee, makes the wider historical setting in the aftermath of World War One
subservient to the issues arising from familial and personal conflict. This play
and its relation to history will be discussed in Chapter Two.
Critical writing on the continuing emphasis on historical themes in New Zealand
drama has emphasized the ways in which trends in 'historical' playwriting have
reflected the development of a national identity and engaged in the critique of
history writing. In 1984 Sebastian Black published a survey of New Zealand
'historical' drama in which he maintained: 'For too long and in too many ways
New Zealanders have denied themselves a past. Certainly, the playwrights of
this "last, loneliest, most loyal" offshoot of the British Empire have not, until
recently, deigned to present the nation's past on the nation's stages.' (31) Black
sees the lack of historical drama up until the 1980s as a reflection of the last
vestiges of identification with Britain, and sees the historiographic work of
Mervyn Thompson as a positive development in creating a drama which
transcends the politics of 'denial' and examines a specifically 'New Zealand'
identity through analyzing key events of New Zealand history. This article
concludes with a paragraph on Renee's recently workshopped Wednesday to
Corne, which Black sees as bringing a new critical edge to New Zealand historical
drama. Black depicts Renee as a playwright who is using the past in order to
critique 'New Zealand's uneasy present, where unemployment is on the rise,'
(49) bringing the social function of theatre to the fore from a feminist, lowerincome perspective.

This excludes Mason's plays, which are written from a Pakeha point of view, and those of
Renee, which do not deal overtly with Maori issues.
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In an unpublished article on historical New Zealand drama written in 1990 to
coincide with the 150th anniversary of the signing of the Treaty of Waitangi,
Phillip Mann stresses the movement away from the values of 'Mother England'
and the establishment of a New Zealand identity. He uses two war history
plays, Maurice Shadbolt's Once On Chunuk Bair and O'Sullivan's Shuriken to
illustrate that the wartime experience provokes New Zealanders to begin to
question the values of the British empire. For Mann, the inevitable separation
from the 'Mother' country involves a process of pain and the necessity to
acknowledge difference, as symbolized by the events in Shuriken: 'the postcolonial lesson is that the country must expand its appreciation of cultural values
or perish. Old alliances are changing and the country must adapt.'(9) Mann
strongly emphasizes the ways in which these two plays reflect current social and
political changes, linking the increase in New Zealand playwriting in the 1970s to
Britain's joining of the Common Market and New Zealand's subsequent loss of a
guaranteed market for its primary produce. Mann's thesis is that these events
led not only to the severing of traditional ties between England and New
Zealand but also to an increased awareness of a separate national identity and a
new desire to criticize the legacy of British authority. These Pakeha playwrights
articulate a rejection of English authority, based on the events of two world wars
fought decades previously, and Mann shows how the emphasis in New Zealand
historical drama subsequently moved from overseas conflicts to internal
conflicts. Just as Black ends his article using Renee as a promise of a new critical
movement in historical drama, so Mann ends his article with discussion of two
plays reflecting a new historiographic trend. Mann uses a play about Parihaka
and Apirana Taylor's Te Whanau a Tuanui Jones, both of which deal with Maori
grievances over the alienation of their land in the nineteenth century, as
indicators that Maori playwrights will lead the way towards a new
historiographic drama.
In his study of drama in The Oxford History of New Zealand Literature in English,
Howard McNaughton demonstrates how recent New Zealand drama is moving
away from its major thematic preoccupation with the establishment of a national
identity. McNaughton explores the ways in which Foreskin's Lament 'creates a
metaphor for New Zealand society at large'(369), but as he discusses the
increasing diversity of playwriting through the eighties and nineties, it is clear
that the notion of a homogenous society which can be reflected in one play, is a
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myth. McNaughton draws attention to playwrights who take an imaginative or
skeptical approach to history, such as Geary and Forster, and his conclusion deals
almost exclusively with plays, such as Larae Parry's Eugenia, which 'unsettle the
audience's assumptions' about history and representation. (388) McNaughton
concludes by noting a trend towards 'a theatre that is becoming more subtly
transgressive, and even using transgression to test assumptions and
complacencies of national and social identity.'(389) It is clear from McNaughton's
study that not only has history become a major issue in drama written both by
Maori and Pakeha playwrights, but also that the notion of 'national identity' itself
is being challenged through revealing and deconstructing a diverse range of
histories. In this thesis, I will discuss strategies used in a variety of plays and
films to create drama which is transgressive or subversive in relation to the
historical record.
There are many similarities between the representation of history in theatre and
in film in New Zealand. Like the stage melodrama The Land of the Moa, several
early dramatic films were based on the 'exotic' appeal of historical Maori stories,
including two features re-telling the Hinemoa story, filmed in 1914 and 1926,
and Rudall Hayward's two versions of the heroic stand of Rewi Maniapoto at the
battle of Orakau Pa. Merata Mita has written that Rewi's Last Stand (1941),
though made by a Pakeha director, 'approached its Maori theme and story with
respect for Maori courage and integrity.' (43) Even though the film is first and
foremost an action adventure, Hayward, like Bruce Mason, recognized that the
future of indigenous drama lay in a bi-cultural approach, and a willingness to
address issues of colonial history. As John O'Shea has noted, his film (co-directed
with Roger Mirams) Broken Barrier (1951) was unsympathetic to Pakeha, 'taxing
him with bigotry and intolerance, while portraying its Maori characters with
tolerance and some understanding' (17-18). The desire among such film pioneers
to engage with Maori and historical subjects gives some indication of the
cathartic possibilities of drama in coming to terms with post-colonial history.
When the New Zealand feature film industry began to expand in the late 1970s,
however, most of the significant films such as Goodbye Pork Pie and Smash Palace
featured contemporary subject matter, much of it based in a male culture which
Gaylene Preston has described as 'bouncy and funny, quite abrasive, and blokey
and matey and sexist.' (170) As in the parallel development of indigenous
theatre, however, by the late 1980s an increasing number of films began to move
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away from the obsessions of the masculinist culture and increasingly to reflect
more diverse points of view, particularly those of women and Maori. Alongside
of this diversity came an increased interest in investigating the past, including the
investigation of histories which had previously been suppressed, such as Leon
Narby's Illustrious Energy (1988) which enabled the spectator to identify with
Chinese protagonists in the Otago goldfields. This emphasis on allowing
alternative perspectives on New Zealand colonial history begins to question the
concept of a fixed 'national identity', allowing for the possibility of intercultural
experience.
An article by Reid Perkins on the representation of New Zealand history in film
makes similar conclusions to those which Phillip Mann makes about the theatre
of the same period. As Mann calls attention to the flourishing of dramatic
writing in the 1970s, so Perkins writes of 'the rebirth of the New Zealand film
industry in the late 1970s/ early 1980s' (17) and links this to the severing of
traditional ties with Britain at this time. Like Mann, Perkins uses the word
'abandoning' to characterize this historical break.(17) The emotional
connotations of the word suggests a resentment from the point of view of
Pakeha New Zealanders, which Perkins demonstrates is articulated strongly in
the films under consideration. As Mann used the representation of British
officers in Chunuk Bair and Shuriken to demonstrate the depth of anti-British
feeling, so Perkins calls attention to similar negative representations of 'Britishness' in Pictures (1982), Utu (1983) and The Piano (1993). Perkins demonstrates
how these films construct a Pakeha identity which is associated with perceived
positive values of the 'settler' as opposed to the 'colonialist' mentality. For
example, Baines in The Piano demonstrates some of these values: 'the Maorified
Pakeha; an "at home-ness" in the bush.' (18) Perkins is critical of this
mythologizing of the Pakeha settler, and its flipside, the rejection of all things
English:
it serves to deny our forebears the richness and complexity of an
historical context. Instead it provides what, on the one hand, are often
little more than crude caricatures of a colonial mentality ... and, on the
other, characters with whom we are intended to identify, but whose
supposedly transcendental attitudes and values are in fact
anachronistically contemporary in orientation. (18)

22
This serves to stress the inherently political subtext of films about New Zealand
history, and underlines the problem, endemic in political drama, that creating
characters which succeed in terms of verisimilitude is often difficult when the
oppressions being dramatized are factional and emotionally charged. Perkins
also highlights the inconsistencies in Pictures between 'historical authenticity' and
the director's grafting of 'a liberal and artistic consciousness that's very much a
product of the 1970s onto the 1870s' in order to legitimate his own artistic
identity as a documentary filmmaker. (19) Perkins' concern that anachronism
and contemporary thematics interfere with 'historical authenticity' highlights one
of the key questions in 'historical' drama. It is impossible to disassociate any
representation from the context in which it is produced. Despite attention to
historical accuracy in the scenic design of The Piano, for example, the film clearly
reflects the feminist concerns of its director. Not only may these concerns have
little to do with the attitudes prevalent in the historical period being portrayed,
they may also clash with other perspectives on the material in the present. As
Perkins has observed, in its legitimizing of sympathetic settler characters as
'progenitors of an authentically Pakeha identity' (17), the film marginalizes its
Maori characters. As Perkins notes, Maori critics have been particularly skeptical
of the scene in The Piano in which Maori spectators attack a performance of
Bluebeard, with its implication that nineteenth-century Maori were
unsophisticated and easily duped. It is precisely this continuing representation of
Maori as 'primitive' which has led Maori filmmakers like Merata Mita and Barry
Barclay consciously to seek to alter perceptions of the image of Maori in cinema.
The desire to take control of image-making processes is strongly evoked in
Barclay's Te Rua (1991), in which Maori travel to Germany to retrieve the
remains of their tupuna. The recovery of human body parts which were stolen
for exhibition in European museums as part of the colonial project is an apt
metaphor for the reclamation of Maori images, and this topic also emerges as a
theme in Taylor's Whaea Kairau and Mudrooroo's Aboriginal Protestors, both of
which will be discussed in the following chapter. In Merata Mita's Mauri (1988),
the protagonist assumes the persona of another man, thus breaking tapu and
foregrounding the centrality of whakapapa in establishing both identity, and
mauri, the life-force. Barclay and Mita thus emphasize both the political and the
spiritual, and their films have an educational as well as a politicizing function.
While Maori filmmaking contributes to an on-going re-assessment of the past
since colonization, The Piano simply reinforces well-established stereotypes of
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Pakeha national identity. If, however, we overlook the racist implications of the
Bluebeard scene, crucial issues to do with the history of representation are raised.
The play is disrupted because the spectators cannot distinguish between the real
and the imaginary. The scene implies that under certain circumstances, an
audience watching a fictional representation can be convinced that what they are
watching is actually happening. This is precisely what happened on the occasion
of the first screening of Peter Jackson's Forgotten Silver on Television One on
Sunday October 29, 1995. In Chapter Four I discuss the ways in which Peter
Jackson's Forgotten Silver explores the territory between the real and the
imaginary, and problematizes the notion of 'historical authenticity'.
The Australian film industry began to achieve international recognition in the
late 1970s and early 1980s. While some of these films bore distinct similarities to
the 'blokey and matey' films made in New Zealand at the same time, many of
the most successful Australian films of this period had historical subject matter.
Picnic at Hanging Rock (1975) poeticizes the outback as a site of ambiguity and
unspoken terror, using the historical disappearance of a party of schoolgirls as
symbolic of white colonialist unease in a foreign landscape. My Brilliant Career
(1979), like Renee's plays, reflects the feminist revision of historical narratives by
telling the story of a woman achieving independence and an identity as an
Australian writer. The film's outback setting and emphasis on literary
aspirations gently subverts the prevailing masculinist culture which has been the
focus of so many Australian films. 'Breaker' Morant (1980) and Gallipoli (1981),
however, both signal a move towards a more nationalist critical project. By
revealing how two Australian soldiers are used as scapegoats by British
authorities during the Boer War, 'Breaker 'Morant criticizes British imperialism
and distances Australia from responsibility for it. As in the New Zealand plays
and films, this film demonstrates a project to legitimate the white settler subject's
Australian identity by creating sympathy for its protagonists at the expense of
the British hierarchy. In Gallipoli, Australian male culture is strongly evoked in
the mateship of Archy and Frank, which is established through their sporting
rivalry. These pure, 'Australian' virtues are contrasted with the negative
representation of British authority and, as in 'Breaker' Morant, the Australian
soldiers are seen to be exploited by the British.
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More recently, white Australian cinema has moved away from this emphasis on
historical settings. When history is evoked it tends to be tinged with nostalgia, as
in the flashback sequences in Strictly Ballroom (1992), or parody, as in The Castle
(1997) where the towtruck driver Darryl Kerrigan who faces losing his home to
the airport authority says, 'I'm really starting to understand how those
Aboriginals feel ... This country's got to stop taking people's land away from
them.' Despite The Castle's lightweight plot and themes, the sympathy which it
evokes with its quintessential Australian family's fight against 'the corporation'
can be seen once again as distancing the white settler subject from the power
structures of colonial authority, and therefore constructing a legitimacy as
indigenous people of Australia who, like the Aboriginals, have a right to their
own patch of land.
There have been a number of films which focus on Aboriginal characters in an
historical setting, but mostly these have been made by white filmmakers. Marcia
Langton has noted that 'a staggering 6,000 films have been made about
Aborigines,' (24) but as Karen Jennings writes, white cinema about Aborigines is
'largely a history of appropriation and objectification.' (76) Jennings criticizes
films like Peter Weir's The Last Wave (1977) for its essentialist view of
Aboriginality as 'naturally inherited', which makes invisible the struggles of
Aboriginals to maintain their culture in the face of massive odds. Jennings
contrasts the romanticized white view of Aboriginality with Essie Coffey's
documentary My Survival as an Aboriginal (1979), which shows elders teaching
both traditional bush survival skills and economic survival in a white world. (16)
Ironically, nowhere is the appropriation of Aboriginality by white filmmakers
more apparent than in George Miller's 'history' of Australian cinema, White Fellas
Dreaming (1996) which was made for the British Film Institute to celebrate one
hundred years of cinema. The film begins with a romanticized image of a tribal
Aboriginal man walking into the desert. Above him, scenes from Australian
movies are projected onto the sky. Miller goes on to make several parallels
between Aboriginal culture and filmmaking. 'Movies are', he tells us,
'songlines', a 'high-tech manifestation of a storytelling tradition that's as old as
humankind'. Miller briefly explains the Dreamtime as 'living mythology' in
order to justify his thesis that movies are 'public dreaming'. Miller goes so far as
to say that Aboriginals recognized aspects of their own mythologies in Miller's
action movie, Mad Max (1979). Having appropriated these cultural beliefs in
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order to justify his own romanticized view of cinema, Miller makes no mention
of the injustices of colonization, and Aboriginals are not mentioned again until
near the end of the film, when he includes a brief section on Jedda (1955), The
Wrong Side of the Road (1981), The Chant of Jimmy Blacksmith (1978), and Blackfellas
(1993), all of which were made by non-Aboriginal directors and show images of
Aboriginal characters being oppressed or defeated. At no point, however, does
Miller put these images into their historical context, or admit that these cinematic
representations may have contributed in some ways to popular stereotypes of
Aboriginality. In director Brian Syron's article on black theatre and film he
criticizes white directors who have 'done their film on blacks':
I don't think at any point any of those films have advanced the cause
of the Aboriginal people. I think mostly what they have done is
reinforced what white Australians think about us. Low life. It's
negative images, reinforcing negative images all the time in the minds
of the children about what Aboriginal people are. (168)
Miller does not mention the first Aboriginal feature film, Jindalee Lady, made in
1992 by Syron, who was also the director of Mudrooroo's play The Aboriginal
Protestors, which is discussed in Chapter Two. 9 Although Jindalee Lady is not set in
the past, in telling the story of an Aboriginal woman who is a successful
designer, Syron deliberately counters the history of negative images propagated
by white filmmakers, and challenges the cultural stereotypes of Aboriginal
victims in films as diverse as Jedda and The Chant of Jimmy Blacksmith. Langton
writes that in Jindalee Lady, Syron draws attention to the construction of race and
colour in cinema, suggesting that the labels 'black man' and 'black woman' are
fictions, acts of imagining, and emphasizing the importance of knowing 'who is
doing the imagining, and why'. (51-2) In White Fellas Dreaming, we see a highly
'imagined' history of Australian cinema, which largely ignores the facts of
colonization and, despite its references to the indigenous culture, represents a
blinkered, monocultural view. Not only does Miller perpetuate the myth of the
Aboriginal 'problem', he also builds, without any apparent sense of irony, a
highly romanticized mythology of Australian cinema which claims to 'define the
culture' on the misappropriation of cultural practice and belief. In Chapter
Three, I analyze the construction of Aboriginality in drama by comparing two

9

Jindalee Lady was also nominated for the Hawaii International Film Festival in 1992.

26
texts from the early 1980s, Werner Herzog's film Where the Green Ants Dream
and Jack Davis' play The Dreamers.
Recent Australian theatre is characterized by a variety of extremely rich
historiographic plays, as demonstrated by the work of Stephen Sewell, Dorothy
Hewett and Louis Nowra. Sewell in particular has consistently argued for the
importance of an historical perspective in Australian drama:
We've [in Australia] only had the concept of our own history for about
the last fifteen years; before that it was all myth and folklore. But drama
surely has to have a historical base, otherwise plays are just a lot of
snapshots suspended in air.
That's why I don't write about Australia: fine if you're Williamson to
write those accurate, cutting little slices of modern Aussie life, but
they're not integrated into any broader notion of history, and unless
you understand that broader notion why, for instance, the communist
ideal collapsed after 1917, then we might as well go on taking snapshots
of each other and sticking them up on stages for ever. (Fitzpatrick, 5)
Sewell's rejection of a theatre of 'snapshots' of Australian life and his desire for a
theatre which moves beyond the simple myths of national identity to an
awareness of global history led to his major early plays, Traitors (1979) and
Welcome the Bright World (1982) being set outside of Australia. Traitors is set in
Stalinist Russia, and the plot is a love story between Anna, who has come to
Leningrad to work in opposition to the Stalinist faction there, and Krasin, who
unbeknownst to Anna is a member of Stalin's secret police. Eventually, through
his growing commitment to Anna, Krasin comes to have doubts about his
allegiance to Stalin. Sewell uses the deceptions and betrayals in an intimate
relationship as a metaphor for exploring the failure of Marxist ideals in history.
Welcome the Bright World is set in Germany, between 1974 and 1981, and deals
with the social responsibilities of individuals and institutions involved in research
into nuclear weapons. When Sewell later turned to Australian subject matter, he
wrote parables which are extremely critical of existing power structures within
Australia. The Blind Giant is Dancing (1983) depicts the gradual move to the right
in a social democratic political party, which is a clear reference to the Labour
administration of Bob Hawke and has remarkable resonances in its similarities to
the monetarist revolution led by Roger Douglas in New Zealand. The politician
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patriarch in Hate (1988) is a thinly disguised version of Joh Bjelke Petersen, and in
the first production was played by Wellington actor Desmond Kelly.
Sewell's plays contain some references to the plight of Aboriginals after
colonization, such as an argument which develops over a family meal in The
Blind Giant is Dancing when Louise questions the killing of Aboriginals on the
family farm (58-9), but he is more concerned with critiquing the power structures
of Australian society from a white point of view. In contrast, Louis Nowra has
often pursued post-colonial themes in his plays, although, like Sewell, Nowra
had early success with a play in a historical setting outside of Australia. Inner
Voices (1977) is set in Tsarist Russia and tells the story of Ivan, the imprisoned
heir to the throne, who has been denied language and can only speak his own
name. After two soldiers set him up as a puppet king, he eventually gains
revenge on his oppressors and cuts out the tongues of those who have taught
him to speak. Dennis Carroll has related the themes of this play to social
conditioning in Australia, but it is clear that the play is not so much concerned
with issues of national identity as with the relationship between of language and
'reality.' (312) Nowra has also written a number of successful historical plays
which deal with colonization and Aboriginal issues. Sunrise (1983), though set in
the present, refers to the effects of the Maralinga nuclear tests on the Aboriginal
population, and its contrast of the 'primitive' (the Shelton house is built on an
ancient Aboriginal site) and 'advanced' civilization leads to an apparent
apocalypse, which suggests that the Western project of scientific discovery and
'progress' will ultimately lead to destruction. In The Golden Age (1985) the
discovery of a fictional 'lost tribe' is the framework for exploring the deforming
effects of colonization on Australia, the tribe representing, as Gilbert and
Tompkins suggest, 'the Aborigines and convicts expelled from imperial
society.'(224)
There is a similar concern with the 'outsiders' in Australian history in Hewett's
The Man from Mukinupin (1979) which features a symbolic marriage between a
'half-caste' woman, Touch of the Tar, and Harry Tuesday, an embittered war
veteran who has done time in Fremantle jail for killing a squatter's sheep. It is
significant that several 'historical' plays in Australia have been commissioned for
events which celebrate historical colonial landmarks. The Man from Mukinupin
was commissioned for Western Australia's sesquicentennial celebrations in 1979,
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Nowra's adaptation of Xavier Herbert's Capricornia (1988) for the Australian
bicentenary. Despite this connection with official colonial projects, these
playwrights have used the opportunity to critique the post-colonial historywriting process. Furthermore, by framing Mukinupin and The Golden Age with
performance texts and styles ranging from musical comedy to Shakespeare and
Euripides, Hewett and Nowra emphasize the influence of representation on
popular perceptions of the past and metaphorically present the past as a series of
performances.
Robert Merritt writes that 'our dreaming was shattered two hundred years ago'
(vii) and both Kevin Gilbert's The Cherry Pickers and Merritt's The Cake Man
begin by dramatizing the rupture of colonization, making visible on stage
images of invasion which provide an alternative to the white celebrations of
Australian history in events such as the 1988 bi-centennial. Aboriginal writers
have adopted theatre as a means of expression because it gives the opportunity
to take control of their own image-making. The setting of Jimmy Chi and
Kuckles' successful musical Bran Nue Dae in Sun Pictures in Broome, which has
been showing movies for eighty years, deliberately calls attention to the power
of dramatic images in forming identity. As in Capricornia, and Sally Morgan's My

Place, establishing identity becomes a major issue in Bran Nue Dae, as several
characters discover their Aboriginality in the course of the narrative. These
identities have been hidden by official practices in Australian history, and Bran
Nue Dae continues the political project to make visible these suppressed histories.
The conflict between 'black' and 'white' histories has become a major issue in
Black Theatre, and is examined in Chapters Two and Three in the discussion of
plays by Mudrooroo and Jack Davis.
John McCallum has written a survey of Australian 'history' plays, in which he
demonstrates that over the past twenty years, there has been an overwhelming
interest in historical subjects in Australian drama. As we have seen, this is
paralleled by a similar increase in 'historical' drama in New Zealand. McCallum
divides such drama into three categories : Celebrations of the Past,
Reassessments of the Past and the Past as Present. (149) While these categories
create useful interpretive guidelines, and can equally be applied to New Zealand
drama, I am not sure that the boundaries can be so clear-cut. McCallum
dismisses 'celebratory' drama as 'a relatively simple expression of a new interest
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in the past for its own sake'(l52), including Gallipoli and The Man From Mukinupin
as two examples of this trend, neither of which, I believe, can be dismissed so
easily. The work of Hewett and Chi/Kuckles, for example, is both celebratory
and critical, using popular theatre devices such as musical comedy to engage an
audience in re-assessing the politics of historical representation. Stephen Sewell
dismisses 'myth and folklore' as legitimate material for the study of history, yet
these writers recognize that popular mythologies are just as valid for
examination as the grand narratives of official histories. McCallum's third
category, 'The Past in the Present' comprises plays which abandon the concept of
history as a sequential pattern, and rather stress such patterns as 'constructs of
the human mind'. (156) This idea has something in common with the concepts of
the Dreaming, though McCallum does not acknowledge this. Several of the
plays which I discuss in this thesis accord with McCallum's conception that 'the
Past has become a form of the Present.' (157) Mudrooroo's The Aboriginal
Protestors is set in the past and the future, Davis' The Dreamers and Herzog's
Where the Green Ants Dream, though set in the present, continually refer to the
Past. Taylor's Whaea Kairau and Preston's War Stories are primarily engaged in
what McCallum calls the 'Reassessment of History.' These texts, along with all of
the others under discussion, use history as a means of understanding the
present.
As the examples given in this chapter demonstrate, white 'historical' drama in
both New Zealand and Australia is moving from a concern with defining a
separate settler identity to a desire to acknowledge the diversity of historical
experience and a new interest in critiquing the ways in which history has been
constructed. Parallel to this trend in white drama, Maori and Aboriginal drama
has moved from a didactic political imperative to a new confidence in expressing
alternative approaches to history based in bi-cultural praxis. For both settler and
indigenous writers the past is a crucial issue in defining present realities. In the
chapters which follow, I illustrate some of the complexities of these new
movements by close analysis of ten dramatic texts which engage with the past
and deconstruct source material in a critical way.
In Chapter Two, I discuss four theatre works which re-write European plays in a
post-colonial context. These are Apirana Taylor's Whaea Kairau: Mother Hundred
Eater, Theatre at Large's Manawa Taua: Savage Hearts, Hone Kouka's Nga Tangata
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Toa and Mudrooroo's The Aboriginal Protestors Confront the Declaration of the
Australian Republic on 26 January 2001 with the Production of 'The Commission' by
Heiner Muller. I examine the dramaturgical strategies and thematic concerns
employed by the playwrights and ask whether these plays function effectively as
canonical counter-discourse. In Chapter Three, I continue to explore the postcolonial implications of dramatizing historical events in comparing Jack Davis'
play The Dreamers with Werner Herzog's Where the Green Ants Dream, both of
which are set in the present and perform contrasting images of the effects of the
past on Aboriginal culture. The interface between live and recorded drama is
explored both in this discussion, and in the comparison of Michaelanne Forster's
Daughters of Heaven 10 and Peter Jackson's Heavenly Creatures which follows. In
Chapter Four I discuss two 'documentary' films, Gaylene Preston's War Stories
Our Mothers Never Told Us and Peter Jackson's Forgotten Silver, illustrating how
the transmission of history is strongly linked to performative and dramaturgical
strategies. In Chapter Five, I return to the quote from Gilbert and Tompkins at
the head of this chapter - that in the post-colonial setting history is seen to
determine reality itself. As a three-dimensional imitation of reality, is 'historical'
drama merely a reflection of past realities, or is 'history' itself a succession of
'performances'?

10

Although Forster's Christian name is given as 'Michelanne' on the published text of

Daughters of Heaven, she has subsequently changed it to 'Michaelanne.'
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CHAPTER TWO
HI-JACKING THE CANON: A STUDY OF FOUR INTERTEXTUAL
PERFORMANCES.
The time is (apparently) Aotearoa/New Zealand in the 1850s. Flanked by fading,
peeling theatrical posters, and lit by coloured circus lights, a long, muddy
boardwalk stretches into blackness. In the centre lies a Christian Missionary, the
Reverend Walmsely, dead and eyeless. He is chained to a signpost at a
crossroads, the broken signs of which point to familiar placenames: Parihaka,
Bastion Point, Motua Gardens. Beside the Reverend is a Maori, Black Jack (whose
real name is Mangaroa) dressed in a top hat and torn European clothing,
spouting an incomprehensible stream of gibberish in Maori and English. Enter
two women, mother and daughter, dressed in ragged theatrical clothing- the
mother in flowing red wig and top hat, the daughter with a tear painted on her
cheek. The mother silences the madman and begins to rob the missionary's
body.
This image from Colin McCall's production of Whaea Kairau: Mother Hundred
Eater by Apirana Taylor is rich in its signification of anxiety about the postcolonial history of Aotearoa/New Zealand. 1 The overtly theatrical setting (the
theatre posters, the coloured lights, the wig, the teardrop) immediately suggests
that the 'history' of the nineteenth-century Land Wars is not a set of fixed
'realities', but a performance. 2 The staging itself acknowledges the current
1

The image also recalls the setting in Wale Soyinka's The Road, which suggests a similar
concern among indigenous playwrights with the association between the physical acts of
colonization (taking the land, building roads, re-naming the landscape, mapping of territory)
and the spiritual acts of colonization (re-shaping language and religious beliefs). Soyinka's
play uses its crossroads setting as a central metaphor, emphasizing the mapping of Africa
through colonization, and exploring the implications of colonial encounters, intersections and
confusion which the signposts represent. The broken-down mammy wagon with its "store" sign
is reminiscent of the wagon which gives Mother Courage her livelihood. The Professor arrives
in Part One clutching a road sign bearing a squiggle and the word 'bend'. Like Black Jack, the
Professor's dialogue is invariably incomprehensible, and his clothing is the tattered remnants
of Victorian clothing. The climax of The Road is the death of the Professor, who represents
Christianity in the play.
2 The term 'performance' is used here as defined by Richard Schechner in Pe1formance Theory.
In his Introduction, Schechner includes historical events in his definition of 'performance':
'Theatre is only one node on a continuum that reaches from the ritualizations of animals
(including humans) through performances in everyday life - greetings, displays of emotion,
family scenes, professional roles and so on - through to play, sports, theater, dance, ceremonies,
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emphasis on the artificial construction of history,3 rather than attempting a more
realistic setting which may imply a belief in the concept of 'historical accuracy' .4
There is a clear symbolic representation of two races. As a missionary, the figure
of Walmsley signifies a link between colonization and the spreading of alien
ideologies, while his blindness suggests that this process lacks insight into the
culture which is being assimilated. 5 The chains and his lifeless body illustrate the
resistance to colonization, but the figure of Black Jack does not suggest a victory.
Rather, both characters are represented as victims of a process which is much
bigger than both of them. Although this violent image is male, it is discovered by
two women - Whaea and Puawai- who proceed to rob the Reverend's body and
make a business deal with the 'madman'. In this play about land wars,
colonization is viewed as a self-interested, destructive process from which there
are no victors and in which women and men are equally implicated. This is an
image of New Zealand's past which emphasizes misunderstanding, blind cultural
assimilation and violence. Black Jack's incoherent dialogue suggests that in this
post-colonial apocalypse, language has broken down, and that he is unable to
locate meaning either in his own language, or in the language of the colonizer.
The anachronistic road signs represent the process of mapping and claiming the
land with English place-names, but ironically all of the place-names are sites of
Maori resistance against English colonization. The names themselves contain
their own ironies. For example 'Bastion Point' is an English name evoking a
fortification, but the name is now instantly recognized as a site where Maori
protestors 'fortified' themselves against New Zealand (English) law. The display
rites, and performances of great magnitude ... Also I put historical events side by side with
speculative ideas and artistic performances. My method is similar to that of the Aborigines
who credit dreams with a reality as powerful and important as events experienced while
awake.' (xiii)
3 In The Politics of the Postmodern, Linda Hutcheon constantly reinforces the constructed nature
of history writing: 'In the light of recent work in many theoretical areas, we have seen that
narrative has come to be acknowledged as, above all, a human-made structure - never as
'natural' or given. Whether it be in historical or fictional representation, the familiar
narrative form of beginning, middle and end implies a structuring process that imparts meaning
as well as order.' (62)
4 Dorita Hannah's symbolic design for Whaea Kairau is a strong contrast to Janet Williamson's
set for the first production of Renee's Wednesday to Corne at Downstage in 1984, which
depicted Mary's kitchen and sitting room in every realistic detail. The real actions of the
household, such as washing, ironing and making scones continued throughout the play,
demonstrating Renee's desire to have a piece of women's history re-created as accurately as
possible on stage.
5 Since Sophocles' Oedipus Rex (circa 430 B.C.) the symbolic blinding of a character has
represented insight, or the lack of it, and is linked to a discovery of hidden 'truths'.
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of the anachronistic road signs demonstrates that this play has a historiographic
project. In The Politics of Postmodernism, Linda Hutcheon links historiography to
the practice of re-writing 'master-narratives':
There is an urge to foreground, by means of contradiction, the paradox
of the desire for and the suspicion of narrative mastery - and master
narratives. Historiography too is no longer considered the objective
and disinterested recording of the past; it is more an attempt to
comprehend and master it by some means of working
(narrative/ explanatory) model that, in fact, is precisely what grants a
particular meaning to the past. (64)
In Whaea Kairau, Taylor not only evokes and revises the established histories of
the New Zealand Land Wars and subsequent Maori resistance; by re-writing a
'master' work by Brecht, he also draws attention to the writing process itself, and
to the audience's expectations of dramatic narrative. To a theatre-literate
audience, Mother Courage is instantly recognizable as a 'classic' piece of political
theatre and therefore an expectation is created in this audience that is essentially
historiographic - what happens when the dialectics of Brecht's epic historical
drama are applied to the 'history' of colonization of New Zealand?
This image from Whaea Kairau contains the central issues which I discuss in this
chapter. These are the 'performance' of history, the symbolic devices used to
dramatize the relationships between the cultures of the colonized and the
colonizer, issues of language, land and gender, resistance to colonization and the
re-writing of 'master' narratives from a post-colonial point of view.
This chapter examines four plays from New Zealand and Australia, all of which
are bi-cultural collaborative projects re-evaluating the past through the device of
re-writing plays from Europe. These plays are Whaea Kairau: Mother Hundred

Eater (1995), Nga Tangata Toa (Hone Kouka 1994), Manawa Taua: Savage Hearts
(David Geary /Willie Davis/Theatre at Large 1994) and The Aboriginal Protestors
Confront the Declaration of the Australian Republic on 26 January 2001 with the
Production of The Commission by Heiner Muller (Mudrooroo 1991). Since the 1980s,
the work of an increasing number of Maori and Aboriginal playwrights and
directors has been produced. These plays all represent a new trend in the 1990s
for indigenous writers to work in a more counter-discursive way, by re-cycling
and re-staging existing 'master texts' by white writers as post-colonial discourse.
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All of the Maori and Aboriginal writers under discussion have chosen to work in
a bi-cultural way, engaging not only with established 'European' texts, but also
with white directors and dramaturgs. Therefore the creative processes in these
projects also reflect the inter-cultural dynamics of the wider social contexts in
Australia and New Zealand.
These plays have been chosen because they represent strong contrasts as well as
some similarities. Although each play re-writes a 'European' play in a postcolonial context, they also represent a range of contrasting experiences. The
source texts are from England, Germany and Norway, and each play refers to
key events in the post-colonial histories of New Zealand and Australia from the
perspective of Maori and Aboriginal characters. In discussing these differences, it
is emphasized that there can be no such thing as a universal experience of
colonization, rather there are an infinite variety of such experiences. The
discussion in this chapter is framed by reference to the practice of 'canonical
counter-discourse', as discussed by Helen Gilbert and Joanne Tompkins in PostColonial Drama: Theory, Practice, Politics. Each play is discussed in terms of how it
adapts its source text and how it illustrates the themes identified by Gilbert and
Tompkins. A final comparison of these plays demonstrates that this trend in
1990s theatre to re-write existing texts recognizes that the dramatic
representation of post-colonial 'history' is itself an agent in the colonizing and decolonizing processes, that drama is never politically neutral, and that in order for
the injustices of those histories to be resolved, the staging of history must be
itself re-rehearsed in an inter-cultural mode.
History is a crucial issue in the perception of identity in a post-colonial context.
As discussed in Chapter One, Gilbert and Tompkins have foregrounded the
influence of history writing in determining present-day 'realities.' The
construction of reality has always been central to European drama, which,
according to Aristotle, was established as an aesthetic form for imitating or
representing the real world. The imitation of reality was not an end in itself
however, rather a device for holding a critical 'mirror up to nature', as
Shakespeare writes in Hamlet. The mirror which drama provides is an effective
device for specific audiences to examine their particular social and political
concerns. The perception of drama as a social critique pervades the
metanarrative of European theatrical history and theory, including Greek and
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Shakespearean tragedy, the English Restoration's Comedy of Manners, Ibsen's
social dramas and Brecht's Epic Theatre. As live theatre has been replaced by
recorded drama (film and television) as the dominant dramatic form, the social
and critical function of drama has been maintained, a recent example being Lee
Tamahori's film of Alan Duff's Once Were Warriors, which, like the original novet
has created widespread debates about domestic violence and the social legacy of
Maori urbanization. 6 The 'history' of European drama marks a search for the
most effective way to imitate reality, including a diversity of stylistic devices for
combining social critique with 'entertainment' value. As the overtly theatrical set
of McCall's production of Whaea Kairau suggests, the 'history' of drama (the
physical re-enactment of reality) is always linked with the 'history' of that reality
itself. In Theatre at Large's Manawa Taua: Savage Hearts, Queen Victoria asks a
visiting Rangatira, Tupou, to swear his allegiance to her on a volume of
Shakespeare, an image which symbolically relates the cultural value of drama to
the politics of colonization. It also makes the point that drama in New Zealand
has developed from the conventions of the drama of Europe, albeit
problematized by its interaction with Maori culture. As these examples
demonstrate, the 'mirroring' effect of drama can make a potent contribution to
social debates in the post-colonial context.
Australia 'celebrated' its bi-centenary in 1988, New Zealand its sesqui-centenary
in 1990, but increasingly post-colonial drama has focussed on the perception of
past 'realities\ not as something to celebrate, or to accept as transcendental truth,
but to question, criticize and re-write. In Post-Colonial Drama, Gilbert and
Tompkins explain why it is important for indigenous writers to re-write classical
texts:
Given the legacy of a colonialist education which perpetuates, through
literature, very specific socio-cultural values in the guise of universal
truth, it is not surprising that a prominent endeavour among
colonized writers/ artists has been to rework the European 'classics' in
order to invest them with more local relevance and to divest them of
their assumed authority/ authenticity. (16)

In its omission of some of the bleaker elements of Duff's novel, the film has also created
debates about its 'authenticity'. For example, the romanticized representation of the gang
members and the marae reflect Hollywood-style entertainment values rather than any social
'realities.'
6
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This 'canonical counter-discourse' is part of the process for the descendants of
indigenous and European populations of coming to terms with the central
injustices of colonization. In Whaea Kairau, the perceived truth of established
histories (the 'settlement' of the colonies, the 'civilizing' of the 'natives') is
revealed as a series of 'lies'. After Whaea has concluded a deal with Mokai, he
accuses her of being a liar. She responds by saying 'the land is full of lies,
gentlemen. Have a good day.' (17) In this play, the breaking of the promises in
the Treaty of Waitangi has established a culture based on deception. Similarly,
Brian Syron, director of The Aboriginal Protestors writes that Australia is a nation
founded on a 'series of lies'(161-2), beginning with the terra nullius ruling, which
falsely claimed that Australia had no native inhabitants. 7

If canonical counter-discourse is a strategy for re-addressing the 'lies' inherent in
established histories, it is highly significant that each of the texts being examined
has its origins in a collaborative relationship between indigenous writers and
white theatre practitioners. This suggests that in the 'performance' of these postcolonial histories, a moment of anagnorisis has been reached,8 and that the
catharsis of the drama can only be achieved through a bi-cultural resolution. Nga
Tangata Toa and Whaea Kairau I Mother Hundred Eater are written by Maori
playwrights (Hone Kouka and Apirana Taylor respectively). Whaea Kairau shifts
the plot of Brecht's Mother Courage and Her Children (1941), complete with its
Marxist dialectics, from Europe's seventeenth century Thirty Years War to New
Zealand's nineteenth century Land Wars. Nga Tangata Toa removes the plot and
characters of Ibsen's The Vikings at Helgeland (1857) to a Ngati Porou marae at the
end of the First World War. Both plays were initiated by Pakeha director Colin
McColl as bi-cultural projects for Wellington's Taki Rua Theatre, at which they
were performed almost exactly a year apart. 9 Manawa Taua/ Savage Hearts is the
The notion that Australia is a country founded on a lie is also the foundational premise of
Peter Carey's novel Illywhacker.
8 In New Zealand this moment of recognition could be said to have been officially recognized by
the establishment of the Waitangi Tribunal by the Labour government in 1975, and by the
amendment to the act in 1985 (again by a Labour government) which allowed the Tribunal to
acknowledge claims going back to 1840. In Australia, a similar moment occurred in the 1992
ruling by the High Court in the Mabo case that native title exists over particular kinds of land.
9 Colin McColl directed a production of The Vikings at Helgeland for the Ibsen Festival in Oslo
in 1991, and noted certain similarities between the Viking and Maori cultures. In writing about
Nga Tangata Toa, David Carnegie foregrounds McCall's role as initiator of both projects: 'It
was Colin McColl, apparently, who lent Hone Kouka a copy of Ibsen's The Vikings at
Helgeland and suggested a Maori version. McColl has for many years had in mind the adaptive

7
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result of a collaborative writing process involving Maori playwright Willie Davis,
Pakeha playwright David Geary and the company members of Theatre at
Large. 10 In Manawa Taua some of the central themes of Shakespeare's Othello
(1604) are reconsidered in the context of colonization. Perhaps the most overtly
intertextual collaboration under discussion here is The Aboriginal Protestors, which
has been published along with its source text as The Mudrooroo/Muller Project: A
Theatrical Casebook. This play incorporates much of the text of Heiner Muller's The
Commission (1980) as 'framed' by Mudrooroo's writing from the perspective of
an Aboriginal writer. All four plays have in common a revision of historical
events through a conscious re-writing of key canonical texts. In contrast to the
New Zealand plays, which recognize the well-established canon of Western
theatre history, the Australian play deliberately uses a contemporary postmodern source text, a less conservative choice which creates a strong dialectic
between the languages of past histories and the theatre of the late twentieth
century.

WHAEA KAIRAU : MOTHER HUNDRED EATER
Whaea Kairau was initiated by Colin McColl in 1995 to follow up the success of
Nga Tangata Toa which he had initiated and directed at Taki Rua Theatre the year

before with the Te Roopu Whakaari company. 11 He approached Apirana Taylor
to re-write Brecht's Mother Courage and Her Children 12 against the setting of the
possibilities of modern European classics to specifically Maori contexts, and his long awaited
project for a Maori version of Brecht's Mother Courage was recently achieved with Apirana
Taylor's Whaea Kairau: Mother Hundred Eater. ' (1995b, 24)
10 Theatre at Large were formed in 1990 by directors Anna Marbrook and Christian Penny, with
a commitment to creating original work which is devised by the whole company. An article by
Jan Sinclair about Theatre at Large's devised production Gold gives some sense of the company's
philosophy: 'Directors Anna Marbrook and Christian Penny are passionate about returning
theatre to its collaborative roots .... If you're making live theatre, it's up to the whole
company to create the life, Marbrook says. The play is a living organism that's made up of all
these factors that include actors, design, music, sound: Everything is merged to create one piece.'
(Sunday Star Times August 171997) The company dissolved in 1997.
11 Hone Kouka has acknowledged the influence of Colin McColl in passing on his theatre skills
to Maori practitioners. He has said that the Tc Roopu Whakaaro productions were an
opportunity for Maori to learn from one of the best directors in the country. (1997a).
12 Taylor is a poet, an actor, and a member of a leading family in Maori Theatre - his sister is
Riwia Brown (one of the first published Maori playwrights and screenwriter of Once Were
Warriors), his brother is Rangimoana Taylor (actor and director of several key plays in the
development of Maori theatre - including Bruce Stewart's Broken Arse). With his brother and
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New Zealand Land Wars. Although the basis of the project was the re-writing of
a dramatic 'master-text' in a New Zealand historical setting, the play which
emerged is quite different from Nga Tangata Toa. As the scene description given
at the beginning of this chapter illustrates, Whaea Kairau is a symbolic exposition
of the devastating effects of colonization on New Zealand in the nineteenth
century. In foregrounding issues of the alienation of land, miscegenation, and
the performance of history, Whaea Kairau proposes an alternative history of the
colonization of New Zealand. Rather than comfortable images of 'early settlers'
building a 'new land' out of the bush, the play gives us images of a violent
invasion which was primarily motivated by capitalist enterprise.
In analyzing Whaea Kairau, I identify the points at which the re-writing of Brecht's
play highlights historiographic and post-colonial issues. I discuss the major
dramatic strategies which Taylor uses, and examine the ways in which Brecht's
thematic concerns are adapted to the post-colonial context. The major influences
on dramatic strategies and thematic concerns in the play are Brechtian
dramaturgy and Maori tikanga, making it an exemplary example of bi-cultural
theatre. In conclusion, I discuss the question of whether the play can be called
canonical counter-discourse, in that it critiques the source text, or whether it is
more properly termed a 'translation' of the source text.
The major 'European' dramatic strategies in Whaea Kairau are the epic theatre
format, historification, use of dramatic irony, dialectical exchanges, and alienation
devices such as song and direct address to the audience. Like Mother Courage and
Her Children,1 3 Whaea Kairau conforms to the generic expectations of epic theatre.
In Mother Courage, the epic format serves to draw attention to the sheer scale of
the Thirty Years War, both in terms of time and space. Brecht's scene titles
inform an audience of the passing of the years, from 1624 to 1636, while the

sister, Apirana was one of the original members of Te Olm Whakaari, the long-running Maori
theatre company which began in Wellington in the early 80s. His previous plays deal with a
variety of political issues, most notably Kohanga, a play on the debates about learning Maori
language and Te Whanau a Tuanui Jones which deals with Maori land grievances and was
performed at Taki Rua in 1990. In 1994 Taylor performed his anti-nuclear solo play Message in
a Bottle at Taki Rua.
13 For the purposes of this discussion, I have used John Willett's translation of the play,
published in the Methuen collection Bertolt Brecht: Plays: Two . London: Methuen, 1987. 95182.
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constant movement of Mother Courage and her cart through different locations
effectively evokes the size of the territory covered by the war. The same devices
are used to show the passing of time and the land traversed by Whaea Kairau.
Taylor's play covers a substantial time period from the 1840s to the 1860s, and a
range of different locations throughout the North Island. In Whaea Kairau, scenes
are mostly set in places which are either transient, as in the crossroads where the
corpse of the reverend is found, or disrupted in some way, as in the opening
image of a half-built road which comes to end in a deserted plain (2). These
settings lack a sense of location, and symbolize the disruption to landscape and a
secure Maori identity brought about by colonization. Gilbert and Tompkins
have drawn attention to the centrality of spatial histories in post-colonial drama,
and to the potency of the stage for deconstructing and re-organizing space:
Since space is the grammar not only of the landscape, but also of the
mise-en-scene, theatre has the potential to reconstitute the structural
basis of historical conception, to make space/place a performer rather
than the medium on and through which the pageant of history seems
to merely unfold. (145-6)
Taylor's emphasis on transient and disrupted spaces symbolizes the fracturing
effect of colonization on the land, and this metaphor extends into the fracturing
of people and culture. Both Taylor's emphasis on fractured spaces and Brecht's
epic evocation of time and space were strongly articulated in Dorita Hannah's set
design for McCall's production. This was a long traverse stage suggesting a
seedy Victorian Music Hall with rows of coloured fairy lights, old play posters
and Colin McCahon-style phrases painted on the walls. The muddy planks
which the actors trooped over recalled the image of unpaved roads familiar from
films such as The Piano which are set in the early years of Pakeha settlement. Each
scene was announced, Brechtian style, by a man with a megaphone. The surreal
scenery was complemented by the actors' make-up: Whaea's red wig and top
hat, Puawai's whiteface, painted teardrop and hand puppet, and John's clown's
nose. Whaea's family thus resembled a group of tatty travelling players, acting
out their stories against the canvas of history. This setting suggests that history is
staged, a performance, a series of illusions created for a particular dramatic
effect. Thus already it can be seen that this translation of Brecht's epic theatre
techniques is not only dramatically appropriate, but also takes on new meaning
in the context of New Zealand in the nineteenth century. Whaea's movement
through this landscape symbolizes more than the capitalist complicity with war,
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it also specifically draws attention to the historical links between capital and
colonization. Historical forces leading to colonization are evoked by Taylor when
the Sergeant speaks of the expendability of British soldiers:
They [the Maori] can't afford to lose men like we can. I know the boys.
A lot of bloody brutal buggers. Mother England's children. Some of em
had such a poor time in England, they come out of it tough and
brutish. (21)
At this moment, the audience is reminded that the loss of Maori land is a direct
result of overpopulation and deteriorating social conditions in nineteenth
century Britain. Colonization of New Zealand marks the historical process by
which the Maori peoples became part of the global economy. In this speech,
Taylor constructs the British as violent invaders with nothing to lose and a new
territory to gain. This play contributes to the revisionist project in New Zealand
history writing by guiding the audience's gaze towards a Maori point of view.
Official European histories have made wars such as the Thirty Years War or the
world wars of the twentieth century instantly recognizable as significant chapters
in the book of the past, but New Zealanders have not until recently been used to
thinking of our landscape as one marked by the traces of war. 14 Although the
scale of deaths in the New Zealand Wars was small compared with many wars
overseas, the play suggests that the cultural significance of these wars on Maori
and settler descendants has been underestimated. This point can be linked back
to a moment in Brecht's play. When the Commander-in-Chief is buried, the
Chaplain says: 'This is a historic moment.' Mother Courage replies, 'What I call a
historic moment is them bashing my daughter over the eye.'(153) This exchange
demonstrates that history is always a matter of perspective, and that the
significance of any particular historical moment depends entirely on point of
view. Because the New Zealand Land Wars led to the wholesale removal of land
title from Maori to Pakeha, the significance of the Land Wars in the construction
of New Zealand identity is seminal. Through its intertextual links with the
dramatic and thematic concerns of Brecht's play, Whaea Kairau symbolically gives
the concerns of a Maori point of view of the past the same significance as the
master-narratives of European history.

14 James Belich's 1998 television series The New Zealand Wars suggests a new way of looking at
the New Zealand landscape. Belich's discussion at the actual locations of battles in the New
Zealand wars, juxtaposed with computer generated reconstructions of those battles, emphasizes
the same concern as Taylor's play in acknowledging this land as the site of significant wars.
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Taylor's appropriation of the epic theatre model helps to re-define New
Zealanders' perception of nineteenth-century history by utilizing Brecht's
concept of exploring present-day concerns through dramatizing the past.15 To
develop the themes of his play, Taylor read Hans Jacob Grimmelshausen's novel
Courage the Adventuress (1684) on which Brecht's Mother Courage and her Children
was based. The original is set in the Thirty Years War in seventeenth-century
Germany, though Brecht intended his play to be an anti-capitalist commentary
on the two world wars of the twentieth century. Brechtian historification is a
highly appropriate tool for the post-colonial dramatist, with its emphasis on reenacting the past in order to understand the present, and Taylor is able to
examine the issues of New Zealand's bicultural heritage today by the distancing
effect of asking the audience to engage emotionally and intellectually with events
in the past which have constructed the present.
As in Mother Courage, the emphasis in Whaea Kairau is less on complex
characterization than on using characters emblematically, and structuring
exchanges between characters to allow the maximum amount of dramatic irony.
In Brecht's play, Mother Courage and her three children follow the war with a
cart stacked full of provisions to sell to the soldiers. The war is Courage's way of
supporting her family economically, but by continuing to support the war, her
family is wiped out. By the end of the play all of her children have been killed,
but she still carries on making profits from the fighting despite the irony that she
is literally feeding the war which has caused the loss of her family. Brecht's play
exposes the amorality of capitalism and links the desire for profit clearly to the
machinery of war. Mother Courage and Her Children has maintained its potency as
a Marxist critique because its protagonist so clearly illustrates the maxim that the
personal is political, and because of its effective use of dramatic irony. For
example, after Kattrin's death, Courage tells the peasants that she still has one
son, though the audience knows that Eilif has been killed. (181) Through the use
of such ironies, Brecht shows that the Mother's 'courage' is misguided, fed by a
mixture of ignorance and pragmatism which obscures her ability to see beyond
Brecht's essay 'A Short Organum for the Theatre discusses the desirability of using
historical settings to analyze current political issues in the theatre: 1 And if we play works
dealing with our own time as though they were historical, then perhaps the circumstances
under which he [the spectator] himself acts will strike him as equally odd; and this is where
the critical attitude begins. (190)
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her immediate situation. At the same time, these are often the very factors
which ensure Courage's own survival. Even if she wanted to, Brecht suggests,
Courage could not change the nature of the social realities which she inhabits.
Whaea Kairau preserves many of the ironies of the source text, as well as the
strong anti-capitalist stance. 16 As in Mother Courage, the death of each of the
children is linked to Whaea's business deals. When her son Rongo is captured
and interrogated by Captain Despard, Whaea tries in vain to distract attention by
trying to sell some shovels. (26) When the Sergeant asks her directly whether
Rongo is her son, she won't admit it. (27) Finally, the Sergeant kills Rongo with a
shotgun and ammunition which Whaea sold to him only moments before. (28)
The death of Rongo parallels that of Swiss Cheese in the source text, but the sale
of the weapon increases Whaea's complicity in the death. Furthermore, the fact
that Rongo has a Maori father adds the issue of racism to the thematics of the
scene. Despard refers to Rongo and Major Tamahou as 'sambo' (23), 'wops' and
'niggers'(24). Therefore, while maintaining Brecht's ironic strategies, Taylor adds
thematic issues which adapt the concerns of the original text to the post-colonial
situation. Rather than the dramatic ironies in the scene constructing a critique of
war and capitalism on a global scale, the scene addresses the specifics of the
colonization of Maori by a Eurocentric mentality.
Singing and direct address to the audience, key strategies of Brechtian
dramaturgy, are used effectively in Whaea Kairau. For example, Scene Three
opens with a song which narrates Whaea's move from north to south-west,
followed by Whaea telling the audience how she has set up a canteen in New
Haven with the General's blessing. (29) As in Brecht's plays, Taylor uses the
songs to set scenes and comment on the action. Song is also a key element of
Maori theatre. Roma Potiki has identified waiata as one of the most significant
dramatic precedents for and influences on Maori theatre. (1991, 57) Whaea Kairau
begins with Puawai playing an instrument, establishing a Maori performative
context for the play from the outset. The storytelling function of waiata is
evident from. the song which immediately follows, establishing the setting for
another conflict, between the Nga ti Tae and the Pakeha soldiers. (2) As in Mother
Courage, the songs are also used to create critical distance for the audience. An
In Taki Rua's programme for Whaea Kairau, Apirana Taylor indicates his own antipathy
towards capitalism: 'I have never given a stuff about money so I've had to come to grips with a
character obsessed with material things. I had to dig deep.'
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example of one such Verfremdungseffekt occurs in Rongo's death scene. Taylor
builds the tension in the scene by having Major Tamahou enter as Despard holds
a cocked pistol to Rongo's head (23). Tamahou disarms Despard and as he
asserts his mana, the men come to blows. At the peak of the tension, the action
is interrupted by a song from Whaea, in which she proposes peaceful trade as an
alternative to fighting (25). This break in the action enables Taylor, who like
Brecht is a poet, momentarily to escape from the direct nature of the dramatic
dialogue and to create some more poetic imagery:
The crops are unsown
the bush unfelled
the fence unlaid
the cow gone dry
let us not talk of war's horror
let us remain mute
say not a word
if we are all to survive (25)
The song exposes some of the flaws in Whaea's reasoning. Although her son is
on the verge of being killed, her argument for peace is articulated in terms of
capitalist production rather than familial or humanitarian issues. The irony is
clear: the desire to trade is central to human existence, yet extreme adherence to
capitalist principles leads to a denial, a kind of death of those very things which
make us human. In the post-colonial context, a son who is persecuted because of
his race cannot obtain support from a mother who, because of her different skin
colour, is safe from this oppression. Thus Taylor shows that the Marxist
principles which underlie Brecht's play are further problematized within the
post-colonial setting. Furthermore, in her song Whaea suggests that the way to
survive the war is to remain silent, reminding us of the silence of official New
Zealand histories about incidents which show the colonial/ imperialist enterprise
in a bad light. By emphasizing post-colonial concerns, Taylor elicits new
meanings from the Brechtian-style debate which emerges in this scene. He
evokes Pakeha complicity in sanctioning the omissions in the official histories,
and demonstrates that Whaea, despite the historic oppression of her own race by
British colonial forces (she is Irish, not English) continues to be complicit with
those same forces.
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As the previous example demonstrates, Whaea Kairau preserves many of the
dialectical strategies of the source text. In Mother Courage, no simple solution is
proposed to resolve the misery caused by war, and in Whaea Kairau, the debate is
made more complex through the post-colonial setting. In Brecht's play, the
dialectical situations are constructed around the conflict in the protagonist
between being a mother and the necessity of making money to survive. For
example, when Swiss Cheese is about to be executed, Mother Courage is faced
with the dilemma that her only way of saving his life is to sell her cart (131). This
situation allows Brecht to explore the various implications through arguments
for and against the sale. Eventually Mother Courage realizes that she bargained
for too long (136), and her son dies. The death of her child is framed by economic
discourses, including the fact that he is literally killed over a cash-box. In the
equivalent scene in Whaea Kairau, however, Whaea's attempt to sell some shovels
to Major Tarnahou is secondary to post-colonial concerns. Rongo has been
arrested, not for stealing a cash-box, but for recognizing his own whakapapa.
The Captain reveals that Rongo was found in the Pa, kneeling beside the body of
his father, Timu. As the Captain's racist comments make clear, Rongo is killed
because of the colour of his skin and because he has chosen to take sides against
the Pakeha. Therefore the dialectical strategy of the scene is considerably
different from that of Brecht's play. Major Tamahou intervenes on behalf of
Rongo, but his arguments serve only to stress how the presence of the British
has inflamed existing tribal grievances. Tamahou is one of the kupapa, Maori
who fight on the British side, but he makes clear that he is fighting 'with the
British, not for'. (24) His claims that he is fighting with the British in order to
retain his lands, and that the British are 'serving' the interests of Maori (24) is
consistently undermined by the images of loss and despair for Maori characters
in the play. Taylor therefore creates a complex dialectical argument within the
drama which, though influenced by Brecht's dramaturgy, foregrounds different
thematic concerns. 17 Despite Tamahou's powerful assertion of his mana, he is
seen to be ineffectual in saving Rongo's life. The authority figure in the scene,
Captain Despard, is characterized as a 'looney', and when he gives the order to
shoot Rongo, the judgement and the sanity of colonial authority is put into
question.
Although Taylor stresses post-colonial thematics, the critique of capitalist ideology is kept
alive throughout the scene. For example, the Sergeant is urged to shoot Rongo by the captain
because it will mean promotion and some extra cash in his pocket. (28)
17
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One Brechtian dramatic strategy that is largely absent from Whaea Kairau is the
use of humour. Taking his cue from Shakespeare, Brecht often infects tragic
scenes with knockabout humour which both entertains and distances the
spectator from identification with the protagonist. The best example in Mother

Courage is Kattrin's death scene, where her frantic drumming to rouse the village
is accompanied by the burlesque of the soldiers' and the peasants' fruitless
attempts to stop her. (178-9) An element of parodic humour is, however,
invested into Whaea Kairau in the fairground scene, when Constable Cheesman
arrives dressed as a clown called Roland McBoland. This scene is set in a farmer's
field, linking the settler acquisition of land with a carnivalesque juxtaposition of
play and economic exchange. This scene is a significant departure from the plot
of Brecht's play, introducing a potent surrealism. The fairground scene
constitutes a powerful Verfremsdungseffekt which seems to disrupt the narrative
and style of the play prior to the death of Puawai which, like the self-sacrifice of
Kattrin in Mother Courage, creates the climax of the play. When he interrupts the
conversation between Whaea and the Governor, Cheesman equates his clown
costume with his police uniform. (65) Thus Taylor mocks the authority of
Pakeha law and its symbolic costuming. Cheesman goes on to say, 'Associates
of Mr McBoland pay me to advertise. He's extending into South America.
Clearing forests. Dealing with the Indians. Persevering in hard times.' (65) This
anachronistic reference to McDonalds' hamburger chain links colonialism with
the new economic imperialism of the multinationals, with their exploitation of
natural resources and importation of the products and symbols of American
culture into every corner of the earth. 18 This evocation of American fast food
clearly makes the point that contemporary cultural imperialism marks a
continuation of the colonization of the bodies, minds and economies of countries
which are still working through issues of post-colonial identity. Furthermore,
the incorporation of corporate symbol and policeman in the one image suggests
that government and its official agencies usually favour the interests of capitalist
enterprises rather than those of the people the government supposedly
represents. At the end of the play when Cheesman has taken Black Jack
prisoner, Jack makes a lament for Puawai which becomes a lament for the loss of
Maori land. Jack says, 'Fast food parlours on our backs. God is money ... Sign
One of the most potent literary critiques of McDonalds as a culmination of capital's
colonization of the Pacific is contained in Ian Wedde's novel Symmes Hole (1986).
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the paper Maori'(77), reinforcing the connections between multinational capital,
religion and land. The tone of the fairground scene moves from parody to the
overtly symbolic when Cheesman gives Whaea two parcels. (66-7) One contains
the severed breast of Amiria which the Corporal has turned into a tobacco
pouch. The other contains the head of her son John. This scene reminds the
audience of the trade in body parts which was a feature of the colonial
enterprise. The breast as tobacco pouch is an atrocity familiar from histories of
the colonization of America, and the parcelled head recalls the Maori heads
collected for European museums in the nineteenth century. John though, is
Pakeha, and the note which accompanies his head makes it clear that he has been
killed and delivered in this form in retribution both for Whaea's past trading in
Maori heads and for John's raids on Maori villages. The suggestion that Whaea
participated in the selling of heads adds an extra dimension to Brecht's
conception of the capitalist mother, further implicating her as an agent of
colonization. Again, the desire for profit is linked to official institutions, and the
efforts of science and the museum industry to categorize race through tangible
artefacts are seen as inseparable from the forces of colonial capital. The head is
also endowed with a prophetic function, and is credited with bringing the word
of God to the Maori people. Taylor's use of surrealism completely overshadows
Whaea's grief at the loss of another son, and when the severed head begins to
speak, promising mass destruction to the world, the symbolic function of John's
death takes precedence over any empathy that the audience may feel. Brecht's
Mother never learns that her second son is dead, whereas Taylor allows the
Whaea to witness a grotesque image of her son in death as an apocalyptic
prophet of colonization in New Zealand. Although the surrealism of the
fairground scene marks an abrupt break with the 'Brechtian' style of the play, its
symbolism further highlights post-colonial issues, distances the audience from
empathy with the characters, and invites a critical rather than an emotional
response from its audience.
As we have seen, Taylor has adopted, adapted and revised key Brechtian
dramaturgical strategies in a post-colonial context. The play also owes much to
Maori tikanga and performance traditions. Whaea Kairau is a debate play,
reflecting Brecht's dialectical approach to dramaturgy. But the arguments in the
play also reflect the traditions of taupatupatu, korero and debate which take
place on the marae. Such debates are central to Maori culture, and in Whaea

47
Kairau, this tradition is taken onto the stage. 19 In depicting several scenes with
kupapa, the play emphasizes the traditional tribal divisions which led to some iwi
fighting on the Pakeha side in the Land Wars. This is referred to in Whaea's
opening song: 'lord knows what they fought for before we showed up/ mana
pride revenge women and land.' (2) As in Brecht's play, the continuity of war is
stressed. It is not represented solely as a product of colonialism, although, as
Whaea's song demonstrates, the Pakeha project to alienate land from Maori
derives from different impulses to those which fuelled the pre-European intertribal wars. In the pre-colonial era, Maori claims to land were based on many
factors including historical and genealogical links. In contrast, the colonizer
claims land solely on the basis of commerce and trade, as exemplified in the play
by Jack, who represents the greed for land by settlers. Jack calls New Zealand
the land of opportunity and says 'whoever holds the land makes the money.'(33)
This simple formula which equates land with money is contrasted with the
spiritual and historical factors which characterize the relationship of Maori to
their land. In the first scene of the play, the historical divisions leading to
kupapa activity are emphasized when Whaea announces that the Ngati Tae have
been 'dealt to' by British troops and Nga Rau warriors. (9) The construction of
this particular history is immediately challenged by Mokai, who says that the
British killed only three Maori, rather than thirty as they claimed, and that the
Nga Rau fired over the heads of the Ngati Tae. The different versions of events
provided by Whaea and Mokai demonstrate not only that history is a matter of
perspective, but also that it is often subject to the political motivations of
unreliable witnesses. Mokai's version is supported by Rongo, who says, 'Would
you shoot your cousins? My father Timu comes from Ngati Tae. The Nga Rau
people are our relations.' (9) Thus at this early stage of the play, we see that
Taylor is effecting a significant shift in point of view from Brecht's play. Rather
than constructing the ironies of Whaea's actions in the play in ways which
discredit capitalism, as Brecht does, Taylor allows dissenting Maori voices to
compete with Whaea's assessment of the situation and therefore provide a direct
debate between a Maori and a Pakeha view of history. There is also irony in
Rongo's reminder that the Ngati Tae and Nga Rau are relations. The fact that he
is also the son of a Pakeha businesswoman places him at the centre of a complex
Roma Potiki has written: 'Maori drama is about communication, about learning to
communicate with our own people ... Drama is both toil and discipline in the discovery and redefinition of a living culture.' (1991a 11).
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web of inter-tribal and inter-racial conflict. Arguably the stakes are far higher for
Rongo than they are for his equivalent, Swiss Cheese, in Brecht's play. As we
can see, the debates in this play often focus on specifically Maori concerns.
The other key Maori element in the play is the use of Te Reo Maori. Early in the
play we learn that Whaea has spent time living on the pa, when she was married
to Timu, and that she has learned the language (7). When she greets Ware and
Mokai in Maori (6), we see that this ability to speak Te Reo gives her a distinct
advantage in being able to negotiate with all sides in the colonial war. While an
ability to speak Maori is advantageous for a Pakeha trader, its use by Maori is
forbidden. The suppression of the Maori language is brutally evoked when Jack,
who represents the perspective of the English settler culture, silences Arniria with
'Talk English or shut yuh poxy mouth, you dirty mission tart.' (34) When Amiria
uses Maori to comfort Puawai (51), however, the nurturing aspect of hearing
one's own language is evoked. In the scene where British soldiers wipe out a
hapu who are hiding in the bush (60-2), a switch in focus to a completely Maori
perspective is shown by a shift to a frantic conversation in Maori between Amiria
and an old man. In Brechtian terms, the use of Maori language in this scene
provides a Verfremdungseffekt which disrupts the dominance of English and
therefore forces a Pakeha audience into a problem of comprehension. This
linguistic shift allows a Pakeha audience to experience some of the disorientation
which is experienced by the hapu in the scene who are suffering from sickness
and hunger and facing imminent death. 20 The eventual entry of the soldiers into
the scene and their slaughter of the defenceless Koro and Amiria is a potent
image of colonization as an invasion. This is also emphasized by the change back
into English language towards the end of the scene. Whaea uses her ability in Te
Reo to catch Amiria offguard, greeting her as a friend even though her real
purpose is to beg scraps of food from the hapu for the hungry soldiers. Taylor's
selective use of Te Reo Maori in the play demonstrates a variety of ways in
which language can be used both as a tool of colonization and of resistance.

In Mauri Tu, Hone Kouka creates a similar disorientating effect by literally putting the
lights out on the audience, while Matiu speaks in Maori. In the darkness, Matiu challenges the
audience : 'So this is what it's like when a Maori speaks in his own tongue ... or is it that you
just switch off?' (20-1)
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In this discussion of the dramaturgical strategies used in Whaea Kairau, I have
discussed a number of themes which emerge from the play, and how Taylor's
approach relates to the source text. The major thematic issue in Brecht's play is
the impossibility of upholding humanist ideals (symbolized by the family) in the
reality of continual warfare, a world dominated by capitalist greed and religion.
Similarly, each of Whaea's children is killed while she is away conducting a
business deal, and her son Rongo is shot with a shotgun which she herself has
just sold to a Sergeant. (28) Brecht's thesis that capitalism degrades the human
spirit is further emphasized in Taylor's play by parallels drawn between
economics and the body. In particular, women's bodies are represented in the
play as potential commodities. Whaea herself is a former prostitute, who was
bought by her first husband for five pounds (7), and Arniria, the 'West Coast
Queen' (the equivalent of Yvette in Mother Courage) is a Maori woman who has
become a prostitute out of necessity. She tells Puawai about love, then goes off
with a Pakeha Corporal so she can get her share of his pay, demonstrating that
in a world governed by economics, moral and emotional matters such as love
come second place to the need for money. Males are also seen in terms of
economics, when Whaea says that she would never marry a soldier because they
don't live long enough. (18) In other words, a soldier husband is not a good
'investment'. Her costume is dominated by the huge moneybelt around her
waist, the equivalent to Helene Weigel's oversized purse in Brecht's 1949
production of Mother Courage. After a battle, Whaea teaches Puawai how to rob
corpses, both Maori and Pakeha. When Major Tamahou says 'Trade, business,
money. It's all about Rangatiratanga' (27) Taylor suggests that capitalism
corrupts Pakeha and Maori alike. The actions and tone of Whaea Kairau
consistently reflect Brecht's Marxist philosophies.
Taylor also retains Brecht's thematic emphasis on the continuity of war. In a
conversation between Courage and the Chaplain, it is suggested that despite
periods of peace, war never really ends. As the Chaplain says, 'I realize it's a
serious question. There've always been people going around saying "the war
can't go on forever." I tell you there's nothing to stop it going on forever.' (146)
In Whaea Kairau, there is the same sense of an endless war, first evoked in
Whaea's opening song which stresses pre-European conflicts and is summed up
in her climactic statement, 'This is how we live through wars past and those to
come.' (79) In Whaea Kairau the political implications of this anti-war theme are
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strongly linked to the process of colonization. The New Zealand Land Wars were
fought so that British settlers could alienate more land from. Maori. As in
Mudrooroo's The Aboriginal Protestors, colonial history is presented as an
apocalyptic crisis for the indigenous people. The fictional narrative of the play
includes numerous references to actual events which occurred between 1840 and
the Land Wars of the 1860s. For example, Whaea refers to the government's
attempts in the Bay of Plenty to subdue Maori by destroying their gardens. (53)
Therefore the play appropriates Brecht's them.es in order to make a powerful
com.m.entary on the politics of race in nineteenth-century New Zealand. In Whaea
Kairau, as in the source text, there is no closure to the war, implying that in terms
of the historiographic approach to the story, the issues have not yet been
resolved. The ending was interpreted by Patricia Cooke, writing in the Sunday
Star Times, as an expression of universal despair at the inability of the hum.an
race to create a lasting peace:
Mother Hundred Eater survives to drag her cart on into a future which
holds no hope but only the wars of the 20th century, from. trench
warfare to running the gauntlet of sniper alley. There's a message in
there somewhere, if only we could learn it.
I believe, however, that unlike Brecht's play, Whaea Kairau does not articulate a
universal anti-war sentiment. In retelling the story of Mother Courage, Apirana
Taylor consistently emphasizes the specific setting of Aotearoa/New Zealand,
and all of the major thematic points of the play are re-interpreted in terms of
their significance to Maori. Like Brecht's Courage, Whaea has three children,
who are all tragically killed during the course of the play- John from. her first
husband Jim. the Pakeha, Rongo and Puawai from. her second husband, Tim.u of
the Ngati Tae. By re-writing two of the children as the offspring of a mixed race
marriage, Taylor has added a new dimension to Brecht's dialectics, which
expressly highlights post-colonial concerns. Rongo identifies more with his
Maori genealogy and goes off to fight alongside his father, while John goes off to
become a 'hero' fighting on the Pakeha side. So the play shows how
colonization creates crises of identity in families divided on genealogical lines.
Whaea's family can be seen as symbolic of the wider New Zealand society, with
cultural identity problem.atized by the mixed race genealogies which result from.
intermarriage. In Mother Courage, the fact that Courage's children all have
different fathers, who are respectively French, Swiss and Germ.an is a source of
hum.our (100-1). In contrast, the parentage of the children in Whaea Kairau
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becomes a major thematic issue. This reflects the emphasis on whakapapa in
Maori culture. The identity of any individual is defined by their lines of descent,
and being able to recite one's whakapapa is an essential requirement of being
accepted as Maori. 21 When Rongo and John go off to fight on opposing sides in
the war, Taylor demonstrates that the play is not making a universalized antiwar statement, but is illustrating the implications of a specific colonial war. The
conflict is not only about land, but also about identity, and in Maori tikanga, the
connection between land, whakapapa and identity is central to the culture.
Taylor also adapts the representation of religion in the source text to the specifics
of post-colonial thematics. The setting in Mother Courage is a war of religion,
and Brecht consistently subverts the authority of the church through parody. For
example, when the Catholic forces win a battle, the protestant Mother Courage
and Chaplain hoist a Catholic flag (128). Courage implicates religion and money
equally in causing the war when she contemplates Swiss Cheese and the
Chaplain and says, 'Here they sit, one with his faith and the other with his
cashbox. Dunno which is more dangerous' (124). As in the Thirty Years War,
Christianity is a major factor in the colonization of New Zealand, as is made plain
by the many references to the Bible in Whaea Kairau. The Reverend Walmsley
corresponds to the character of the Chaplain in Mother Courage. Walmsley
preaches that the war is 'highly immoral' (39) yet he also advocates force as a
way of converting Maori to the faith: 'The Maoris are resorting to terrible
savagery. Just as I feared. We're losing them from the flock ... just give the
Maoris a quick knock and they'll come back to the fold.' (46) This demonstrates
the hypocrisy of Walmsley's morality, and symbolically foregrounds the role of
the missionaries in the colonization of New Zealand. Later Walmsley is found
dead, with his eyes gouged out, symbolizing both his blindness to Maori spiritual
beliefs and a violent rejection of the Christian project to invade the minds and
spirits of Maori. The quote from Proverbs affixed to the corpse includes the
words 'the eyes of man are never satisfied'(55). The irony in this reference to
colonial expansion suggests that Walmsley has not heeded the warnings of his
own Bible, and his moral credibility is further questioned when Puawai finds a
cross he has stolen from Whaea in his pocket. The note Whaea finds in his
In an interview about his understanding of Maori theatre, Kai Tahu actor and writer
Awatea Edwin stressed that in order to identify as Maori, a person needs to be know their
whakapapa , and ideally be able to recite it on the marae. (1998a)
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pocket reinforces the point, revealing that Walmsley spoke of 'love and peace' to
Maori then revealed their positions to the General. (57) In his re-writing of the
Chaplain, Taylor implicates religion together with military force as agents of
colonization, while the frequent Biblical references in the mad ravings of Black
Jack suggest that spiritual colonization is another act of violence against Maori,
causing further fracturing of identity.
The intertextuality of Whaea Kairau having been well established, Taylor injects
the play with anachronistic references which further establish the play's counterdiscursive project. Black Jack spouts a constant stream of Maori and English
words which make no apparent sense (55-59). In among them are the words
'fiscal envelope', calling to mind the government's aborted plan in the 1990s to
place a financial limit on the amount of money to be paid out on Maori land
claims. This breakdown of language recalls plays by Beckett and Ionesco in
which disconnected words and phrases symbolize a loss of meaning in
contemporary Western society, burdened with existentialist and poststructuralist concerns. When this theatrical device is applied to a Maori character,
the breakdown of language becomes less a crisis of signification than a crisis of
identity. Black Jack's monologues suggest that the loss of Maori language led to
disorientation and cultural confusion. At the same time, Jack's repetition of the
phrase 'hau hau' evokes Te Ua's efforts in 1862 to re-figure Christianity in a
Maori way. The followers of the 'good and peaceful' Pai marire religion cried
'hau hau' in battle and believed that they had divine protection. Despite his
apparent lack of reason, Jack displays more insight into the colonial process than
might be expected of a Pai marire sympathizer. When he says to Whaea 'the
colour of money is universal' (58) he acknowledges the corruptive influence of
economic greed and achieves a brief moment of collusion with Whaea. Later,
after Puawai kills herself, his 'hau hau' utterances turn into the repeated 'ho ho
ho', as if this cultural confusion is some kind of bizarre joke. When Jack quotes
the Bible, the images are apocalyptic: 'Judgement is mine. Sayeth the Lord'(57),
suggesting that to Jack, the arrival of the Pakeha invader equates to the Biblical
prophecy of the destruction of the universe. Such images powerfully portray the
impact of colonization on Maori, and allow the audience access to an alternative
history of European settlement which is unique in New Zealand drama.
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The question remains as to whether Whaea Kairau can be called canonical counterdiscourse, or whether it is a 'translation' of the source play to another context.
As Gilbert and Tompkins have argued, it is necessary for a re-writing to critique
the power structures in the text itself for a play to be called canonical counterdiscourse:
Not all texts that refer to canonical models are counter-discursive ...
By definition, counter-discourse actively works to destabilize the power
structures of the originary text rather than simply to acknowledge its
influence. (16)
The case of Whaea Kairau is complicated by the fact that the original play is
already a strongly counter-discursive text. Unlike Shakespeare, who was writing
under the patronage of the monarch, and therefore to some degree represented
the interests of the authoritarian structures of his time, Brecht was writing from
the position of an exile, disenfranchised and disassociated from official power
structures .. Brecht's plays are strongly critical of those in power and authority,
and as we have seen, Taylor has addressed many of the same themes in Whaea
Kairau. Although the protagonist is Pakeha, not Maori, I believe that there is a
significant shift in point of view in the play. The key to Taylor's counterdiscursive project relates to the mythologies surrounding its reception. As two
of the critics of the Taki Rua production remind us, Brecht felt that his critique
had failed because bourgeois audiences felt sympathy for Mother Courage and
identified with her struggle to survive.2 2 There are many clues in the text that
Brecht may himself have sympathized with his protagonist. For example, when
Swiss Cheese's life is at stake, Mother Courage pleads with Yvette to hurry up
and buy her cart, demonstrating that underneath her profiteering there is a
mother who genuinely loves her children (133). Mother Courage has been
acclaimed because, despite Brecht's self-stated desire to create archetypes rather
than fully rounded characters (as in naturalistic drama), Mother Courage is
viewed as a complex character who reveals the depth of human nature. Taylor's
Laurie Atkinson wrote in the Evening Post , 'Brecht intended Courage to be a negative
character, but audiences often felt sympathy for her as she dragged her cart off in search of
more business. She was seen as a survivor. In Whaea Kairau no such sympathy is possible.' (14
June 1995) Jeremy Rose, writing in the City Voice, took a similar position: 'Taylor has managed
something Brecht couldn't in creating the character of Whaca Kairau. Brecht was devastated
the "bourgeois critics" sympathized with Mother Courage, a character he intended to
symbolize the complete amorality and evil of war profiteers. It would be difficult for anyone to
sympathize with Whaea Kairau, a woman whose creator rightly says "has about a tinderbox
of love in her."' (15 June 1995)
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play refuses to accept this universalizing tendency in European playwriting, and
removes any possibility that an audience might sympathize with Whaea. As a
Maori playwright, Taylor deconstructs the image of the mother torn between
her business and her children, and re-constructs her as a symbol of the colonial
mentality. Therefore the play becomes a critique, not of war in general, but of
the specific acts of aggression which are the basis of New Zealand society today.
In so doing, Taylor exposes Brecht's assumptions in Mother Courage which are
based in a belief that Europe is the centre of the world. For example, near the
beginning of Brecht's play, Mother Courage says 'me cart and me have seen the
world.'(101) As it is clear that Mother Courage's travels have been restricted to
European countries, this statement betrays the Eurocentric emphasis in the play.
In contrast, Whaea Kairau tells her Maori son,
I come from the gutters of Europe. I've lived a hard life. But here we
are at Mangawai Korn Tai the last place on earth so how could you
understand the life I've lived? (5)
Taylor uses several strategies to deconstruct the attitude of the protagonist. The
negative images of life in Europe suggest that Pakeha settlers are the waste
product of their culture. She regards her present situation as the 'last place on
earth', but the use of a Maori placename means the opposite to a Maori audience.
Taylor reverses the geographical bias of the original play towards Europe, and
draws attention to the Eurocentric view in Brecht's play, with its universalizing
tendencies. Finally, Whaea's question to her son, 'how could you understand' is
highly ironic given that his genealogical background will lead to cultural
confusion and death. As the mother of a Maori boy who will be oppressed by
her own culture, Whaea is the source of misunderstanding. Just as Rongo
cannot understand the life that she has led, she cannot understand the life that
she has created for him. The deaths of Whaea's Maori children are framed by
colonial circumstances. After being raped by a Pakeha soldier, Puawai kills
herself rather than creating a child which is born into the same cultural
dislocation as that which she inhabits. This contrasts with Kattrin's death in
Mother Courage, which is constructed as an act of heroism. For Taylor, there is
nothing heroic about the circumstances of colonization, and he allows Puawai to
take responsibility for ending her own life. Similarly, Taylor changes the story of
Yvette, who in Brecht's play marries a colonel and becomes wealthy as the result
of the war. By changing Yvette to a Maori character, Taylor makes the point that
in a colonial war, the same outcome is not possible. Amiria also goes off with a
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solider, but when she returns to her lover at the Pa, the Corporal returns, kills
her and turns her breast into a tobacco pouch.(62) By re-inventing Brecht's
characters as Maori, Taylor questions his version of the outcomes of war, and remakes them as post-colonial protest. Dorita Hannah's theatrical staging for the
play suggests that the past, rather than a fixed narrative contained within a book,
such as Rice's Oxford History, is a kind of performance, a succession of scenes and
characters which form the collective mythologies of a people. This theatrical
framework supports Debord's position that there are no fixed realities beyond
the images which representations impart to us. These images from 'history' are,
however, strongly political. In Whaea Kairau the construction of New Zealand's
history is explicitly foregrounded for socio-political purposes. As Gilbert and
Tompkins have argued, canonical counter-discourse 'intervenes in social
conditioning.' (16) In re-constructing Brecht's Mother as the Mother of
colonization of the Maori, Taylor directly challenges Eurocentric assumptions in
Brecht's play, in New Zealand history, and in New Zealand society.
MANAWA TAUA/SAVAGEHEARTS
The connection between performance and history is central to Manawa
Taua/Savage Hearts, which, like Whaea Kairau, is also the result of a cross-cultural
collaboration. Directors Christian Penny23 and Anna Marbrook (together,
Theatre at Large), worked with Pakeha playwright David Geary, Maori
playwright Willie Davis and the actors, both Maori and Pakeha, who contributed
to the workshop/rehearsal process which culminated in the 1994 production at
Auckland's Watershed Theatre. 24 This production demonstrates the sensitive
nature of such inter-cultural work, as it led to discord and division between
collaborators. Following a controversy among the directors, writers and actors
over the representation of Maori characters in the play, Theatre at Large agreed
that the play would never be performed again. Consequently, there is no script
or videotape of the production in existence. It is doubly ironic that a production
which Michael Neill has called 'arguably the most important theatrical event in
Auckland since the opening of Greg McGee's Foreskin's Lament' (151) should
remain undocumented, because in several ways Manawa Taua clearly illustrates
the connection between performance and history.
Christian Penny is of Ngati Tahinga descent.
In the absence of a script for Manawa Taua/Savage Hearts, my observations on the play are
based on articles, reviews and interviews with participants, as noted.
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The play is set in the nineteenth century and tells the story of Tupou, a Rangatira
who travels to England to seek an assurance from Queen Victoria that his
ancestral lands will not be taken from him. The Queen promises her protection in
exchange for Tupou playing the role of Othello in the 'colony', in order to spread
the civilizing influence of art. The references in Manawa Taua to Othello place the
cultural influence of Shakespeare on the politics of colonization in the
foreground. Gilbert and Tompkins have written that Othello 'is an obvious focus
for counter-discursive interpretations because it centralizes racial issues,
representing miscegenation as not just a metaphorical threat to the white society
but as an actualized event.' (24) In Manawa Taua, Victoria's request to Tupou
suggests that as part of the colonizing process white culture 'casts' the
indigenous subject in terms of its own racial prejudices. It also signals the
generalizations of 'otherness' which are constructed by white culture, falsely
implying that Moorish and Maori cultures are similar.
The scene in which Queen Victoria asks Tupou to swear on the complete works
of Shakespeare highlights the role which the canon of English literature has
played in the machinery of colonialism:
VICTORIA Mr Tupou [my] promise will mean absolutely nothing, have
no weight whatsoever until you perform Othello in New Zealand.
TUPOU You want me to be an actor?
VIC Yes, do you swear to keep your part of the verbal treaty.
TUPOU Gladly.
VIC (picking up the complete works of Shakespeare) Swear on this book.
One of the actors laughs.
VIC Silence; or your tongue will become a bookmarker.
TUPOU What is this book?
VIC It is a book of great power.
TUPOU It is as powerful as your Bible?
VIC To some it is more powerful. 25
This extract brings together two characters negotiating sovereignty, though
Victoria has the higher status. Victoria is a potent symbol of colonial authority to
In the absence of a script for Manawa Taua, this extract has been reproduced from Neill, p.
150.
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a contemporary New Zealand audience with a historical perspective on the
failure of the British crown to honour the promise under the Treaty that Maori
will retain tino rangatiratanga. When Victoria asks Tupou to become an actor, it
is implied that the colonial project is a sort of performance in which the colonized
people are expected to play a role which is determined by the wishes of the
colonizer. This scene also equates imperial power with the cultural influence of
the playwright, suggesting that the power of representation, words and images
is as much a part of the colonizing enterprise as any other institution. 26 Rather
than emphasizing the central influence of Christianity on the colonization of
New Zealand, as in Whaea Kairau, in this play the emphasis is on the influence of
artistic representation on popular attitudes. When Victoria tells Tupou that
'Othello deals with the savage heart. No offence,' her cultural prejudices are
expressed in terms of the themes of Shakespeare's play. Taken in the context of
the scene, the assumption that Othello's passionate jealousy and murder of
Desdemona can be traced to his ethnicity highlights both the ideology of
Shakespeare's play and its influence on popular racial stereotypes. 27 This scene
questions not only the influence of such types, but also highlights the political
expediency for colonial authority of constructing indigenous peoples as 'savage'.
In performance, Theatre at Large further problematized this image by having
Victoria played by a Maori actor (Rachel House), playfully evoking and
reversing the traditional practice of white actors 'blacking up' to play Othello,
which is itself a potent image of how racial difference has been represented from
a white perspective. This colour-blind casting implicitly questions the audience's
reading of character through skin colour. As Gilbert and Tompkins have
observed, 'corporeal signifiers quickly become politicized when a black actor
appears in a traditionally 'white' role ... such choices ... contribute to the
development of an identity independent from the imposed colonial one of
inadequacy, subordination and often barbarity.' (204-5) This casting challenges

The implication that Shakespeare's plays carry the same cultural authority as the Bible in
the post-colonial situation is also made in Hewett's The Man From Mukinupin, when Zeek
Perkins marries Touch of the Tar and Harry Tuesday using a volume of Shakespeare. (110-11)
27 Michael Neill demonstrates the continuing influence of Othello in popular culture by
referring to the O.J. Simpson murder trial: 'Newspaper accounts of the affair, in New Zealand
as in the United States, have repeatedly exploited the Othello template, seemingly
unembarrassed by the lack of an Iago figure .... ' (147) The assumption by the media that 0.J.
Simpson's alleged crime is the result of a 'savage heart', which all 'black men' share when
taunted by jealousy, is one of the fictions which Manawa Taua exposes.
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the automatic binary opposition of colonizer and colonized by allowing the
presence of the Maori performer to represent both signifiers in the one image.
It is clear from these examples that Manawa Taua is a significant counterdiscursive play. Unlike Whaea Kairau, which largely recreates the spirit of the
source text in a post-colonial context, in aligning Shakespeare with Victoria

Manawa Taua explicitly questions the cultural authority of Othello. Rather than
'translating' its source text, the play explores the implications of the text in
fashioning a post-colonial mentality, which privileges both the book that
contains Othello, and the role-playing which is expected of Tupou as 'other' to the
English tradition. This scene succinctly illustrates that there is significant
interplay between historical 'realities' and dramatic 'fictions'.
Once Tupou begins rehearsing the play, he falls in love with Lottie Folly, the
Pakeha actress playing Desdemona, rejecting Tahutu, the woman he is to marry
(also played by Rachel House). Victoria's request that he become an actor
therefore initiates a cycle of betrayal, which leads to Tupou's downfall. On one
level, this narrative shows Tupou becoming symbolically seduced by Pakeha,
and in abandoning Tahutu, he sacrifices his own mana and whanau for the
attractions of the invader culture. Philippa Campbell, the play's dramaturg,
stresses however that the play is not a political piece, that part of the richness of
the work is in its playfulness. (Campbell, 1996) As an actress, Lottie is identified
with the world of the theatre, with artifice, illusion and deceptive surfaces.
Through the familiar device of the love 'triangle', the play shows Tupou rejecting
his 'true' destiny in favour of an illusion. In this sense, the play is not about
colonization at all, but about the power of the theatre. By allowing his role in the
play to take over his 'real' life, like Pauline and Juliet in Heavenly Creatures (which
will be discussed in the next chapter), Tupou becomes caught in the ambiguous
space between the world of the imagination and reality. By strongly containing
its historical setting within a theatrical framework, the play emphasizes the
illusory nature of the past, and explores parallels between the playing of social
roles and the construction of racial difference.
The controversy surrounding the play has significant implications for the
dramatization of post-colonial 'history'. The primary objection to the play came
from some Maori who perceived the relationship between Tupou and Lottie as
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culturally incorrect. This argument was highlighted in a newspaper article by
Linda Herrick which appeared prior to the production opening, in which actor
Cliff Curtis explained his reservations about playing Tupou:
The relationship - between a Maori nobleman and a pakeha woman - is
historically unheard of, and the portrayal has created a dilemma for
Curtis. 'I've found it almost impossible to play a chief who would
sacrifice everything for a pakeha woman, especially in that historical
context,' says Curtis. 'I just don't think it would happen.'
Here Curtis illustrates the problematic nature of inventing a fictional narrative
based on Maori 'history'. Curtis sees historical accuracy as an essential
prerequisite for a play which represents Maori characters in a historical context.
For Curtis, the representation of a chief who abandons his betrothed for a
pakeha woman is a betrayal of traditional Maori concepts such as whanau and
mana. In the same article, co-director Anna Marbrook indicates that the
intention is to translate some of the tragic nature of the source text into the postcolonial context: 'The play tells a bigger story, it has deeper resonances than the
personal story between the Maori man and pakeha woman ... How fated those
first relationships were, the inevitability and the turmoil of them.' Here
Marbrook signals the symbolic function of the narrative, to represent
colonization not as conquest, but as interplay, an inter-cultural love story. The
article quotes a line by Tupou in which he explains to Lottie why he is attracted
to her. He says, 'I was just curious' implying an 'other' who is different and
strange, together with a strong desire for knowledge about this 'other'. The
concept of curiosity is an apt metaphor for the co-dependent relationship
between Maori and Pakeha in the nineteenth century. Manawa Taua replaces the
common reading of Othello as a Eurocentric text with a symbolic inter-cultural
'romance' which acknowledges the complexity of Maori/Pakeha relations in the
nineteenth century. As Marbrook says in Herrick's article, 'The two cultures are
both working from their own truths ... they are trying to understand each other
but ultimately can only read each other from their own cultures. That is still
happening today. We are interested in providing an ending with many
questions.' Here Marbrook clearly states the play's historiographic project. In
the symbolic romance is contained the historical basis of contemporary intercultural conflicts. By re-evaluating the nature of the bi-cultural relationship, the
play poses questions about the present. The desire by the Theatre at Large
directors to create a complex and non-didactic text which examines inter-cultural
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misunderstanding is however, at odds with Curtis' desire to remain 'true' to his
own culture. The controversy which resulted from the production therefore
reflects the very tensions in wider society which it aims to depict. Roma Potiki
has stressed that the key definition of Maori theatre for her is that Maori control
the writing and direction. (1991b, 58) In a bi-cultural project however, this
control must, by definition, be shared. The discord surrounding the production
therefore should not be viewed in terms of 'failure', but in terms of an on-going
debate about questions of post-colonial dramatic representation.
NGA TANGATA TOA
In Whaea Kairau and Manawa Taua issues of colonization are explored in ways
which problematize the oppositional relationship between Maori and Pakeha. In
contrast, Hone Kouka's Nga Tangata Toa concentrates on dissension within
Maoridom itself. In this discussion, I identify key dramaturgical and thematic
strategies that Kouka has adopted in re-writing Ibsen's The Vikings at Helgeland,
and relate these to issues of Maori identity after colonization. I argue that Nga
Tangata Toa is strongly informed by Maori tikanga,28 and functions as canonical
counter-discourse by questioning several key assumptions in the source text.
Although the play pre-dates Whaea Kairau, was instigated by the same director
and performed by the same bi-cultural company, Nga Tangata Toa goes further
than Whaea Kairau in subverting established views of New Zealand history. While
Whaea Kairau reflects revisionist histories of the Land Wars, these are revisions
which are also being conducted in Pakeha forums such as James Belich's books
and television series. In Nga Tangata Toa the point of view is shifted strongly to a
Maori perspective, and this has both political and spiritual implications for the reconstruction of post-colonial history.

In a lecture at Otago University Theatre Studies Section (11 July 1997), Hone Kouka stated
that he had difficulty with many Pakeha critics who discuss Maori plays from a European
viewpoint, saying that a lot of the Maori content goes over the heads of these critics. He
stressed that Pakeha critics need to research Maori culture in order to write about Maori plays.
As a Pakeha writer, I acknowledge here that my references to Maori kawa and tikanga come
from discussions I have had about the play with Hone Kouka, Rangimoana Taylor and Awatea
Edwin, and from my experiences as a member of the acting company in Kilimogo's 1997
productions of Nga Tangata Toa in Dunedin and Timaru. I also acknowledge that I am
interested in exploring the play's use of Western dramaturgical techniques, and how these
connect with the Maori concepts on which the play is based.
28
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Despite the similarities of their wartime settings at two key moments in postcolonial New Zealand history, the dramatic models used by Taylor and Kouka
are a strong contrast - an anti-capitalist parable written against the background
of World War Two and a spectacular piece of nineteenth century Romanticism.
What they have in common is the link to European high culture by their
association with the canonical names of Brecht and Ibsen, and the epic sweep of
their stories. As we have seen, Taylor deconstructs some of the Eurocentric
preconceptions in Mother Courage, though he also finds that Brecht's
dramaturgical strategies and politics can readily be adapted to his post-colonial
thematics. Ibsen's play has no such politically subversive project at its base. The
Vikings at Helgeland is based on elements from Icelandic family sagas and, with its
images of Viking battles on a dramatic coastline is strongly based in the romantic
style. 29 William Archer writes that the play features 'Ibsen's first treatment of
the theme with which he is so much concerned - the necessity of truth as the
basis of every human relation.'(xvii) The tragic events of the play are
precipitated by the lie on which Gunnar's marriage to Hiordis is founded. In
honouring his friendship to Gunnar, and allowing him to 'carry off' Hiordis,
Sigurd hides the truth from both Hiordis and his own wife, Dagny. By creating a
dramatic opposition between male friendship and the marriage relationship,
Ibsen introduces the issue of gender power relations which he later analyses so
perceptively in A Doll's House and Hedda Gabler. Sigurd and Gunnar have the
power of knowing the 'truth' about the past events which are the basis of both
their marriages, a power which is denied to the women until Sigurd reveals to
Dagny (and the audience) at the end of Act One that he was the one who killed
the bear. (36-9) This theme can also be interpreted in terms of history, because
Ibsen's theme of the necessity for truth cannot be separated from the audience's
awareness of how the past has been constructed. The Vikings at Helgeland
illustrates that present realities are created by past events, that knowledge of the
'truth' gives power and that those in power will construct the past in ways which
benefit them. Furthermore, the private stories of the characters, focussing
around love and marriage, are inseparable from the public consequences,
namely the battles and revenge pacts which ensue. Ibsen suggests that the
suppression of truths about the past will lead to tragic consequences. Through
another misunderstanding, Thorolf's claim that Ornulf has killed Egil, Ibsen
See William Archer's introduction to The Vikings at Helgeland pp. xiii-xvi. All subsequent
page references to this play are from this edition.

29

62
escalates the tension between the characters and frustrates the possibilities for
peace and reconciliation.
These themes take on new resonances in their post-colonial re-telling in Nga
Tangata Toa. While the location of an isolated East Coast marae recalls the island
in northern Norway where Ibsen's play is set, the historical setting immediately
after World War One is highly significant. Like his counterpart in Ibsen's play,
Taneatua has been a 'hero' in foreign wars, but when Wi reminds us that
Taneatua performed his heroic deeds despite the fact that 'the Maori boys
weren't allowed guns' (27), Kouka draws attention to the irony that Maori have
gone overseas to fight to defend the very nation which colonized their country
only a century before. 30 The play's historic framework highlights the
assimilation of Maori into the values and concerns of Pakeha society. The only
Pakeha male in the play, Wi, did not go to war because of his illness, (64) further
emphasizing that Taneatua symbolically took his place on the battlefield, as he
took also his place in the bedroom. The irony that Maori fought to defend the
values of the invader culture31 is emphasized when Te Riri reveals that although
Taneatua's haka led to victory in battle, 'the Pakeha fulla' claimed the credit. (15)
The emphasis on Taneatua's success in battle makes political the personal debt
that Wi owes to Taneatua for winning Rongomai's love on his behalf. Through
the relationship between Wi and Taneatua, Kouka subtly evokes the debt which
Pakeha New Zealanders owe to Maori for their support in war. This debt is
reflected most strongly by Paikea's loss of all but one of his sons fighting in the
war. Although Paikea sees these tragic losses as a supernatural punishment for
his part in his brother's death, the European war remains in the background as
the source of much of the tragedy in the story. Through its wartime setting, Nga
Tangata Toa makes an interesting companion piece to Whaea Kairau. While
Taylor's play shows Maori fighting against Pakeha to defend Maori land and
culture, Kouka's play shows Maori fighting to defend Pakeha territories and to
support Pakeha culture. This illustrates the degree to which Maori have been
colonized in the intervening sixty years. Kouka's play treats the war theme in a
more subtle way than in Taylor's play, allowing the audience to witness the
This issue is also explored through the character Tai in Vincent O'Sullivan's Shuriken, who
though accepted as part of the New Zealand army has to endure racist comments from. Porn. (756)
31 In World War Two, the Maori Battalion had the highest mortality rate of any unit on the
British side.
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diverse ironies which develop from Maori participation in a foreign war. In the
final moments of the play, Taneatua is stabbed by Rongomai using the bayonet
he brought back from the war. (57) The same weapon which is associated with
Taneatua's success in defending Britain is also the instrument of his own death.
Furthermore, Rongomai (Ngati Porou/Ngati Kahungunu) and Taneatua(Ngati
Hine/Nga Puhi) represent different iwi. When Rongomai stabs Taneatua, the
moment can be interpreted as symbolizing the divisions between iwi which have
been problematized as the result of colonization. Taneatua betrays Rongomai
twice - once when he allows his friendship with a Pakeha to take precedence
over his love of Rongomai, and again when he refuses to be her partner in
death because he has adopted the 'White God.' In both cases, his betrayal of
Rongomai is seen as a betrayal of his identity as Maori. Kouka skilfully allows
Maori concerns to be woven throughout the structure of Ibsen's tale, without
interrupting the unraveling of the plot.
The play begins with the powhiri for Taneatua and the Maori soldiers returning
from the war. This is the first significant difference between the concerns of Ibsen
and those of Kouka. In The Vikings at Helgeland, the play is not set in the native
land of the central characters. Ornulf has sailed from his homestead in Iceland to
Norway in order to seek out Gunnar and call him to account for carrying off his
foster-daughter, Hiordis (7-8). Sigurd is on his way back to Iceland with ships
full of treasures he has accumulated on his travels. Nowhere in Ibsen's play does
land and culture have the significance to the protagonists that it has in Kouka's
play. The central issues in Nga Tangata Toa are turangawaewae and whakapapa, a
quest not for material wealth, but for spiritual identity. Central to these themes
are the ways in which Kouka has adapted Hiordis into Rongomai. Hiordis, like
Rongomai, craves revenge for the death of Jokul, her father, at the hands of
Ornulf. In Ibsen's play, however, there is no kinship between Ornulf and Jokul,
whereas their equivalents in Kouka's play, Paikea and Whai, are brothers. While
Ornulf killed Jokul in 'fair fight' (19), Paikea allowed Whai to drown because he
regarded him as a 'dull' leader and believed that he should be rangatira (65). In
creating this relationship between Rongomai and Paikea, Kouka makes
sovereignty a key issue in Nga Tangata Toa. Rongomai, unlike Hiordis, has a
legitimate claim to Paikea's land and status. Hiordis has been compared to
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Hedda Gabler,3 2 and when she urges Sigurd to lead an uprising against King Erik
and take the throne of Norway (90-1) the character is reminiscent of Lady
Macbeth. Such readings stress the thematics of personal freedom and gender,
but Rongomai is more appropriately deemed a Hamlet figure. Like Hamlet, she
has been disinherited by her uncle, and her quest for utu is fuelled not only by
her desire to avenge her father's death, but also by her need to reclaim the her
rightful position as leader of the hapu. Kouka reinforces her claim by reinterpreting the construction of Hiordis as a 'warrior woman' in Maori terms.
Hiordis tells Dagny of her 'untameable longing' to join with men in battle (42-3),
and in Act Four she arrives on the beach dressed in armour. (108) Rongomai has
been chosen as manu ngangahu33 and tells Te Riri that she is 'as fierce as any
tane in battle.'(36) As manu ngangahu, Rongomai has been trained in arts which
are traditionally restricted to males, and she carries a significant degree of mana.
This gives her a powerful status, both as a Maori character, and in Aristotelian
terms, as a protagonist of appropriate status for tragedy. Her fight with Te Riri,
which leads to his death, demonstrates her competence with rakau. Kouka
makes Rongomai much more active in this scene than in the equivalent scene in
Ibsen, in which Gunnar is directly responsible for the boy's death. The
circumstances for Gunnar's killing of Thorolf are out of Hiordis' control, whereas
Rongomai deliberately engineers the death of Te Riri. Kouka's reconstruction of
Rongomai's role in this scene highlights the consequences of denying Rongomai
her role within the hapu. Rongomai is also matakite, as evidenced by her curing
of Wi's illness and in the scene where she puts a makutu on Taneatua (48).
Though these supernatural abilities are a direct translation of Hiordis' powers
into a Maori context, the emphasis in Nga Tangata Toa is not on spectacle, but on
the importance of these traditional gifts to Rongomai's mana and cultural
identity.

William Archer suggests that Hiordis is an early prototype for Ibsen's Hedda Gabler (xviii).
David Carnegie has also stressed the thematic similarities between the characterizations of
Hedda and Rongomai, and the feminist implications of Ibsen's and Kouka's plays: 'Like Ibsen's
Hjordis, she [Rongomai] is a proto-Hedda, a woman trapped with no outlet for her terrifying
energy.' (1995a, 310-1).
33 Rongomai was chosen as manu ngangahu at Onehora and trained as a warrior leader in
fighting skills which are normally the preserve of males. Rongomai is now passing on her
fighting skills to her son. She is also a seer, with strong powers which enable her to cure Wi
and to place a makutu on Taneatua. (See pp. 59-60.)
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The dramaturgy of Nga Tangata Toa is driven by Rongomai's need to reclaim her
lost sovereignty and therefore can be interpreted as a metaphor for the struggle
of Maori to restore political self-determination. All of Rongomai's efforts,
however, are frustrated by the contact she has with Pakeha characters. The two
Pakeha characters, Rose and Wi are secondary characters, reversing the
traditional dramatic stock character relationship in which Maori play supporting
roles to Pakeha protagonists. 34 In revealing the contents of Kahu's letter, Rose
precipitates Rongomai's quest for utu (10-11). Rose is an equivalent to Kare, the
peasant with a grievance against Gunnar and Hiordis in The Vikings at Helgeland,
but the character's influence on Rongomai is Kouka's invention. As Rose is a
Pakeha with a grievance against the rangatira, her actions can be seen to
symbolize Pakeha attempts to create divisions within Maoridom, just as the
enlisting of kupapa on the British side is shown to serve the interests of the
colonizer in Whaea Kairau. This interpretation is reinforced when, later in the
play, Rose urges Rongomai to burn the marae, saying 'if I can't live here, no-one
can.'(50) Rose's petulance evokes a Pakeha settler mentality, characterized by
the burning of the bush and asserting its inalienable right to inhabit a 'new' land.
Rongomai's abilities as a leader remain untested, not only through Paikea's
disinheritance of her, but also through her marriage to Wi. Wi lacks the warrior
spirit which Taneatua, her true love, possesses. The passion between Rongomai
and Taneatua becomes more than a story of unrequited love, it represents the
ways in which colonization has made it impossible for the Maori characters to
realize their potential. Nowhere is this more apparent than in Taneatua's
climactic revelation that he has become a Christian while away at the war. (57)
This moment is taken directly from the source text, when Hiordis asks Sigurd to
accompany him on the backs of airborne horses to Valhalla and he reveals that
this is impossible because he has learned the ways of the 'white God.' (110-2)
Kouka turns this revelation into a crisis of identity when Rongomai begs
Taneatua to change his mind: 'Your soul is Maori. Maori! Ah, don't leave me.
Listen to me. Kaua inaianei, e aku tupuna, taihoa kia korero au ki a ia, kia ata
Whakaaro ano ai ia.' (57) As Whaea Kairau highlights political concerns for Maori,
Nga Tangata Toa highlights the fight to maintain Maori identity, constructing this
in spiritual terms. With her second sight, Rongomai has power over the spiritual
world, as evidenced in the makutu scene (48), but her traditional gifts are used to
George Leitch's The Land of the Moa (1895) is a good example of a play where Maori
characters play subsidiary roles to Pakeha protagonists.
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create a breakdown in the whanau rather than to support its identity. Therefore
it can be seen that Kouka's play is not about resisting colonization, it is about
dealing with its consequences.
Both the staging of the play at Taki Rua Theatre, and the structure of the
published script assert its identity as a Maori play. At Taki Rua, the theatre space
was designed by Dorita Hannah as a wharenui, with the audience on either side
of a traverse stage with floor to ceiling pou placed at regular intervals, just as in a
meeting house. This configuration emphasized the basis of the play in Maori
tikanga, and created a spatial evocation of its discourse with issues from the past
of Maoridom. The traverse staging made the audience an inherent part of the
experience of the play, an effect heightened by the placement of a distant mirror
in which the audience could see itself as part of the collective performance image.
This staging emphasized the play's connections with realities outside the theatre,
as symbolized by the audience, while also including the audience in the scenic
reality of the play and thus enhancing connections between performance and
reality. Each scene in the published play has a title, and several of these relate to
stages of a visit to a marae. This symbolic structure moves from powhiri to
poroporoaki, and therefore reflects the audience's status as manuhiri,
symbolically engaging the audience in the life of the play as an equivalent
experience to visiting a marae. These spatial and structural decisions by
playwright and designer emphasize the connections between performance and
reality, and place the European concept of theatre into a recognizably Maori
context. This displaces the concerns of Ibsen's play and replaces them with a
compelling alternative perspective.
In aesthetic terms, Nga Tangata Toa succeeds in creating a powerfully cathartic
climax which matches the spirit and the poetic scope of the source text. It also
succeeds as canonical counter-discourse, in that it subverts the European
preconceptions at the heart of Ibsen's play and replaces them with a Maori point
of view. Despite similarities in the plots of the two plays, the themes of Kouka's
play are completely different. Hone Kouka has said that Nga Tangata Toa has no
political ramifications, that it is purely a love story. (1997a) It is clear, however,
that the themes of Kouka's play relate absolutely to a Maori view of history and
identity. Rongomai's tragedy is seen in terms of the loss of her birthright and
the frustration of her Maori identity, Paikea's tragedy in terms of the breakdown
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of the whanau. In Nga Tangata Toa, the effects of colonization on the whanau are
seen in terms of escalating personal and collective tragedies. The dissension
within the family implies the need for Maori to settle internal divisions. When Te
Riri expresses his desire to go to war, Paikea presents a different view of the
warrior culture, saying 'you're a warrior of words.'(15) As Te Riri is Paikea's
hope for the future, this suggests that in a post-colonial society the ability to use
language and debate is more important to the future of Maoridom than the need
to prove one's ability in battle. After Paikea has lost his remaining son and he
has resolved to die, he makes the decision to sing himself back to life because Te
Wai urges him to think of the living. 35 His first words on recovering are to ask
to see his mokopuna, Houhou, in whom he invests his hopes for the future. This
moment once again reminds us of the primary significance of whakapapa in
Maori culture. History comes from whakapapa; the future depends on the
continuity of whakapapa. Nga Tangata Toa is primarily concerned with reshaping an audience's understanding of the past on Maori terms. The lack of
significant Pakeha antagonists in the play marks a new confidence in Maori
drama, which is as much concerned with the resolution of internal marae politics
as in protesting about past injustices.
THE ABORIGINAL PROTESTORS CONFRONT THE DECLARATION OF THE
AUSTRALIAN REPUBLIC ON 26 JANUARY 2001 WITH THE PRODUCTION OF
THE COMMISSION BY HEINER MULLER.
Whereas the previous plays are re-writings of established 'classics' of European
drama, Mudrooroo's The Aboriginal Protestors Confront the Declaration of the

Australian Republic on 26 January 2001 with the Production of 'The Commission' by
Heiner Miiller is based on a much more recent play, Heiner Muller's Der Auftrag
(The Commission )(1983). 36 The title itself is a provocation; as Adam Shoemaker
has written, it is 'one of the longest and most ironic in the history of Australian
theatre'(1994, 204), and contains not only the promise of canonical counterdiscourse, but also some hint of the complexities of the history of Aboriginal
protest. Taylor and Kouka have confidently adapted European plays to a Maori
35 Hone Kouka says that the scene in The Vikings at Helgeland which most inspired him to
adapt it was the scene in which Ornulf sings himself back to life. This direct parallel with
Maori tikanga is clearly expressed in the 'Whaikorero Tangi' scene. (1997a)
:iG All subsequent page references to both plays are from Gerhard Fischer's The
Mudrooroo/Muller Project: A Theatrical Casebook.
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context, subverting their Eurocentric assumptions and asking audiences to reframe their view of history from a Maori perspective. In contrast, Mudrooroo's
play is based on the premise that it is impossible for a colonized people to act out
a play written from a European point of view. I will discuss the dramaturgical
devices used in the play to 'frame' Miiller's text, and illustrate how the themes of
Muller's play are both questioned and adapted to the context of Aboriginal
history. Instead of translating his source text into a new idiom, Mudrooroo sets
up a dialogue with this text within the performance itself. In so doing, he
dramatically subverts the form and content of the source text and creates a
different model for canonical counter-discourse.
The project was initiated by Gerhard Fischer, a German historian working in
Australia, who saw an ironic link between the date of European settlement of
Australia (1788) and that of the French revolution (1789), with its promise of
'liberty, equality and fraternity.' He chose East German playwright Heiner
Muller's Der Auftrag, (1980) 37 which deals with the failure of the Revolution to
free the slaves in Jamaica, as an ideal text to perform in the context of Aboriginal
protest at the celebration of Australia's bi-centenary. With the collaboration of
Aboriginal artists Mudrooroo (as writer) and Brian Syron (as director), a
workshop and staged reading of the resulting play The Aboriginal Protestors was
performed in Sydney in 1991, and later given a full production in Sydney in 1996.
The play shows six Aboriginals - five non-professional actors and a director rehearsing a production of Muller's play as part of Aboriginal protest against an
imaginary declaration of an Australian Republic in 2001. The play therefore
makes an explicit link between drama and political protest. Indeed, Mudrooroo
implies that he is primarily interested in the theatre as a political tool: 'Political
theatre calls for participation in the streets, in the political process hopefully
revolutionary, or at least progressive, not in walkabouts or private realizations.'
(1993a, 31)
Unlike the previous plays discussed in this chapter, Mudrooroo has re-written a
text by a living playwright who is widely regarded as being a foremost figure in
contemporary world theatre. 38 Whereas Manawa Taua emphasizes how dramatic
Mudrooroo chose to translate Der Auftrag as The Commission in reference to the multiplicity
of official 'commissions' set up to deal with the Aboriginal 'problem'. (19-20)
38 Heiner Muller died in a Berlin hospital in January 1996, at the age of 66.
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representations have been constructed in the past, The Aboriginal Protestors
stresses the continuity of the dominance of Eurocentric perspectives in the
theatre of the present. Muller's plays are characterized by such 'post-modern'
dramaturgical strategies as fractured narrative, absence of character, an
Artaudian emphasis on stage images and a prolific intertextuality. 39 Muller's
texts have in common with the post-colonial texts discussed in this chapter an
energetic deconstruction of images of the past. As Johannes Birringer writes, the
project of Muller's 'synthetic fragments' is 'the explosive re-writing of history
and myth.'(45) In Der Auftrag, Muller specifically addresses post-colonial history,
but Mudrooroo is highly critical of his thematic approach. As Laurence Shyer
has written, Muller's writing about history is informed by having spent his life
under two totalitarian regimes - the Nazis and the Communists (122) - and
Mudrooroo accuses Muller of using the plight of the Jamaican slaves as a symbol
for the alienation of the East German intellectual:
Muller is not really interested in the blacks of Jamaica. He is, as an East
German, interested in the stagnation of defeat; whereas I, as an
Aborigine, a Nyoongah, am interested in combating the stagnation of
defeat. (1993a, 20)
The Aboriginal Protestors articulates Mudrooroo's rejection of Muller's pessimism
and his desire to combat the defeat of colonialism. Ironically, Mudrooroo
embarks on this project by appropriating the dramaturgical techniques of
another German playwright, Bertolt Brecht:
The screen waits vacant of promise. It is meant to writhe with words
and theatrical expressions. German: Bertolt Brecht; political theatre;
distancing, alienation, narrative elements, instruction and a deemphasisation of character. (1993b, 139)
Mudrooroo emphasizes that Brecht's dramaturgy, like Muller's, is based in a
German view of the world, although the dramatic structure of The Aboriginal
Protestors, like that of Whaea Kairau, demonstrates again the efficacy of a
'Brechtian' approach for a post-colonial playwright. The device of a central
screen onto which slides or films can be projected is clearly influenced by epic
All of these devices are employed in Muller's best-known text Hamletmachine (1977).
Although Hamletmaclzine uses the Hamlet figure as a symbol of the crisis of the intellectual
in Eastern Europe, it is a densely layered text which resists fixed meanings, as highlighted by.
Robert Wilson's 1986 production of the play at New York University. Muller called Wilson's
work 'the best production ever' of one of his plays, praising its lack of directorial
interpretation and its 'open-ness'. See Shyer, p. 131.
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theatre. (77) As in Taylor's play, the characters are social types rather than
complex psychological portraits. Each of the Aboriginal actors represents a
particular sector of the Aboriginal community. The women voice medical
(Mary Anne) and legal (Eve) concerns, while the men represent government
agency (Peter), academia (Clint) and the activist (Bob). The exception to the
relatively youthful cast is King George, who brings the perspective of age and
experience to the play. King George is an emblematic character, similar to Uncle
Worru in Jack Davis' The Dreamers in that he drinks heavily, has health problems,
performs the traditional dances and has knowledges which can be passed on.
Such senior Aboriginal characters provide a means of accessing the past, for the
purposes of liberating characters within the play, and enlightening the audience.
The characters created by Mudrooroo enable him to create a dialectical structure
which represents some of the current debates in Aboriginal politics. For
example, MaryAnne accuses both Eve and Peter of complicity with the white
hegemony because of their privileged positions in the legal service and the
government. (93) Later, Peter puts his own point of view, explaining his own
crisis of identity brought about by his adoption into a white family as a child.
Such historical realities are expressed by Mudrooroo to highlight past injustices
and to demonstrate a range of Aboriginal experiences after colonization.
Although The Aboriginal Protestors contains the entire text of Muller's play, the
dramatic structure is very different. While Der Auftrag has a fragmented timestructure, including flashbacks and a poetic interlude in a symbolic elevator, The
Aboriginal Protestors tells its story in a chronological format. The action moves
through the final rehearsal of Muller's play to the point where the actors vote
not to perform the play, and instead declare a Constituent Aboriginal Assembly,
following the example of the French Revolution. Thus Mudrooroo brings about
narrative closure, and his dialogue and action is mostly realistic, in contrast to the
symbolic nature of Muller's text. The few attempts to 'Aboriginalise' Muller's
text, such as adding the words 'Australia, that is I' to the list of colonized
continents (118), and having MaryAnne bring on the severed head of Queen
Elizabeth (105), are clearly inadequate to make the play relevant to the
Aboriginal struggle. Instead, it is the arguments between the actors which
articulate the concerns of Aboriginal societies in theatrical terms.
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The rehearsal setting enables a potent Verfremdungseffekt to occur whenever
Muller's text is interrupted by the actors. Because the audience sees the play
being rehearsed and frequently commented on by the actors, any pretence of
scenic 'reality' is averted. As the sailor reports to Antoine the fate of the three
emissaries to Jamaica, MaryAnne stops the scene by saying 'shit, I fucked it.'(86)
This abrupt V-effekt subverts Muller's aesthetic approach to history with a stark
reminder of present day realities. In contrast to Mary Anne, who interrupts the
play to question Muller's misogynist representation of women, when King
George interrupts the play he does so because the evocation of the storming of
the Bastille reminds him of his own history of protest. (89) George's speech
about the 1972 tent embassy in Canberra and successive demonstrations is a
reminder that for some Aboriginals, the past is a history of continuous protest.
This is in strong contrast to Muller's representation of his 'defeated' black
characters, including Sasportas, who is finally hanged, and the caged slave who
burns in the sun as the emissaries arrive in Jamaica (92). Although King George
succumbs to illness during the rehearsal, he recovers to be part of the final
political act, stressing the tenacity of the Aboriginal protestor. Whereas Muller
uses defeat as a provocation, Mudrooroo celebrates resistance.
By creating a play around Muller's text, Mudrooroo is able to allow his characters
to comment on not only Muller's construction of the world through his
dramatization of events in Jamaica in 1789, but also the broader colonialist
assumptions which go with it. Significantly, it is the women who are most
dissatisfied with the parts they are asked to play. The issue of gender is crucial in
Mudrooroo's play, making the same kind of links between gender and
colonization which were highlighted so effectively in Caryl Churchill's Cloud Nine
(1976). Churchill's Clive is constructed as a potent parody of patriarchal
repression which is located historically in the white male authority figure.
Similarly, Mudrooroo explores Muller's ideological assumptions by equating
colonial and gender oppression. In his introduction to his play, Mudrooroo
notes that in Der Auftrag, women are always represented as evil femme fatales
or as idealized concepts such as Revolution, Treason and Liberty. (24) Femininity
is consistently portrayed as 'other' to the central actors in the drama, who are all
male. This negative definition of women is seen by Mudrooroo as another
symptom of the patriarchal assumptions of European colonization. His response
to it is to write female characters who reject these stereotypes. The strongest
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challenge to Muller's writing comes from MaryAnne, a health worker, who
while playing the slave in a cage interrupts the rehearsal:
And what about us women, eh?! Are you hearing our side of it?
Fucking white text. You want us bare, black and pregnant, eh? Got news
for you lot, we's out of the kitchen, out of your laundry. We
women demand a voice in your precious revolution. I yell: HEINER
MULLER WHERE ARE YOU! Come on, get up and explain yourself .(97)
This direct challenge to a European playwright within a performance is startling
and, like the image of Queen Victoria and Tupou in Manawa Taua, explicitly
depicts the theatre as a historical agent of colonization. In strong contrast to
Tupou, who agrees to support the Eurocentric stereotype by playing Othello,
MaryAnne refuses to support the ideology of the playwright through acting the
vampiric character of Firstlove, saying 'I won't play that type of woman.' (99)
Moments such as these cause frustration for Bob, the director, who has the
pragmatic objective of finishing the rehearsal so that the play can be presented as
an effective protest. But when MaryAnne states that she 'won't play', she draws
attention to the power of representation. Once a 'type' is presented on stage it
achieves a kind of truth value which reinforces existing power structures. These
structures can only be challenged if the nature of the representation is changed.
The crisis in the play (the actors' refusal to perform Der Auftrag) is fuelled by the
inability of MaryAnne and Eve to accept Muller's representation of women.
The play's counter-discursive project is made overt by its references to European
theatre traditions. Unlike the previous plays discussed in this chapter, The
Aboriginal Protestors openly questions the icons of the European theatre. For
example, King George calls the Theatre of Cruelty 'the theatre of piss and wind,
to get us on the telly'(99) In its place he proposes a 'theatre of blackness.'
Mudrooroo also evokes Shakespeare when Bob, his director character, silences
dissent among his actors with 'The play, the play's the thing .... ' (87) This restatement of Hamlet's famous line reminds the audience that the play within a
play in The Aboriginal Protestors has a political purpose, and that the fictionalized
drama is intended to affect events in the 'real world'. Just as Hamlet's play is
intended to catch the 'conscience of the King', so the Aboriginal playwright uses
Muller's play to catch the conscience of the white Australian public, whose
ancestors have collectively poured poison in the ear of the Aboriginal race. As
well as deconstructing Muller, Mudrooroo is also connecting Muller's
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dramaturgy to the legacy of the dramatic canon which Aboriginals have been
exposed to as part of their 'education'. King George refers to the cultural
colonization of Aboriginal school pupils through the study of European drama:
'Kids learn about 'em in school. Shakespeare, you know, and we old 'uns are
getting Muller. 'Nother brainwashing bit.' (100) Gerhard Fischer had a 'vision' of
an Aboriginal production of Der Auftrag because, as a European, he believed it
was relevant to the Aboriginal experience.(5) This assumption, that a Jamaican's
experience of colonization is similar to, or the same as that of an Aboriginal is
reminiscent of the central conception in Othello, that underneath the veneer of
the civilized 'noble savage' there lurks a 'savage heart'. King George challenges
such assumptions when he asks:
And do we need Muller to tell us who we are; do we need any white
man to tell who they are. They're so fucked up that they can't even tell
who themselves are in this century. (100)
King George expresses the point of view that Muller's play is really about the
anxieties of postmodern European society, rather than the issue of colonialism.
The 'Man in the Elevator' speech (107-11) is a parable about progress, the
elevator a symbol of modernist achievement which goes haywire and eventually
deposits its hapless occupant in a Peruvian village. When the man witnesses two
boys working on a broken down locomotive, there is a clear rejection of the
myth of progress. Muller's fatalist aesthetics are summed up in the phrase 'I
continue walking into the landscape that has no other work but to wait for the
disappearance of humanity.'(111) The scene is distinctly 'European', with its
clerical protagonist wondering whether his tie is straight and worrying about his
appointment with the boss, and his vision of the 'disappearance of humanity' is
an image which pre-supposes an apocalypse. Muller's phrase is remarkably
similar to the climactic image of Werner Herzog's Where the Green Ants Dream
(which will be discussed in the next chapter) which shows a white man walking
into a desolate landscape while explosions detonate monotonously on the
soundtrack. These Eurocentric apocalyptic visions have in common an image of
an urbanized white man being drawn inevitably into a desolate wasteland. The
Western fear of imminent apocalypse has been the subject of much modernist
drama influenced by the bleak habitats of Beckett's characters and Peter Brook's
post-nuclear King Lear. Mudrooroo's play counteracts such images, by drawing
attention to the fact that the Aboriginal peoples of Australia have experienced,
and survived such an apocalypse. Bob introduces the play with a speech about
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the 1788 invasion, including the words, 'the rich dark soil of our land became red
with our blood.' (78) If history is a progression, then the play presents a
scenario in which Aboriginal peoples have developed beyond a 'white' anxiety
about the possibility of apocalypse, into a post-apocalyptic reconstruction of
identity and self-determination. The climax of Miiller's play is Debuisson's
reversion to his pre-revolutionary role as a member of the ruling elite. His
seduction by Firstlove as 'Treason' supports a Marxist view that the continuity of
hierarchical power structures is inevitable. The final image is therefore one of
pessimism about the possibility for political change, for the revolutionary ideals
to become reality. The betrayal of Debuisson's revolutionary ideas is framed in
terms of sexual desire, an inevitable consequence of being human. In contrast,
the climax of Mudrooroo's play depicts the protestors reclaiming political
autonomy, a blatant act of optimism which is designed to inspire a black
audience and provide a provocation to a white audience. Ultimately, Muller's
thematics are rejected by the Aboriginal protestors in favour of direct political
protest, but not before King George proposes a new model for theatre: 'We
want a theatre of blackfella business. Proper theatre.' (100) More so than in any
of the other plays discussed in this chapter, authorial point of view becomes the
major issue. Mudrooroo has written a blackfella play which derives much of its
effectiveness by juxtaposing an Aboriginal perspective with the preconceptions
of a white writer. Muller's text remains for the audience to use as a point of
reference, while Mudrooroo asserts the right of a colonized people to control
their own image.
The sense of a theatre which is a genuine alternative to 'white' theatre is achieved
theatrically through the use of lighting and colour. Lighting is used to create a
'whiteout' between scenes instead of the 'blackout'. As the blackout traditionally
serves the function of concealing set changes, and thus is connected with artifice
and illusion, Mudrooroo's inversion of the convention signifies his desire to
reverse the audiences' expectations, and to call attention to that which has
previously been hidden. Similarly, the black actors don white masks when called
upon to play Debuisson and Galloudec, while King George plays Sasportas
without a mask. After King George collapses and lies in bed in the tent, the stage
direction reads, 'everything is white except the Aborigines.' (111) This key image
shows Aboriginals stranded in a white world, gathered around the ailing figure
of the one character whose knowledge connects them to the past. As Manawa
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Taua reminds a contemporary audience of racial stereotypes reflected in the plot
of Othello, so the use of the black/white imagery in The Aboriginal Protestors
serves as a critique of the primary opposition established by European colonial
discourses based on skin colour. Though the basis of such simple oppositions
has been discredited by contemporary critical discourses, their evocation onstage
calls attention to the history of Eurocentric attitudes to race. 40
The choric function of the Djangara in The Aboriginal Protestors serves, like the
dancer in Davis' The Dreamers, to connect the contemporary characters with their
tribal past. 41 When the actors wail the names of their ancestors, the Djangara
come out of hiding, as if responding to the call (79). They play traditional
instruments and dance corroborree with King George. Hence, they reconstitute
the Dreaming onstage. In Writing from the Fringe, Mudrooroo has written:
Aboriginal reality is different from white reality in that it is an
expanded reality akin to the dreaming life ... Songs and rituals are not
brain-made, but imparted in dreams. They are in effect passed on ....
(37)

The simultaneous realities of the Djangara and the actors evoke an Aboriginal
awareness of different time-frames co-existing together, and stress the continuity
of traditions. At the same time, Mudrooroo is aware of the stereotypes attached
to representation of Aboriginal cultural traditions, and undermines these with
self-reflexive humour. An example of this is when King George says to Clint
'you know how we all love tradition, cause academics like you tell us so.'(82)
While such ironic self-reflexivity is necessary if the play is to escape the limiting
connotations of the 'agit-prop' label, the representation of different Aboriginal
views problematizes the nature of their protest against colonial authority. When
Eve interrupts the bickering, saying 'we need unity' (82) there is a clear political
imperative which is realized in the image of solidarity shown at the end of the
play. The continual presence of the Djangara moving in unison as slaves,

Just as Mudrooroo juxtaposes black and white imagery, Cherie 1--Iart's revival of Mervyn
Thompson's Songs to the Judges at the Free Theatre, Christchurch (1998) deliberately stressed
racial opposition by placing Maori activists and Pakeha judges in direct confrontation at
opposite ends of a long traverse stage.
41 A similar onstage representation of ancestral spirits can also be seen in some Maori plays. For
example, in Hone Kouka's Waiora (1996), Hone's tupuna are a physical presence who, through
haka and waiata, articulate the spiritual and historical influences on the action in the
present.
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policemen and moths provides a physical link between the image structures of
past and future realities.
As in Whaea Kairau, the problem of cultural identity after colonization is a
significant issue in The Aboriginal Protestors. Peter is a bureaucrat who was
brought up by white foster-parents in a 'nice' home and avoided contact with
others of his own race, but finds that his role in the play is helping him in the
process of re-defining his identity:
And now, well, I've got a problem. How can I escape my Aboriginality;
how can I go back to ... that lie I was living. This is the first time that
I've really felt black, part of a mob, a people .... (113)
As a collective art, theatre production necessarily involves the formation of a
temporary community which becomes a microcosm of the interactions in the
wider community. Through acting in a play, Peter is put into the position of reassessing his place in the Aboriginal community, and deciding what role he will
play in his future life. 42 This is made explicit when Peter takes on the role of
Sasportas after King George becomes ill. King George says to Peter, 'Play
Sasportas for me. Strong black man to give you strong black spirit. Let him live
in you.'(113) By playing this role in the play, therefore, Peter rehearses for his
'new' Aboriginal identity, his identification with his own culture which has been
denied him by the historical forces which split Aboriginal families apart. As
Sasportas, Peter makes a powerful revolutionary speech, in which he has a
premonition of his own death by hanging. (118) This speech, written by Muller,
emphasizes not the strength of black resistance, but the expectation that it will
not succeed. Mudrooroo's emphasis on resistance and identity is a strong
contrast to Muller's theme of the memory of a revolution which has failed.
Ironically, Fischer envisaged the theme of memory as being relevant to
Aboriginals:

There is an irony in Mudrooroo's presentation of arguments about identity in the play. An
article entitled 'Identity Crisis' by Victoria Laurie in The Australian Magazine (July 20-21
1996) presents claims that Mudrooroo has no Aboriginal ancestry. These claims have led to
debates about what constitutes Aboriginal identity, and while Robert Eggington and Richard
Walley are quoted in Laurie's article as 'emphatic that "Aboriginal blood" is essential' in
order to identify as Aboriginal(32), King George articulates a different view in the play when
he says 'Just gotta feel it, be it.'(113)
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it offers an opportunity for the Aboriginal people involved to
remember history and their past, to remember their own dead, the
victims, the people who revolted and fought and who died .... (179)
Although the characters in Mudrooroo's play do remember the protestors of the
past, the action of the play makes it very clear that the revolutionary spirit has
not died, and that it lives on in the present. Mudrooroo has made a significant
thematic shift from the position of Muller, which is echoed by Fischer. Rather
than mourning the dead, the protestors finally celebrate their memory by
uniting to continue their struggle. When the Djangara drown out the sounds of
the fictional republican celebrations (which also suggest the actual bi-centennial
events of 1988) with their dancing and singing, it is clear that the play is an
alternative celebration. This is why theatre is such an appropriate medium for
resistant art, because it involves the performers in actual physical action. The
audience sees the protest happening and there is the potential to be caught up in
its energy. Although Andrej Wirth writes that Der Auftrag is not a Brechtian
Lehrstuck(62), Mudrooroo re-aligns the thematics of the story to give it a
pedagogical function, in line with Brian Syron's belief that the very basis of
theatre is education and entertainment for 'your own people.'(1993, 166) The
active, optimistic ending of The Aboriginal Protestors is designed to inspire an
Aboriginal audience, to give them hope. Syron writes that Australian films
consistently present defeatist images of Aboriginal characters:
there is no hope. They are not giving Aboriginal people hope. The
reason that you come out of Strictly Ballroom feeling good is because
there's hope. (1993, 170)
The Aboriginal Protestors both challenges the politics of representation in films like
Jedda and The Chant of Jimmy Blacksmith, and empowers its audiences through a
traditional dramaturgical structure of catharsis and conflict resolution.
Even as Mudrooroo's actors give reasons why they cannot perform Der Auftrag,
they continue to present a fragmented version of the play. This structure takes
critical discourses into the actual stage event, and allows Mudrooroo to critique
Muller's Eurocentric perspective within the performance itself. The characters in
the play make the point that no two experiences of colonization can be the same,
and that Muller comes to history with cultural preconceptions which restrict his
ability accurately to represent any colonized experience. This is a radical view,
because one of the criteria for establishing the worth of a writer in the canon is
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by judging the degree to which that writer is able to separate him/herself from
his/her own background and to create characters and situations which truthfully
represent a variety of perspectives. Mudrooroo, both in his play and his
commentary on it, questions this conception of the writer. Mudrooroo
undermines both Miiller's play and the cultural assumptions underlying it. In
Writing from the Fringe Mudrooroo questions the imposition of 'Western' artistic
standards on Aboriginal writing:
The Anglo-Celtic majority culture seeks to condition and explain
Aboriginal literature through its own expectations. It dominates the
economic and cultural institutions of Australia and too often it is its voice
which is heard, not Aboriginal voices. In the case of Oodgeroo
Noonuccal and Jack Davis, their verse is judged by Western standards
and found wanting. This approach is not only invalid in presupposing
that there is an absolute artistic standard which is identical with the
Western standard, or that the poets are writing verse for aesthetic
enjoyment, but it is also an active agent in suppressing any development
of Aboriginal arts which lie outside this standard. (43)
In The Aboriginal Protestors, Mudrooroo directly challenges the artistic standards
of the Western literary tradition. In effect, the play is a piece of dramatized
literary criticism. Through the voices of the characters, Mudrooroo questions
both the Eurocentric view of history in Muller's play, and makes visible an
alternative Aboriginal history. As Bob announces early in the play, 'we were
declared a dying race soon to be extinct and thus written out of history.'(79) The
Aboriginal Protestors is a densely layered play, its multiple settings in Paris,
Jamaica and Canberra giving it a global focus which contrasts a European view
of history against an Aboriginal view. The play is set both in the past and in the
future. Significantly, the past is associated with white domination, the future with
black sovereignty. The series of ruptures which occur to the narrative are not a
stylistic exercise, as in Muller's play, but a reflection of the ongoing rupture to
Aboriginal culture caused by the invasion of their country. As seminal plays
such as Ray Lawler's Summer of the Seventeenth Doll (1957) articulated a counterdiscursive project against the language and themes of British drama, contributing
towards the establishment of their own myths of national identity for the settler
community, so The Aboriginal Protestors supports the need to re-define a uniquely
Aboriginal identity in the context of extreme historical oppression. The fact that
this identity cannot escape the demands of protest and activism calls attention to
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the continuity of the Aboriginal struggle, from the past to the future, in a
dynamic and refreshing way. The play calls attention both to the writing of
history and the history of representation, re-aligning both towards an Aboriginal
perspective, and making a unique contribution to the development of an
Australian national theatre. Mudrooroo's Aboriginal Protestors is a theatre event
which links the European dramatic canon with the history of colonization
through a provocative intertextuality, and its significance has been articulated by
Adam Shoemaker:
Confounding the expectation that he is solely a writer 'of
Aboriginality', here Mudrooroo makes some of the most incisive and
challenging observations on Australian society and its place in the world
which any author has produced.(1994, 205)
CONCLUSION
Each of these four plays functions as canonical counter-discourse, using a
deconstruction of European 'master-texts' to make thematic points about their
respective post-colonial histories. In each case, the play is a collaborative project
involving indigenous writers working with theatre practitioners of European
descent. This demonstrates the increasing recognition that drama, along with
other cultural forms, has been a significant contributor to the process of
colonization. Therefore, part of the redefinition of national identities which is the
project of post-colonial writing and performance is the re-defining of the
dramatic canon in post-colonial terms. Post-coloniality affects not only the
indigenous peoples, but also the settler descendants, leading to the desire for
cross-cultural collaboration, including areas of debate and dissent, as an essential
part of the process. The frequency of such projects in New Zealand in the 1990s
represents an important trend in dramatic approaches to writing about history.
And despite the similarity in using a European source text, the dramaturgical
strategies of Mudrooroo are markedly different to those of the Maori writers,
demonstrating that the starting point of Gerhard Fischer's dramatic 'vision', a
universal experience of colonization, is a fiction.
Despite some similarities among these plays, there are no simple conclusions to
be drawn from this study of the post-colonial theatre's revision of history.
Whereas Mudrooroo's actors find it impossible to act out a European play,
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Ibsen's Viking story is retold on the marae with the details of the plot mostly
intact. Mudrooroo's play ultimately dismisses the concept of translating a
European text to suit the experience of a colonized people, but Hone Kouka,
with the significant input of a European dramaturg, very adeptly succeeds in remaking a European 'classic' into a play which articulates a Maori view of the
world.
As a group, these plays are strongly influenced by Maori and Aboriginal
performative, narrative and political traditions. They also reflect central
movements in European drama over four centuries, from epic theatre to
romanticism, modernism and post-modernism, linking the metanarrative of
post-colonial histories with the metanarrative of dramatic histories. In Manawa
Taua, for example, the central themes of Othello are deconstructed in the context
of colonization. This implies that a fictional story is as valid as collective cultural
heritage as any actual event. Shakespeare's narratives are as much a part of our
collective memory, as 'real' a history as the New Zealand Land Wars. Therefore,
in assessing written influences on the culture of the present, Othello is as valid as a
history book, perhaps more so, because its themes attempt to explain the
complexities of human behaviour, both in the private and public spheres.
Manawa Taua problematizes New Zealand history and Shakespeare
simultaneously, demonstrating dramaturgically that the past is a complex
construction of fictions which come to be communally held to be fact. As Michael
Neill has written:
Over four hundred years of performance, reading and interpretation
our culture has become so impregnated with Shakespeare that our ways
of thinking about such basic issues as nationality, gender, and racial
difference are inescapably inflected by his writing. Nothing illustrates this
point better than the popular currency of a tragedy like Othello. (147)
All four plays address the question of culture and how it is transmitted through
history and through drama. The relationships between characters often
represent intercultural paradigms, and like the interactions between Othello,
Iago and Desdemona, these relationships are most often seen in terms of
betrayal. Whaea Kairau says 'the land is full of lies gentlemen' and betrays her
own children. The betrayal of Tupou by Queen Victoria in Manawa Taua is
paralleled by his betrayal of his betrothed. Similarly, in Nga Tangata Toa, both
Paikea and Taneatua betray Rongomai, leading to a series of tragic events. In
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Der Auftrag, Debuisson betrays Firstlove, his fellow revolutionaries and finally,
the ideals of the revolution itself. This theme is reflected in the conclusion of The
Aboriginal Protestors, where the actors ask what happened to the promises of
Whitlam, Fraser and Hawke, and Eve chants 'BETRAYALS AND LIES.'(120) In
Whaea Kairau, the faith which some chiefs have in the Treaty of Waitangi is
undermined when Waru says: 'The treaty is whitewash' (9), while in The
Mudrooroo Muller Casebook, Brian Syron writes, in referring to the terra nullius
ruling of the 1880s, 'it's the lie that this nation's founded on.'(1993, 161) The
alternative to betrayal and lies is the 'truth', but as demonstrated in these texts,
locating the truth proves to be elusive in post-colonial drama, just as gaining
access to the 'true' version of 'history' is elusive. The thematic emphases in these
plays on falsehoods and deception reflect the obfuscations and hypocrisy which
surround the founding legal documents of New Zealand and Australia.
All of these plays were primarily initiated by European theatre practitioners,
raising the question of whether they are effective as canonical counter-discourse,
or whether their intertextuality simply reinforces the ultimate authority of the
European dramatic canon. As we have seen, all of the plays discussed in this
chapter revise the source text from a post-colonial viewpoint, though some are
more radical in form than others. Whaea Kairau and Nga Tangata Toa both re-align
white stories to a Maori perspective. Taylor's play re-writes Brecht's capitalist
mother as the colonial mother, thereby preserving the central dialectic of the
original play. There is a danger, however, in creating a simplified version of
Brecht's argument based on racial difference, in which whites are generally
villains, and Maori characters are sympathetic. A more complex dialectic could
have been achieved in Taylor's play if, for example, Whaea Kairau were Maori
rather than an Irish woman. This would break up the simple bad/ good
opposition between colonizer and Maori in the play, placing a focus on
complicity by some Maori with the settler culture and creating more complexity
in plot and characterization. As the controversy surrounding Manawa Taua
demonstrates, however, such an approach can lead to strong dissent from Maori
collaborators in the project. Whaea Kairau thus takes a considerably more
'politically correct' view which, in 'preaching to the converted' runs the risk of
stifling rather than encouraging debate. In discussing Manawa Taua, Philippa
Campbell identifies a problem at the heart of bi-cultural theatre. She says that
Maori and Pakeha approach drama with different cultural imperatives.
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European drama is based on the analysis of human weakness, whereas Maori
drama has the cultural imperative to strengthen the culture, presenting strong,
exemplary central characters.(Campbell, 1996) The debate around the
characterization of Tupou centred on the clash between the European concept of
the 'flawed' protagonist and the Maori belief in the mana of a Rangatira. The
film of Duff's Once Were Warriors is another high profile text which presents
'flawed' Maori characters. Cliff Curtis, the actor who played Tupou and objected
to the 'flawed' nature of the character, also played Bully, the rapist in Once Were
Warriors. Such apparent contradictions signal the difficulties which Maori writers
face in creating a balance between political imperatives and artistic freedom.
When asked whether the film could have been made by a white director, Lee
Tamahori replied, 'unfortunately if they'd have been Pakeha they would have
come under serious attack.'(Scott, 1994) Because its negative view of the South
Auckland Maori community has been widely seen both at home and abroad,
Once Were Warriors has been the subject of much controversy among Maori and
Pakeha and, like Manawa Taua, is part of the process of debate which is
negotiating a path towards mature Maori drama. Since Manawa Taua, it is clear
that Maori writers have moved beyond the imperative to empower a Maori
audience towards investigating identity and history in more complex ways. Nga
Tangata Toa, for example, is a polyphonic text which, to a much greater degree
than Whaea Kairau, creates primary conflicts in the play among the Maori
characters. Both Paikea and Rongomai are 'fatally flawed', in the Aristotelian
sense, and their vulnerability and tragic losses make the narrative compelling
and absorbing. The potency of the play is not primarily as a contribution to the
Theatre of Resistance; rather it shows a Maori writer taking ownership of the
dramatic form, and using it skilfully, as Roma Potiki has written, to 'nurture our
spirit, intellect and emotional well-being.' (1990, 11) The representation of
'flawed' (and therefore multi-layered) characters in Nga Tangata Toa is acceptable
to Maori therefore because the writer is Maori, but it also demonstrates the
effectiveness of inter-cultural collaboration in creating post-colonial theatre
which escapes the cliches of simple binaries and agit-prop messages. The critical
and popular success of the play reflects the combined input of Kouka, McColl
and Hoass which provides an ideal model for such partnerships informed by a
variety of cultural influences and artistic skills. This collaboration is directly
informed by the more positive aspects of the history of Aotearoa/New Zealand
since colonization. As the case of Nga Tangata Toa demonstrates, such ideal
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partnerships which acknowledge difference and respect knowledge provide
creative ways of re-staging and analyzing the past which provide a healthy
airing of post-colonial thematics and point to a positive future. Mark Williams
writes that efforts by New Zealand writers 'to find a way of writing in English
appropriate to New Zealand experience in speech are a source of richness not of
shame.'(214), and Nga Tangata Toa demonstrates that this 'New Zealand
experience' and this 'richness' can be most potently expressed in productive
inter-cultural collaborations.
Because live theatre leaves no tangible cultural artefact, such as a book, a roll of
film or a painting, a past production exists now only in the memories of those
who saw it. In this way, theatre is like history. Scripts, videotapes, reviews and
sound-recordings, like history books, diaries, legal documents and oral
testimonies are only traces of the live event. The lack of a scripted record of

Manawa Taua illustrates most clearly the co-relation between theatre and history.
I have tried to piece together an argument about the play based on written
fragments and the memories of those like Philippa Campbell and Michael Neill
who participated in or were strongly affected by the production. Although I
have studied closely the scripts of the other three plays under discussion, the case
of Manawa Taua is a reminder that the impact of these plays may vary
considerably from one performance to another. Awatea Edwin, who played
Paikea in Kilimogo's 1997 productions of Nga Tangata Toa in Dunedin and Timaru,
stresses the importance of establishing a mauri for the play before beginning
work, saying that for Maori, the performance itself is only part of Maori theatre.
Everything that goes into the production, from the karakia at the beginning and
end of each rehearsal to the sharing of kai at rehearsals and the poroporoaki at
the end of each performance, is part of the play. (1998a) Effectively, this Maori
concept of theatre extends the Pakeha practice of mounting play productions out
into the spiritual and temporal rituals of everyday life, blurring the boundaries
between performance and reality. The effectiveness of these plays as canonical
counter-discourse is entirely dependent on the context in which they are read or
performed. Edwin says that a Maori audience's interest in Nga Tangata Toa has
nothing to do with Ibsen, but rather it is in how they can relate to it as 'a Maori
play'. (1998a) As the play is as much informed by Maori culture and history as it
is by Ibsen, its effect as canonical counter-discourse is limited to those audiences
who have a knowledge of the source text. Thus, like history itself, a play is
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constantly being re-defined by different interpreters and spectators. As history
becomes a primary issue in the post-colonial context, so theatre, by its ability to
impersonate not only historical persons and events, but also to exemplify the
very intangibility of history, is a powerful medium for the historiographic
analysis of culture.
While all of these texts are historiographic by nature, Mudrooroo's play engages
most strongly with the history of dramatic representation itself. Like Roma
Potiki's argument that the 1975 Land March was a piece of theatre, Mudrooroo
sees the tent embassy as a performance. He writes:
Demonstrations and tent embassies are theatrical events ... And so
theatre and demonstration; tent embassy and twenty-first century;
monarchy and republicanism. This Australia is a theatrical event!
(1993b, 138)
This notion of history as performance is frequently revisited in these plays, most
obviously in Dorita Hannah's design for Whaea Kairau, the carnival scene in the
same play, Tupou's adoption of the role of Othello and Mudrooroo's on-stage
deconstruction of Muller. As David Mamet has written, 'it is a constant human
need, to dramatize' (111), and these bi-cultural projects demonstrate that our
perception of history is constantly re-shaped by performances, whether in the
'real' world or in the form of drama. In challenging the dominance of European
literary/ dramatic models, all of these writers question the cultural norms of their
post-colonial societies, but Mudrooroo also proposes a Theatre of Blackness as a
kind of new performative category. In Aotearoa/New Zealand there is no
doubt that Maori theatre is making a powerful contribution to theatrical
discourses. In 1990 Christopher Balme wrote that the emergence of Maori
theatre 'is arguably the most significant development in New Zealand theatre
since the establishment of the professional community theatres in the early
1970s' (149) and a play such as Nga Tangata Toa demonstrates how far this 'new'
theatre has developed in a short time. With the proliferation of Maori writers,
directors and actors, the kawa and tikanga of Maori theatre is gradually
becoming mainstream and the more holistic Maori view of theatre practice is
enriching the wider theatrical culture. As has been pointed out in The Empire
Writes Back, three-quarters of the world's population is coming to terms with the
aftermath of colonization, therefore it is clear that drama which addresses issues
of post-colonial cultural identity is among the most powerful and relevant work
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we will see in this period of history. Philippa Campbell says that she is drawn to
bi-cultural projects because they are by their very nature the most challenging,
dangerous and exciting projects. (Campbell 1996) Despite the strong emphasis
on local issues in Mudrooroo's writing, the willingness of the Aboriginal
company to engage with a text which is German in origin and post-modern in
form creates a genuinely new form of theatre, which is both local and
international in its form, and resolutely inter-cultural in its thematics. In diverse
ways, these plays illustrate some of the key strategies which are being employed
by bi-cultural writers and companies to come to terms with the 'betrayals' of
colonial histories, and, in Mudrooroo's words, to 'hi-jack the canon' onto new
flight-paths and into the uncharted territories of post-colonial performance.
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CHAPTER THREE
INTERFACE: THE HISTORICAL EVENT IN THEATRE AND FILM.
The four plays discussed in the previous chapter illustrate new ways in which
theatre artists in New Zealand and Australia are re-playing their post-colonial
histories. In this chapter, I expand this discussion by exploring the interface
between live and recorded drama, comparing the narrative and visual strategies
employed in plays and films which deal with similar 'historical' source material,
and the ways in which these strategies contribute to the historiographic projects
of the texts. Jack Davis' The Dreamers (1982) and Werner Herzog's Where the
Green Ants Dream (1984) both deal with the broad 'history' of colonization of
Australia and its ongoing effects on the Aboriginal peoples. In contrast,
Michaelanne Forster's Daughters of Heaven (1991) and Peter Jackson's Heavenly
Creatures (1994) both focus on a very specific historical event, the Parker /Hulme
murder of 1954, which I argue derives much of its dramatic potency from the
powerful impact of the case on New Zealand's social history. All four texts raise
questions in relation to national identity, but this is approached using different
strategies in each case. In The Dreamers, Jack Davis adopts a European dramatic
form, social realism, and merges it with Aboriginal performance, including dance
and storytelling, to show how the past has led to a crisis in the present for the
Nyoongah people of Western Australia. In Where the Green Ants Dream, a state
of crisis for Aboriginals in the present is traced to the alienation of their land and
culture through colonization, but the medium of film allows the director to
emphasize visual imagery rather than the detail of characterization, giving a
mythic dimension to the drama. The images of Aboriginality in the film,
however, are constructed as romanticized symbolism, contrasting strongly with
Davis' well-rounded characters, and Herzog's exploration of similar themes
ultimately leads to different conclusions from Davis' play. In contrast to these
texts which focus on the effects of colonization on indigenous peoples, the
Parker-Hulme story is significant for a relatively small Pakeha society, still in the
1950s seeking to define a settler identity separate from Britain. I will compare
the ways in which the play and the film dramatize the historical record, and how
these contribute to our perceptions of past 'realities.' Daughters of Heaven
focusses more on the social impact of the murder, whereas Heavenly Creatures
uses the fluidity of cinema to explore the subjectivity of Pauline's fantasy world.
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Both texts link the development of Pauline and Juliet's friendship to their
perception of New Zealand as a 'colonial' society. This chapter concludes with a
discussion of all four texts demonstrating how colonization is portrayed in terms
of loss for both indigenous and white settler communities, and by making some
conclusions about some differences and similarities between live and recorded
drama in historiographic analysis.
THE DREAMERS

The Dreamers was first performed in 1982, and subsequently Davis has written
two more plays - No Sugar (1985) and Barungin (1988) - to form the First Born
trilogy. The plays were performed together by the Marli Byol (Swan River)
Company and the Melbourne Theatre Company as an official bi-centenary
project in 1988.1 Although written first, The Dreamers is chronologically the
second of the three texts, and therefore when performed in sequence with the
other plays in 1988 the characters and situations in The Dreamers were seen in the
context of the historical events related in No Sugar. Like The Aboriginal Protestors,
The Dreamers illustrates the connections between the past and the present
through the life of the Dreaming. The play's emphasis on the lack of purpose in
the characters' present-day existence is always informed by their loss of
connection to the tribal past, and by the historic events which have caused their
current malaise. Like the plays studied in the previous chapter, The Dreamers
illustrates that for a post-colonial writer the present is always determined by
history.
Jack Davis' plays have been credited with raising white consciousness of
injustices inflicted on Aboriginal peoples. As we have seen in the previous
chapter, a collaborative theatrical project can potentially be an effective process
in creating knowledge and understanding, and in atoning for the wrongs of
colonial histories. Davis' work has also been the result of a bi-cultural approach,
through his long-term collaboration with the same white director, Andrew

At least one critic was aware of the irony of the production of Davis' trilogy in the year set
aside to 'celebrate' the colonization of Australia. Megan Stoyles wrote in the Melbourne Times
(17 May 1988), 'Sydney had the re-enactment of the First Fleet; we are infinitely more
fortunate to have The First Born.' (15).
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Ross.2 Suzanne Olb has commented that audiences for the First Born Trilogy
were '95 percent non-Aboriginal' (5), and Davis' plays gain much of their
emotional power by using European dramaturgical techniques to create a
collective catharsis in a white audience. This catharsis, however, is not
necessarily effective as counter-discourse, and in fact white Australian
commentators have been eager to embrace Davis as one of their own. Ken
Healey has written, 'If Jack Davis had not become a playwright, Australian
theatre would have needed to invent him ... his place in our theatre is
seminal'(16) and his biographer Keith Chesson calls him 'above all a great
Australian.'(35) The desire by these writers to praise Davis as an 'Australian'
playwright suggests that they wish to absorb Davis' concerns into the
generalized comfort zones of 'national identity' and to avoid any potentially
divisive labels such as 'Aboriginal.' Therefore the body of writing on Davis'
work, much of it by white writers, has created its own mythology, and
demonstrates the ability of settler communities to take the 'edge' off critical texts
by enacting a collective catharsis and making displays of 'white guilt.' This is
clearly demonstrated in a review of Davis' No Sugar by James Waites which
distances the writer from 'uncivilized' Australians who presumably do not
endorse the Aboriginal struggle:
Audiences are loving this play, and rightly so, because better than most
plays by white Australians, it speaks to them clearly and eloquently
about matters close to their heart. Most Australians civilized enough to
bother with the theatre appreciate any closing up of the current abyss
between Aboriginal and other Australians. Not only for all the right
political and social reasons, but because the creative strands of our
culture cannot develop without some coming together of the twin
traditions.(17)
By his implied empathy with Davis' themes, Waites disassociates 'civilized' white
Australians from the injustices of the past and places himself on the 'right' side of
the Aboriginal debate, and his elitist tone tends towards a paternalistic attitude to
Aboriginal drama. Although this review articulates an awareness of the need to
reconcile white Australia's sense of guilt about the past with a bi-cultural present,
the 'creative' partnerships which Waites envisages must be reinforced by
genuine legal compensation to Aboriginal peoples for what has been lost.
This collaboration is analyzed in Suzanne Olb's article 'The White Problem: Jack Davis'
Confronting Realism.'
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Waites' review demonstrates that in viewing a play by Davis, a white audience is
able to purge its conscience, but this is a white process of coming to terms with
the past, which does not necessarily advance the Aboriginal political cause.
There is an irony in Waites' snobbish implication that only 'civilized' Australians
attend theatre, because white 'civilization' is itself the antagonist in Davis' plays.
In this irony is contained the root of Davis' interest in the theatre which, as
Waites perhaps unwittingly reveals, is itself an agent of the cultural colonization
of Australia. 3 Davis' adoption of the techniques of European theatre is therefore
in itself subversive. As Olb writes, Davis' theatre is politically motivated, and it is
'to white people in particular that Davis addresses his message.' (6) Davis' work
explores the theatre's potential to influence middle-class white audiences, and
therefore significant sectors of public opinion.
Davis' dramatic work draws on two major traditions. The first is that of the
theatre as a political forum, which can be directly traced to the origins of
European drama in the plays of Ancient Greece. This tradition has been carried
on in the twentieth century through dialectical epic theatre, social realism, agitprop and Boal's Forum Theatre. The second tradition is that of Aboriginal
storytelling, which is a far older form, as indicated by Neville Bonner in 'Jagara
Land', his address to the National Indigenous Writers and Playwrights
Conference at Bardon, Brisbane on 29 April 1996:
ere Moses led his enslaved people from Egypt, we the Aborigines and
Torres Strait Islanders of Australia were creative writers, playwrights,
tellers of stories. There would have been writings for women, for men,
for children, tales of history, from Dreamtime, stories of courage,
tragedy and great humour .... We have been informed that our
ancestors were the world's first artists .... (9)
In reminding the audience that Aboriginal arts pre-date Moses, Bonner is
refuting the notion that the artistic tradition in Australia is based on the legacy of
European classical and renaissance models, an impression reinforced by the
study of such writers as Shakespeare in mainstream educational institutions. The
During the nineteenth century, popular melodrama consistently 'normalized' the white
presence in Australia. For example, in George Darrell's The Sunny South, Matt Morley and
Bubs Berkley (who was 'born in the bush') are presented as likeable and heroic examples of a
white Australian character. This is in sharp contrast to effete and ineffectual English
characters such as Ivo Carne and Clarice Chester and to Black Tracker Jim, whose marginal
function in the narrative involves serving the interests of the white characters.
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assumption of cultural superiority by whites is reflected in the constant reference
to Australia and New Zealand as 'new' or 'young' countries, while their art is
demeaned in status by being labelled as 'new' literatures. By drawing attention
to at least forty thousand years of artistic practice, Bonner questions the primary
status given to the European artistic tradition in Australia. Jack Davis himself has
called attention to this cultural snobbery by inverting the assumed superiority of
a European historical writing: 'A limited conceptualization of history means ...
that white people are unable to grasp the huge amount of time before their
arrival.' (Olb, 6) In The Dreamers Davis illustrates how the machines of white
culture have imposed this limited conceptualization of history on the Aboriginal
characters. This is emphasized in the scene where we see Meena learning about
Aboriginal history through reading a textbook. (31-4)
In order to make best use of drama as a political forum, Davis does not reject
European dramatic form. Rather, he predominantly uses social realism for its
accessibility to a white audience in order to give his political message maximum
impact in the broader Australian society. 4 In The Dreamers Davis also merges
this realism with the ancient Aboriginal arts of storytelling, music and dance. In
Writing from the Fringe, Mudrooroo comments favourably on Davis' blending of
supernatural or surreal elements in The Dreamers with realistic plot and character,
as an appropriate theatrical device for staging 'Aboriginal reality'. (124) For
Mudrooroo, to be effective politically, Aboriginal theatre needs to 'escape from
genre entrapment', because genre reflects European perspectives on reality
rather than the 'natural' world. (126) In this argument, Mudrooroo uses Davis'
plays to make a very interesting point about theatre and history. He praises The
Dreamers for its complexity of time and structure, but criticizes No Sugar for
conforming not only to the naturalist genre, but also to a European concept of
'history'. Because in No Sugar 'time and reality' is restricted to an historical
setting in the 1930s, the 'Aboriginal' structure of the play is 'lessened'. (126)
Mudrooroo's suspicion of generic categories and naturalist representation recalls
Audre Lorde's contentious phrase 'the master's tools will never dismantle the
master's house.(223) Although Davis' work is presented in a form which is
In 1930s Germany, George Lukacs argued that social realism was the most effective artistic
genre for bringing about social change, because it was accessible and easily understood by the
'broad mass of the people'. Brecht took issue with Lukacs, writing that only the avant garde
could bring about real change. See Georg Lukacs, 'Realism in the Balance' and Bertolt Brecht,
'Against Georg Lukacs'.
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palatable to the 'master' culture, its subversive potential lies in its ability to reforge the 'tools' into an Aboriginal context which also takes account of the fact
that many Aboriginals live in cities, and therefore their day to day 'realities' are
conditioned as much by globalized urban cultural norms as by traditional beliefs.
Realism is the most familiar mode of drama to many Aboriginal audiences
because it is the dominant style in television and film. In her study Well, I heard it
on the Radio and I saw it on the Television ... , Marcia Langton examines the
enormous influence of visual media on constructions of Aboriginality, pointing
out that people living a traditional lifestyle in remote areas would react very
differently to white cinematic representations of Aboriginality to urban
audiences who share 'something of the history and myth-making' of the filmmakers. (14) Dramatic representation is a language, and by using social realism
Davis acknowledges it as a form of expression which can be recognized and
absorbed by his own people. Furthermore, Davis shapes this language in terms
which accommodate both contemporary realities and traditional notions of
'history'. In The Dreamers, as the title suggests, the interweaving of past and
present, of surrealism and naturalism, creates an on-stage evocation of the
Dreaming, an alternative to a white way of looking at the past. It cannot be
argued, however, that this hybridity constitutes a 'new' style of theatre, because,
as Olb has written, Davis' interpolation of the symbolic into realist drama is
similar to techniques used by Ibsen, Chekhov and Strindberg.(5) The dominance
of realism in the play is appropriate for other reasons. Historically, theatrical
realism and naturalism were influenced by nineteenth-century scientific theories
from Darwin to Freud, which saw the arts as a vehicle for the detailed study of
human behaviour. The assumptions of superiority and control which went with
this scientific approach were easily translated into colonialist politics. Davis'
deliberate use of social realism is therefore particularly apt because it is a method
of narrative construction derived historically from the very ideologies he is
critiquing. Gorky's The Lower Depths (1902) established social realism as a form
which emphasized the poor, the disempowered and the often sordid minutiae of
daily life. In The Dreamers, Davis uses this emphasis to avoid any suggestion of
nostalgia or sentiment in his representation of Aboriginality, though this has also
caused him to be criticized by his own people. In his introduction to the first
publication of The Dreamers, Ronald M. Berndt comments that many Aborigines
who saw the play remarked that it would 'reinforce the stereotype Europeans
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have of urban Aborigines' .(xiv) Davis answers such criticisms by emphasizing
the political potential of this kind of theatre:
I don't have to or intend to apologise because it happens to be a fact of
Aboriginal existence. It's caused by the socio-economic conditions which
they live under - and it's not peculiar to Aborigines because it
happens all over the world to those who are deprived. The only way
we can cure these things is not by sweeping them under the carpet, but
by bringing them out in the open. (Olb, 4)
The debates surrounding the style and content of Davis' plays highlight the
difficulties for a post-colonial playwright who attempts to represent historical
issues on the public stage. Perceptions of the work will be very different
depending on whether the spectator is Aboriginal or white. There can be no
doubt, however, that Jack Davis has been very successful in making visible the
suppressed history of Aboriginal experience since colonization. When performed
in London in 1988, No Sugar took Davis' anti-colonialist dialectics back to one of
the prime sites of the European colonial enterprise, and served the function of
educating British audiences about Aboriginal grievances. In the different cultural
context, the social realist style retained its effectiveness, convincing audiences of
the 'truth' of the historical realities depicted in the play. Critic Malcolm Hay
comments that 'there's a striking honesty and directness about the
performances.'(35) and this 'honesty' was very effective in persuading British
audiences to accept the play's reassessment of colonial history, as evidenced by
Michael Billington when he writes, that No Sugar 'both sends us out knowing
more than when we came in and that reminds us that drama is a form of
anthropology.'(35) Billington therefore draws attention to the pedagogical and
anthropological power of Davis' drama, which not only proves that Davis has
succeeded in making visible the suppressed history of Aboriginal experience
since colonization, but also that he has created an effective form of counterdiscursive drama from a genuinely bi-cultural base. As Mudrooroo suggests,
however, the structural emphasis in No Sugar on dates and chronological
storytelling, set in a clearly identified 'historical' past reflects the 'European' linear
concept of history. The play is therefore effective in presenting an 'alternative'
history to audiences told from an Aboriginal point of view, but it does not
question the European conception of 'history' itself. The Dreamers is more
effective as historiographic drama because its juxtaposition of the realist form
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with images of the past is an effective method of combining present day
Aboriginal 'realities', including the influence of urbanization and the media, with
the traditional concepts of the Dreaming. John McCallum writes of the plays of
Nowra and Sewell, that 'history in such plays is not seen as an objective pattern
of events, nor as a pattern of events imposed on the work, but as a fundamental
structure which we continually make' (157), and The Dreamers similarly reflects
this view of history as a construct which makes the past an inherent part of the
present.
Although the narrative of The Dreamers is set in the suburbs of present-day
Perth, each act opens and closes with images of a tribal family. The current
situation of Aboriginals is therefore framed by images of the past illustrati..ng
physically on stage the continuing presence of the 'past' in the present. All three
texts on Aboriginal subjects under discussion in this thesis (The Aboriginal
Protestors, The Dreamers and Where the Green Ants Dream) share the same
characteristic - stories analyzing the present by evoking the traces of history.
Davis' play and Herzog's film also share reference to The Dreaming in their
titles. For Aboriginals, the Dreaming (or Dreamtime) is the period in which the
earth was created, and is a concept which exists both in the past and the present,
as explained by Peter Sutton:
In the myths, Dreamings are born, live and sometimes die, but they are
also eternally present. The spiritual dimension or domain in which they
have their existence is the Dreaming, also sometimes referred to as The
Dreamtime. Because it is foundational, the Dreaming is sometimes
described as the beginning of the world. (15)
The opening image of The Dreamers depicts a tribal family crossing an
escarpment silhouetted against the 'first light of dawn'. The 'dawn' image
suggests a far distant past, symbolizing perhaps the 'beginning of the world', or
the 'dawn of time.' The slow walking of the family, together with the singing of a
tribal song is evocative both of the 'foundational' existence of the Dreaming and
of the tribal pilgrimages following the traditional songlines. In The Songlines,
Bruce Chatwin describes how the world was sung into existence by totemic
beings during the Dreamtime, and how the invisible pathways created by these
beings are still traversed in the present by their descendants. (2) Furthermore,
through traversing these songlines, the Aboriginals whom Chatwin meets are
confirming their identity by re-enacting, or re-singing the journeys of their
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ancestors. The family in The Dreamers therefore, represents the re-staging of
cultural identity which links the past and the present with a kind of ritual
performance. This image segues into a poem delivered by Uncle W orru in a
spotlight lamenting the passing of this tribal culture. The characters in the play
have become trapped in suburbia and lost touch with their Dreamings. Using
Sutton's definition, this means that not only have they lost their cultural identity,
but also their sense of history, and are disconnected from the present. The
Dreaming is represented in the play in two ways. The first is the image of the
tribal family which represents a symbolic 'historical' progression throughout the
play. When they are seen again at the end of Act One, the family are in chains,
and at the beginning of Act Two they are carrying their possessions in boxes and
dressed in 'shabby period clothes.' These images suggest a movement from precontact times to invasion and finally the official attempts to assimilate
Aboriginals into white culture. The carrying of possessions and the wearing of
European clothing recalls the enforced move of the Nyoongah families from
Northam to Moore River, a story which is told fully in No Sugar. 5 The second
representation of the Dreamtime is the figure of the Dancer, who is conjured up
by Worru's memory. It is unclear whether the Dancer is Worru's friend Milbart,
Worru himself, or whether he simply represents a spirit from Worru's
Dreaming. The stylized images of the family and the dancer are the on-stage
embodiment of the past and, apart from the monologues by Worru and Dolly,
the only significant break from the realism of the play. Worru's loss of
connection with his culture, and therefore his identity, is emphasized by the
action of the play, most notably in the scene after he has come home from
hospital. He objects to Peter's disco dancing, announces that 'me and Nindal we
danced for the Prince of New South Wales,' and attempts drunkenly to perform
an old tribal dance. To the derision of the others, he dances his 'stumbling
version' until he trips and falls over. The scene emphasizes that Worru is the
only one who has any memory of traditional rituals (as symbolized by the
dance), but that his attempts to pass on this knowledge are frustrated by his
alcoholism which is itself linked to the introduced culture of the colonizer.
Furthermore, Worru's reference to the 'Prince of New South Wales' shows that
The performance of the plays together in 1988 enabled these images of the tribal family in
The Dreamers to be clearly connected to the past by using the actors from the earlier play : 'An
image of Joe and Mary which occurs in No Sugar is represented in The Dreamers, resuscitated
through the memory of old Popeye Joe. Simple staging devices establish the story of Mary and
Joe as symbols for two hundred years of oppression.' See Olb ( 7).
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his memory of the dance is connected not to his own people, but to performing
it in deference to colonial authority. At this moment, the realistic scene is frozen,
and a new light reveals the Dancer for the first time, dancing passionately to the
didjiridoo and clap sticks before a 'dramatic red sky.'(86) In this scene Davis uses
the rapid juxtaposition of two images to emphasize the deterioration of
Aboriginal culture through time. The freeze and the lighting change produces an
effect akin to a cinematic cut, except that the scene in the kitchen is still physically
present onstage, creating two simultaneous levels of reality. In this moment live
performance is used as a metaphor for Aboriginal culture and performance is
both the form and the content of Davis' ideas.
Worru and Dolly are the only characters who express their memories in ways
that link them to the Dreaming. Worru's poem at the beginning of the play is a
lament for the loss of the tribal past:
Now we who were there
who were young
are now old and live in suburbia
and my longing is an echo
a re-occurring dream,
coming back along the track
from where the campfires used to gleam.(73)
This speech identifies a desire to recover the past, the site of the cultural values
which have been lost, as a major theme in the play. The campfire represents the
nomadic nature of the tribal past, the temporary resting place on one's travels. It
is also the place where dance and storytelling occurs, and therefore, knowledges
are passed on. The campfire is both a spiritual 'home' and a performance space. 6
The poem sets up an opposition between an idealized past and a dislocated
present, between the positive associations of the campfire and the misery of life
in the suburbs.7 The recollection of Worru's youth serves as a reminder that

Performance artist Laurie Anderson relates the connection between the campfire and
storytelling to the developing technologies which are a major influence in contemporary
theatre: 'For me, electronics have always been connected to storytelling. Maybe because
storytelling began when people used to sit around fires and because fire is magic, compelling and
dangerous. We are transfixed by its light and by its destructive power. Electronics are modem
fires.' (175)
7 This is also a common theme in Maori drama, for example Riwia Brown's Roimata and Hone
Kouka's Waiora. In Lee Tarnahori's Once Were Warriors urbanization is shown to have led to
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with the passage of time Aboriginal values continue to erode. The recurring
nature of his dream shows that he cannot escape the memory of the past - it
continues to haunt him throughout the play. His only way of escape is through
alcohol. The younger men in the family have no memory of the tribal past that
Worru dreams of . They have to be reminded by Meena, a schoolgirl, that
Aboriginals have not always had guns and flour to make a meal of kangaroo and
damper. (102) This moment emphasizes not only the loss of self-sufficiency skills
that has occurred for characters like Roy and Eli, but also their lack of access to
their cultural 'history', their tribal knowledges. When Worru tells them the story
of the moodgah tree gaining its strength from the human souls which visit the
flowering tree, the others are momentarily spellbound, but Peter immediately
dismisses Worru's knowledge with disco music. (85-6) The inability of the other
characters to recognize the value of Worru's memory as a resource is one of the
tragic elements of the story. Dolly however realizes that Worru's knowledge
will be lost with his death, and encourages him to share memories of Moore
River. The past is equated with good memories, such as the plentiful food which
they gathered in the summertime.(97) Dolly treasures Worru and reassures him
with the words 'Never mind, Uncle, you're still with us, you're moorditj, you
gonna live to be one hundred', despite the fact that he is mortally ill.(98) She
knows that when he is gone, more of the knowledge of the past will die with
him, because her own memories of the tribal past are restricted to her childhood
at Mogumber. She recalls that she has not seen a corroboree since she was at
Moore River - another indicator of the erosion of traditional rituals in the urban
setting. Worru's memories reveal the extent to which the family has wandered
in the past (Minilya, Mogumber, Grass Valley), but this moving around was
natural to them in contrast to their lack of movement in the suburbs which has
stifled them. The tribal past is differentiated from the 'colonial' period, which is
evoked when Dolly tells the men the story of Worru being beaten by the boss
with a stock whip and left tied up in the sun. This memory of a past
characterized by oppression exists alongside of the past defined by the
Dreaming, and these differing 'histories' are indistinguishable from the present
realities in the play. This is emphasized by Worru's increasing obsession with
the memory of Milbart who died at Moore River. Worru's evocation of Milbart
provides the link to the dancer, who when he makes a fire in response to
a deterioration in traditional whanau values, in contrast to the positive cultural values of the
marae.
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Worru's request serves as a physical image of the old man's memory. (120) The
rituals enacted by the Dancer (lighting the fire, featherfoot, taking off the leaves)
provide the strongest visual contrast to the sordid naturalistic environment in
the house and reveal in their precision and beauty how much has been lost. The
Dancer's placement in a different space suggests a spatial relationship between
past and present, which can be viewed by the audience as part of the same
image.
One of the primary signifiers of loss of identity for colonized peoples is the
displacement of their language by the use of English. Because the Nyoongah
language is one of the knowledges that has been lost for most of the characters,
Nyoongah words used in the play can be seen as further traces of the past.
Uncle Worru, as the representative of connections with the past in the play,
intersperses Nyoongah language with English. As he gets closer to death,
however, his language breaks down into a 'mournful litany, half English, half
Nyoongah.'(110) This creates a similar effect to the ravings of Black Jack in
Whaea Kairau, and as in Taylor's play, the breakdown of language can be seen as
an indicator of an 'identity crisis' brought about by colonization. These scenes
depicting linguistic fragmentation emphasize the difficulty of attempting to
express oneself in the language of the oppressive culture. The 'purest'
expressions in Nyoongah language are the songs of Worru and the Dancer, and
the lament which the dancer sings at the moment of Worru's death is the
strongest expression of anti-colonial protest in the play:
Nitja Wetjala, warrah, warrah!
Gnullarah dumbart noychwa.
Noychwa, noychwa, noychwa.
Wetjala kie-e-ny gnullarah dumbart.
Kie-e-ny, kie-e-ny, kie-e-ny,
Kie-e-ny.
['The white man is evil, evil!
My people are dead.
Dead, dead, dead.
The white man kill my people.
Kill, kill, kill,
Kill.] (13 7)
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This song makes the connection between the death of a 'people' and Worru's
death in the white man's hospital. This strengthens the symbolic function of
Worru in the narrative, and explicitly reveals the Nyoongah language as the
language of resistance. Although the image of Dancer suggests the past, his
presence on stage makes the past present. In this song, as in Worru's song at the
end of Act Two Scene Two, it is made clear that the Nyoongah language is not an
artefact of the past, but a living language which articulates a strong artistic,
spiritual and political voice. Although the play primarily depicts the suburban
Aboriginal in terms of struggle, this is not a struggle without hope. Eli, Roy and
Dolly also regularly use intersperse Nyoongah words with English, and despite
her lack of knowledge of Nyoongah culture, Dolly is the strongest indicator in
the play that the culture can be renewed. As Justine Saunders has written, 'Dolly
is a wonderful Jack Davis heroine. She will make sure that Meena and Shane
finish school, money or no money.' Saunders sees that Dolly's tenacity
represents the political imperative that 'the Nyoongah spirit will survive.' (ix)
Although Uncle Worru's death symbolically suggests that Nyoongah language
and culture has 'died', the presence onstage of the Aboriginal actors, and the
selective use of their language, is tangible evidence that their culture is being
revitalized.
Like Worru's fragmented language, the set design for the play also suggests the
chaos which colonization and urbanization have brought to the Nyoongah
characters. In successive scenes the kitchen/living room set becomes
progressively more littered with empty bottles, discarded clothing, dirty dishes,
sleeping bodies, rubbish, cigarette packets. The stage directions at the beginning
of Act Two suggest that the family's living environment has become even more
of a mess, and as it is now winter, the deterioration of the weather also
symbolizes things getting worse with the passage of time. The increasingly
squalid conditions provide a visual barometer of the family's decline. But Davis
implies that the family itself is contributing to this decline through their own
lethargy and addictions, as evidenced by an exchange between Roy and Eli when
Eli is cleaning up after his fight with Robert over the card game:
ELI: What a bloody mess.
ROY: You made it, man, you made it.
ELI: I didn't do it all on my bloody own.(135)
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In this moment Eli at first denies, then acknowledges his own culpability in the
deterioration of the family. But he also suggests that there are larger forces at
work in the 'mess' which has been created for Aboriginals by colonization.
These larger forces are the colonial institutions, chiefly the school, the hospital,
the welfare department, and the law which dominate the Wallitch family's life.
In Act One, Peter groups these institutions under the general title of 'the system',
and Eli expounds the virtues of 'playing along with the system.'(84) It is clear
from this exchange that the family must either find ways of adapting to the
machineries of the colonizer, or be crushed by them. Shane's homework
requires him to learn the names of European capital cities, rather than the culture
of his own people.(100) Meena is doing a project on Aboriginals, but she finds
that Uncle Worru knows things that are not mentioned in her history
books.(103) This emphasizes the selectiveness of written histories, which reflect
the preoccupations of the historian rather than of those who, like Worru, have
'lived' the history. The scene deliberately juxtaposes an oral history with a
written one, and questions the reliability and subjectivity of official histories.
After a late-night drinking session, Meena's homework is trampled underfoot,
and as she gets older, Meena loses interest in school. Uncle Worru's suspicion of
the hospital seems to be borne out by the fact that it's at the hospital where he
finally dies. The welfare department provides the cheques with which the
characters buy their alcohol and cigarettes. From Act One Scene Two, when Roy
gives Peter the children's lunch money to go and buy port, the men in the family
consistently take any chance they can to get money for booze. The family suffers
as a result. Dolly reprimands Worru for being 'drunk already' when he has only
been out of hospital for two hours. (92) As these examples show, the family's
problems are all caused by institutions associated with colonial authority,
reversing the common evocation of Australia's 'Aboriginal problem' and
showing that the 'problem' is a 'white' one. The most potent symbol of colonial
oppression is the gaol, which is almost a second home for Eli, who jokes about
his relationship with the police:
ELI: Yeah, Sergeant thought about puttin' a brass name plate on the
door for me; Elijah William Zakariah Wallitch. (78)
The aligning of Eli's full name with the institution illustrates how the character
has come to identify not with his own spiritual 'home', but with a colonial
institution. As the theatre is a space which exhibits the performing body in order
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to open up discourse, the prison is a space which is designed to hide and control
the dissenting body and to prevent discourse. Eli's speech reminds us that
Aboriginal men make up a disproportionate percentage of Australia's prison
population. The locking away of Aboriginality in prisons has been a colonial
strategy since 1788, a convenient method of making the 'problem' invisible.
Even the brass nameplate Eli envisages is an image of the invader culture, and
the sense of belonging which Eli craves is located in the cell, which is a direct
contrast to the open escarpment over which the tribal family travels in the
opening moments of the play. The humour implicit in Eli's relationship with the
gaol is contrasted with Dolly's fears that her son Peter will end up in the same
place. When Dolly asks Peter to phone up a radio request for his cousins at
Gnowangerup, he reminds her that they are still in gaol after breaking parole.
(98) Soon afterwards, Dolly has to rescue Peter himself from a night in gaol, and
by the beginning of Act Two, Peter has gone away to prison for some
unspecified offence. Like the alcohol, the gaol is seen as an environment from
which the only escape is death. The issue of Aboriginal deaths in custody is
raised in an exchange between Roy and Eli:
ROY: You and your boot polish cocktail, bloody paint thinners. That's
what's killing those stupid black bastards down there, not what they're
gittin' round the back.
ELI: Bullshit! I still reckin they knocked old Sandy off and dumped him
back in the cell ... heart failure be buggered; number nines killed 'im, that's
for sure.(83)
This exchange illustrates a dialectic which is consistent throughout the play. Are
Aboriginals responsible for their own fate, or are they caught up in a destructive
process over which they have little or no control? The consistent emphasis in the
play on the repressive functions of these institutions stresses the lack of control
and self-determination which Aboriginal Australians experience under the
colonial regime. For Peter, these brushes with gaol as a teenager are prophetic.
In the final play of the trilogy, Barungin, the climax is Peter's death in custody
and the final image in the play is that of Meena reciting the names of Aboriginal
prisoners who have died in custody since 1984. (60-1) Unlike the fictional Peter,
these names are real, and Davis ends the trilogy by bringing the 'historical'
reality up to date. 8 Few images of colonization as an apocalypse can be as
The same device is used as the end of Richard Attenborough's anti-apartheid film Cry
Freedom, and in Mtwa, Ngema and Simon's Woza Albert.
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powerful as that of the death in custody. The prison is a literal symbol of the
capturing of Aboriginal values and the curtailing of their freedom.
The trilogy format enables Davis to tell the story of a representative Aboriginal
family over three generations, allowing him to chart the history of Aboriginal
experience through much of the twentieth century. The theme of family is
emphasized further because not only is the Wallitch clan based on Davis' own
family, but also many of the actors in the First Born season were relatives of
Davis. 9 This makes the trilogy a very personal story for Davis, but in the same
way as Sally Morgan's My Place, the specific experiences of one family evoke
stories which are common to many. These images of family unity can be seen as
a metaphor for Aboriginal political solidarity, but it is clear that this may not
easily be achieved. Despite the closeness of the Wallitch extended family, they
consistently fight both among themselves and with other Aboriginals. Eli
reveals that he was beaten up, not by whites, but by 'Nyoongahs, me own
fuckin' people.'(84) Even the 'successful' cousin Robert, the legal aid officer, calls
Eli a 'black bastard'(133) as a prelude to the climactic fight, which would sound
more offensive if Eli himself had not been using the same terminology
throughout the play. This lack of solidarity is further emphasized by adopting
the racist preconceptions of white society, such as when Eli calls the Nyoongahs
who try to beg money from him 'real bloody dinkum out and out bludgers',
apparently oblivious to the irony that he himself gained the money by begging.
(105) Dolly discourages Meena from making friends with other Aboriginal
teenagers, saying 'I dunno why you can't get some decent friends instead of
those barefooted blackfellas you muck around with all the time.'(116) Dolly's
implication that black friends are not 'decent' illustrates the degree to which her
perceptions have been shaped by the prejudices of the dominant culture. Eli
goes so far as to support the white institutions rather than his own culture when
he says 'I still reckon he's better off in hospital than someone mumblin' a lot of
blackfella bullshit over him.' (126) Comments like this are indicators of how
white culture has successfully altered the loyalties of Aboriginals away from their
own people and cultural practices. Shortly afterwards, Eli illustrates an apparent
acceptance of Christian authority when he says, 'If it's in the Bible it's bloody
true.'(127) Eli's argument suggests that for a colonized people, truth-value has
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Davis himself played Billy in No Sugar and Uncle Worru in The Dreamers.
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come to be determined largely by the beliefs and values of the dominant culture.
Peter's reference to 'the system' which has divided Aboriginals (84), refers to the
historical division of Aboriginal communities by official miscegenation policies. 10
The thematic emphasis on disunity in the family shows how effective the 'divide
and rule' tactics of the colonizer have been in the past, but unlike the conclusion
of The Aboriginal Protestors, the play does not end with an image of political
solidarity. Instead, Dolly's speech to Worru, who is now back on the path of his
Dreaming, implies that a more positive future for her family rests on reclaiming
the values of the past in a way that is appropriate for the present. The play
proposes no resolution for the family, because no simple resolution is possible in
reality, but it is clear that the performance itself is a way of redefining the
Dreaming through the medium of theatre.
Unlike the climactic declaration in The Aboriginal Protestors, the conclusion of The
Dreamers does not promote 'magic' solutions for the difficulties faced by the
characters. The realist convention requires that the promise of a 'happy ending'
is consistently deferred. Meena, who is full of promise cl.nd is learning about
Aboriginal history, has by the second act lost interest in school and sport. Her
dishevelled appearance on her return from her date with Ross Mumblin, whose
VS panel van boasts a stereo and a bed, suggests that she may soon join the
ranks of pregnant teenagers. (135) Peter is saved from jail by his parents in Act
One, but by Act Two is doing time up at Woorooloo. (111) Uncle Worru (Popeye
Joe) is the same Joseph whose move back to Northam with Mary and the new
baby at the end of No Sugar contained the promise of a better future. The
Dreamers shows that the future has not delivered on that promise from the
previous play. If anything, suburbia is more deadly than the prison camp at
Moore River, a point made clear early in the play when Dolly says 'I wish we 'ad
a decent place to live in. No hot water, no locks on the doors, worse than livin' in
a bloody camp.' (76) The death of Uncle Worru represents the death of any
sense that Aboriginal culture can survive while it is dependent on the trappings
of white culture. Such trappings are seen to be consistently destructive. The port
has made the men alcoholics, the cigarettes have given them crippling coughs,
the law has made them criminals. Even the white hospital cannot provide solace,

Sally Morgan's My Place provides a moving account of how families were separated by the
authorities.
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as evidenced by the ongoing debate in the play as to whether Uncle W orru
should see the Nyoongah doctor.
This deterioration leads inevitably to death. Because he is the symbolic
connection with the past, both through his age and because he was the symbol
of hope at the end of No Sugar, Worru's death seems to signal defeat for the
family. In this sense The Dreamers is shaped like a classical tragedy, with Worru as
the 'flawed' hero who is unaware of the forces which have shaped his destiny.
But in this play the 'fall' is not brought about by destiny or the gods, but by the
human agency of the forces of colonization. As in Greek tragedy, the death
occurs offstage, Dolly becomes the messenger who delivers the news, Shane lets
out a cry of lament, and finally Dolly makes a choric-like commentary to end the
play. The overall tone of the play, however, is not bleak, because the tragic
elements of the narrative are consistently relieved by humour. Despite the
men's alcoholism being the cause of many of the family's problems, Davis
extracts comedy from moments such as Eli stealing a half bottle of port from
Roy (89) and Worru pretending to sleep to avoid Dolly's wrath at his complicity
in drinking away the children's lunch money. (95) Since the Biblical plays of the
Middle Ages, comedy has been used in the European theatre to make serious
material more engaging for audiences. But the humour serves a different
function in an Aboriginal play, as Brian Syron has written:
You see the thing that the Aboriginal people have is that in all the
despair you have the ability to laugh ... You understand that the
oppressor can take over your body but they can't take over your mind,
they can't take your spirit from you ... And out of that, when people
realize it, you can laugh at the absurdity of the situation. I mean, yes,
there are times when you are in the depths of despair, but there is a
kind of an innate kindness and camaraderie and humour that's there
with Aboriginal people. (1993b, 132-3)
The humour in The Dreamers therefore, is one aspect of Aboriginality which has
survived the ravages of history; indeed it has become an essential tool for
survival. Through their laughter, the characters retain their humanity and their
Nyoongah spirit. A sense of humour is one of Davis' chief strategies for
subverting the idea that the historical suppression of Aboriginality has been
completed, despite outward appearances.
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The Dreamers is a historiographic play because its narrative shows the past and
the present happening at the same time on stage. Rather than merely providing
an 'alternative' history, as Davis does in No Sugar, it represents the past, through
images and the characters' memories, as an intrinsic part of the present. Through
appropriating the form of social realism in a domestic setting, Davis strongly
evokes images of recognizable present-day 'realities', and frames these with the
language and imagery of Dreaming time which, though 'lost' in a pre-colonial
past, are simultaneously re-created in the present on stage as an act of resistance
against the dominance of the Eurocentric version of history as a continuum
which has led to the loss of Aboriginal self-determination. As Mudrooroo has
'framed' a German text with images of Aboriginal resistance, so Davis frames
images of the present with images of the historical suppression of Aboriginality,
as represented through the family following their songlines and the Dancer's
physical representation of Dreaming narratives. These performative images
counter-act the negative associations of the realist scenes, and provide visual
proof of the survival of the Nyoongah spirit. This spirit is further evoked
through the use of humour which, as Brian Syron has indicated, is self-reflexive
and critical. In The Dreamers, Davis both explores and subverts the white
Australian concept of an Aboriginal 'problem', and by the inclusion of the play in
a trilogy spanning several decades, he places this debate in the context of a wider
history.
WHERE THE GREEN ANTS DREAM
I have chosen to compare The Dreamers and Where the Green Ants Dream (1984)
for several reasons. Firstly, both titles share reference to the Dreaming, and I will
explore the ways in which Herzog adapts 'Dreaming' imagery to his own
concerns. Secondly, both examine a present-day 'reality' which is determined by
the processes of Australian post-colonial history, and therefore have
historiographic elements. Thirdly, both date from the early 1980s and are
among the first dramatic works to seriously attempt to present a pro-Aboriginal
perspective on colonial history. Fourthly, Davis' play provides an Aboriginal
view of colonialism whereas Herzog's film provides a view from an outside
culture, one which is not directly implicated in the colonization of Australia.
Finally, the use of different media to dramatize the relationship between the past
and the present has significant implications for the representation of 'Aboriginal'
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history. In this discussion I examine the dramatic strategies and thematic
implications of Where the Green Ants Dream, and compare these with elements of
The Dreamers. I conclude with a discussion of the relative effectiveness of theatre
and film as media for historiographic analysis, and examine the potential of each
medium for reconstructing our belief in the authority of 'history'.
Werner Herzog's films are characterized by protagonists who are marginalized
individualists pitting themselves against nature in remote locations, and Where
the Green Ants Dream is no exception. Some of Herzog's most successful films
explicitly place this 'man versus nature' theme in the context of European
colonization. Aguirre Wrath of God (1972) shows the fruitless quest for El Dorado
by Spanish conquistadors exploring the Amazon basin. In this film, the greed of
the colonizers overpowers their reason, and they fail to survive the elemental
forces of the jungle. In Fitzcarraldo (1982), the protagonist persuades a tribe of
Peruvian Indians to haul a ship over a mountain in the hope of realizing his
dream of bringing opera to the Amazon. Both of these films contain a
fascination with the obsessive desires which contributed to the colonization of
many parts of the globe by European superpowers. Post-colonial issues raised in
Where the Green Ants Dream such as the ownership and exploitation of land, and
conflicting belief systems, are consistent with the themes of Herzog's earlier
work.
The genesis of Where the Green Ants Dream has some similarities to the
Mudrooroo/Muller Project. Like Fischer and Muller, Herzog is German, and in
making the film he entered into a collaboration with Aboriginal actors to
articulate a sympathetic examination of inter-racial tension in Australia. There is
no writer credited on the film, but it is believed to have been written by Herzog
himself. As we have seen in the previous chapter, Mudrooroo believes that
Heiner Muller is not really interested in the political struggles of colonized
peoples, but rather, as an East German, he is only interested in 'the stagnation of
defeat.' (Fischer, 20) A similar emphasis on defeat can be found in Herzog's film.
The first image of the film is a tornado sweeping across the desert, while a title
reads 'In memory of my mother'. This immediately suggests a thematic
preoccupation with destruction and death, enhanced by the simultaneous use of
Faun~'s Requiem on the soundtrack, while the epigraph reminds the audience of
Herzog' s auteur status and the personal nature of his filmmaking. I have argued
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that Davis' play rejects the notion of defeat through devices such as traditional
performance, language and humour, and uses performance as resistance. In
contrast, Herzog's film uses the cinematic possibilities of scenic image-making to
emphasize the defeat of Aboriginal cultures in the face of colonization, and to use
this as a metaphor for a perceived decline of Western civilization.
The first significant difference between Davis' play and Herzog's film is that the
latter features a white protagonist, Hackett, which immediately suggests that the
film's focus is on a white perception of Aboriginality. The action of the film
focusses on the demand by Aboriginal protestors that a mining company
withdraw from their ancestral lands, which are identified as the place where the
'green ants dream'. The Aboriginals say that the mining is driving the green ants
away, though ironically, the mining tailings look exactly like giant ant-hills
spread at regular intervals over the landscape. The film therefore strongly
engages with the 'historical' connection of the people to their land through the
totemic beings of the Dreaming. Rather than basing his story on an actual
Dreaming creature, however, Herzog invented the 'green ants', presumably to
justify the symbolic connection with the ant-like green plane which causes the
death of two of the Aboriginal characters. The critical response to the film has
been diverse in assessing this misrepresentation of the Dreaming. Pflaum and
Prinzler, writing from a German perspective, are not critical of Herzog:
the director attempts to come closer to aborigine myths with his own
images and motifs. The place where the green ants dream the world
into existence is Herzog's own invention, but nevertheless very close
to Australian dreamtime myths. (49)
The writers accept that Herzog is justified in creating fictional aspects of the
Dreaming, and they do not question his right to tamper with the belief systems
of another culture for his own artistic purposes. In contrast, Dorre Koeser,
writing in Australia, interrogates Herzog's motivation in imposing his own
mythological structures on the material:
Herzog has been criticized for using Aboriginals to disclose his
'personal mythology'. Whether he is exploiting a race of people in the
guise of being sympathetic to their struggle or misrepresenting the
actual relationship between the Aboriginals and the Australian
government is another issue.(367)
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Kaeser raises the possibility that Herzog's construction of inter-racial conflict is
exploitative. In the introductory chapter I drew attention to Brian Syron's
opinion that white film-makers who have 'done their film on blacks' simply
reinforce negative stereotypes of Aboriginals. By inventing the green ants,
Herzog apparently fails to respect the sensitivities required to make a complex
inter-cultural work, such as Kouka's Nga Tangata Toa. Kaeser criticizes the film
on an aesthetic, as well as a political level, and concludes that it 'does little to
advance the cause of Aboriginal land rights.' (367) The film, however, can also be
interpreted as having a degree of self-reflexivity. In contrast to Kaeser, John
Conomos sees Where the Green Ants Dream as a 'positive contribution' to the
debates on Aboriginal land rights, and interprets the film as a critical perspective
on historical colonial preconceptions:
Hackett, in his attempt to 'understand' the fundamental tenets of
Aboriginal culture within the framework of his own Western cultural
assumptions, embodies the film-maker's critique of Western observers
like anthropologists and other social scientists who study alien cultures
like the aboriginal (the term is used in its broadest sense) and the
Amazonian Indian oblivious of the crippling ideological determinants
of their so-called 'objective' theoretical expertise and methodological
procedures. (17)
There are several indicators in the film that Herzog is critically examining and
satirizing both the anthropological approach to 'primitive' cultures and the
prevailing attitudes of white Australians towards Aboriginals. The old lady who
loses her dog is named Miss Strehlow (Colleen Clifford), a probable reference to
Theodore Strehlow, the German anthropologist who collected and translated
Aboriginal songs and poetry, and wrote two influential books on Aboriginal
culture.11 Adam Shoemaker critiques Strehlow's work, because although it
'enhanced the reputation of tribal Aborigines' it 'concurrently denigrated the
popular perception of the culture of the growing numbers of fringe-dwelling and
urban Aborigines.'(1989, 80) Anthropology, according to Shoemaker, has
marginalized urban Aboriginals because of its romanticized privileging of
traditional practices. In The Dreamers, Davis clearly reverses this Eurocentric
anthropological view by focussing on urbanized Aboriginals who have been
In The Songlines, Bruce Chatwin pays homage to Strehlow's sympathetic work on Aboriginal
culture and his project in Songs of Central Australia to connect song and land, and to show how
songs contain 'a key to unravelling the mystery of the human condition.'(69)
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partially 'assimilated' into white culture. In Davis' play we see Aboriginal
characters who are displaced into urban culture, whereas in Herzog's film, we
see white urban characters displaced into the desert. There is an almost
surrealistic image which shows Miss Strehlow waiting at the mine entrance
under her multi-coloured umbrella for her lost dog. The incongruous can of dog
food, the umbrella and the formally-dressed woman herself waiting in the desert
make an effective image of cultural displacement in a foreign environment. 12
Miss Strehlow, like her anthropologist namesake, settles in for the long haul to
contemplate the mysteries of the desert in the hope of discovering an answer
which, like her lost dog, will never surface. The image subtly 'undermines' the
power of the European anthropological gaze. The following shot shows a group
of Aboriginal people watching Miss Strehlow's vigil, a reversal of the common
image of the white observer studying the cultural practices of the indigenous
'other'. Scott Murray has described this moment in the film in terms of its
relevance to the national cinema, calling it 'as striking and powerful an image as
any the Australian cinema has conjured.'(160) The power of this image, like the
film as a whole, resides in its juxtaposition of signifiers of European culture
against an alien landscape, with an implication that, unlike the Aboriginal
characters, they do not 'belong'. This is further emphasized in the representation
of the protagonist. The name 'Hackett' implies an element of satire, given that
the character is a geologist for a mining company. His company 'hacks' not only
into the landscape, but also into the cultural beliefs of the Aboriginal characters.
Furthermore, Hackett is played by Bruce Spence, who was best known at the
time for gangly 'ocker' caricatures such as David Williamson's Stork (1971) and
Morrie in Jack Hibberd's Dimboola (1979).13 Hackett becomes symbolic of the
easygoing ocker thrust into a political situation for which his mono-cultural
background has not prepared him. His increasing empathy for the protestors
and his ineffectual attempts to give assistance suggest not so much the 'expert',
like the anthropologist, as the struggle of an 'ordinary' white Australian to come
to terms with the indigenous people whom his culture has displaced. The more

Herzog has used the umbrella before as a symbol of Western civilization lost in the face of
the power of nature. In Fitzcarraldo, an up-side down umbrella floats menacingly down the
Amazon as a reminder of the European explorers who have been previously killed by Indians.
13 In Miller's White Fellas Dreaming, there is a clip from Stork showing Spence demonstrating
how to disgust guests at a party by expelling an oyster from his nostril. The character is part of
the 'larrikin' tradition in Australian writing, which promotes an anti-authoritarian image in
order to assert white Australian cultural independence from the 'refined' culture of Britain.
12
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aggressive face of colonial exploitation is represented by the bulldozer driver
Cole (Ray Barrett). This character displays another aspect of the Ocker type - the
Aussie 'battler' who carries on in spite of any adversity. But Herzog reverses the
positive view of the battler, showing that colonialist pragmatism may result in a
'bulldozer' mentality which is blind to other cultural perspectives. There is also a
parody of colonial scientific practice in the scene where Professor Stanner
(Robert Brissenden) explains the life-cycle of the mythical green ants to Hackett.
Stanner gesticulates wildly as he describes the improbable mating and migration
patterns of the ants, his speech a mixture of quasi-scientific jargon and an
abridged version of the Dreaming beliefs. The critical representation of white
characters in the film suggests that the film-maker's 'outsider' status may be an
advantage in presenting a fresh perspective, not on Aboriginals, but on the postcolonial displacement of white Australians. Such a reading is hinted at by Scott
Murray in his 1993 survey of Australian film, re-assessing the film nearly ten
years after it was made:
... the film is of interest for many reasons: apart from the obvious one
of its topicality (and yet again here is a situation where an overseas
director has come to make a film Australians should have), this is a film
which struggles to deal with ideas .... Herzog examines concepts
Australian film-makers have generally shied away from: the nature of
being; how Western man seems to have lost direction, futile speculations
about far-off universes covering for lost communion with a land it has so
violated. (160)
Murray commends Herzog for not only addressing the legacy of Australia's
post-colonial history, but also for bringing a more intellectual and philosophical
approach into the Australian cinema. Because Herzog, unlike white Australian
film-makers, has no need to legitimate settler status in the country, he is free of
the constraints of needing to establish or define white Australian identity which
is a primary thematic characteristic of films such as 'Breaker' Morant and Gallipoli.
Instead he represents the white characters as either confused by or aggressive
towards the Aboriginal characters. Their attitudes range from the paternalism of
Ferguson to the overt racism of Cole and the policeman both of whom use the
phrase 'black bastards'. The supermarket manager puts the goods that no-one
wants, 'the oil paint and the boot polish,' next to the sacred site in his shop. Such
characterizations in the film expose a range of racist preconceptions of some
white Australians, and in juxtaposing these with Aboriginal actors speaking in
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their own languages, Herzog has created one of the most complex and
ambitious explorations of post-coloniality by a white writer in Australian film.
The medium of cinema enables Herzog to create a range of visual imagery
which is not possible in the theatre. Despite the stylized sequences involving the
tribal family and the dancer in The Dreamers, the dominant image is the domestic
realism of the kitchen. Where the Green Ants Dream, like Herzog's two historical
films set in the Amazon, is characterized by striking images of the 'natural'
landscape despoiled by the machinery of the colonizing culture. 14 The
exploitation of the land by white authority is signified by the massive industrial
machinery which is scattered about the desert, as well as by the many hills of
sand from the mines which dominate the landscape in the opening and closing
shots of the film. 15 The despoiled landscape symbolically suggests the
destructiveness of colonialism. Bulldozers, like Ionesco's rhinoceroses, are a
grotesque outer representation of the psychology of the authorities, their ugly
tracks in the earth an ironic reminder of the thousands of invisible songlines
which traverse the same ground. Into this landscape Herzog brings images of
Aboriginal protestors keeping silent vigil over their land. The bulldozer driver
Cole is prevented at the last minute by Hackett from burying the protestors in
sand with his machine. The image of the silent Aboriginals, half buried, gazing
impassively at the metal blade of the bulldozer inches away from their faces, is a
potent rendering of the brutality of colonialism, evoking a history in which
countless Aboriginals have been unjustly buried in their own earth. The
protestors continually reject the presence of machinery, the exception being the
giant Caribou plane which Ayers Mining gifts to them in the hope of settling the
dispute. Shortly after the plane arrives at Mintabi, the camera pans along the
wing-span as a man measures the length with his spear, the slowness of the
camera movement emphasizing the symbolic power of the machine. This image
powerfully evokes two contrasting technologies and world views. While
Hackett's and Ferguson's attempts to understand the Aboriginal elders' point of
view are motivated by commercial pragmatism, the man measures the plane
with great care and precision as though it was an aesthetic object. The image

In Fitzcarraldo the jungle is turned into an industrial site, complete with pulleys and
turnstiles fashioned from trees and operated by 'exploited' Indian labour.
15 The miners can be compared to the conquistadors in Aguirre: The Wrath of God, as they
search for another kind of El Dorado.
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suggests that the man wishes to know the alien technology on his own terms, to
accommodate it into his understanding of the world. In contrast, Cole's
workmates march about with 'explosives' written on the backs of their overalls,
an ironic descriptor of their violent impact on the environment. The explosions
throughout the film recall historical images of nuclear testing in the Australian
outback, and indeed the final images of the film are apocalyptic. A tornado winds
through the desert, creating a huge storm, and the film ends with a series of
explosions over a landscape desecrated by mining tailings. The visual imagery of
the film consistently emphasizes the negative impact of colonization on the
landscape, on a scale which only cinema can provide.
The visual imagery of the film contributes to a critique of colonialist expansion,
which is deepened by the dialectical structure of the script. The narrative
represents the stand-off between the protestors and the miners as an intercultural stalemate. When the protestors reveal that the green ants will be
disturbed by the mining, Cole retorts 'why the fuck can't they go and dream
somewhere else?' The film reveals that this is just the point. The Aboriginal
peoples, like the ants, cannot go anywhere else because this has been their
homeland for at least forty thousand years, yet they have lost all rights to call the
land their own. They want the land not for its economic value, but because it is a
sacred place to them. Their spiritual claim to the land is based in the ancient
history of their Dreamings. If the green ants depart, the mining will empty the
land of its meaning, erasing their 'history'. Miliritbi (Wandjuk Marika) tells
Hackett that if the mining 'destroys' the land, the green ants will come out and
'destroy the universe', suggesting that the desecration of the land will lead to the
'end of history.' Mudrooroo has written that colonization marked the 'end' of
the time of the Dreaming, (1990, 7) and Miliritbi's threat suggests that the
imperial project will lead to a more global apocalypse. The inter-dependent
relationship between history and the land is made even more specific in the
sequence where a group of Aboriginals sit in a supermarket which has been built
over the site where a sacred tree has been cut down. Their vigil resembles a
wake for the history which has been lost, though there is still a sense that the
spirit of their Dreaming place lies buried under the piles of the shop. The
manager explains to Hackett that for these people, this is the only place where
their future children can be dreamed. The manager finds the Aboriginals' beliefs
amusing, and tolerates their presence for commercial reasons, because more
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children means 'more customers.' Herzog's 'supermarket dreaming' scene
stresses how colonization has debased the continuity of this 'history'. The only
landmark for miles (the tree) has been removed, and although the people
continue to use the site, they are forced to dream 'beside the detergent' in the
supermarket aisle. This scene, like several others in the film, shows aspects of the
Dreaming being explained by one white character to another, implying that
Herzog's concern, like Davis', is primarily to educate white audiences about the
Aboriginal perspective on history. In the film, the white characters persistently
fail to understand the Aboriginals' spiritual connection with their land. At first,
Hackett is frustrated and angry at the protestors' actions, but by the end of the
court case,he is at odds with the mining executive, Ferguson (Norman Kaye).
Hackett's increasing sympathy with the Aboriginal point of view reflects the
liberal white ideology behind the film. When Hackett explains a dream he has
had to Miss Strehlow towards the end of the film, it is clear that he is becoming
more and more sympathetic to a conception of reality in which dreams are as
significant as lived experience. The symbolic function of dreams in our
perception of reality is a continuing theme in Herzog's cinema. 16 In equating this
Jungian view of the subconscious with Aboriginal Dreaming, however, he runs
the risks of imposing universalizing tendencies on a completely different culture.
Hackett's dream begins with everyone in the world 'running away' from some
unnamed terror, revealing Hackett's (and Herzog's) anxieties about the negative
impact of 'progress'. It is misleading, however, to equate this psychological view
of dreaming with the spiritual and historical force of the Aboriginal Dreaming.
Although the film allows its Aboriginal protagonists Miliritbi and Dayipu (Roy
Marika) substantial screen time, and allows their political struggle to be more
than adequately voiced, the central focus of the film remains with the white
perspective. The film is not exploitative, however, as Koeser suggests, because
the tone of the film remains consistently self-reflexive about its white
perspective. For example, when Miliritbi and Dayipu first visit Melbourne,
Ferguson takes them to see the view from his office in a high-rise building. The
office is on the nineteenth floor, possibly a reference to the century when the
colonization of Australia was completed and irretrievable damage caused to the
For example, in Fitzcarraldo, a missionary tells Fitzcarraldo of his work with the Indians:
'We can't seem to cure them of the idea that our everyday life is only an illusion, behind which
lies the reality of dreams.' Both Fitzcarraldo and Where the Green Ants Dream suggest that
Herzog is drawn to cultures which privilege the dream life as an alternative to a Western
rationalist view of the world.
16
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Aboriginal peoples. 'Even though we're opponents in this law suit', says
Ferguson ingratiatingly, 'we thought we'd invite you as our guests so you can
see our point of view.' The irony in this line demonstrates that Herzog is well
aware of the points of view in the film, including his own. For much of the film,
Ferguson attempts to change the point of view of Miliritbi and Dayipu, but
without success. The elders never see the view from the nineteenth floor,
because on both occasions they visit the building the lift mysteriously breaks
down as they ascend. Like Muller's 'Man in the Elevator' sequence in Der

Auftrag, the lift is a symbol for progress, and the recurrence of the elevator
imagery in both texts indicates some similarities between their thematic interests.
Both are concerned to illustrate the failure of the modernist project, and see the
chaotic legacy of European colonialism as a major symptom of this failure.
Muller's lift goes out of control, symbolizing humanity's failure to deal with the
implications of technology, but Herzog's lift simply ceases to function when the
elders step into it, suggesting that the Aboriginal and Western cultures cannot
co-exist together. This is further symbolized by the malfunctioning of Dayipu's
digital watch. Machines are incompatible with the culture of the Dreaming, and
there is no compatibility between the perspectives of the protestors and the
miners, and therefore no resolution to their conflict is possible in the film.
This central conflict i;eaches its crisis point in the court case, which strongly
reinforces the historiographic emphasis in the film. Ultimately, it is the force of
colonial law which prevents the elders from asserting ownership of their land. In
Ferguson's first confrontation with the protestors he tells them that the disputed
area does not bear the 'official status' of a reservation. This ignores the reality
that for the Aboriginals, the entire landscape is sacred and imbued with their
songlines, their 'history.' Ferguson uses the alien rhetoric of 'contracts',
'permissions' and the Land Rights Act. The suppression of Aboriginal land rights
is therefore traced to a history of legislation which has deprived them of their
birthright. When the Aboriginals take their case to the court in Melbourne, the
sequence begins with establishing shots of the colonial facade of the Supreme
Court building, its columns and statues evoking the power of empire. Ayers
Mining is represented by Coulthard (Ray Marshall), the Solicitor-General,
demonstrating the collusion between the Crown and the forces of commerce.
The Judge makes it clear from the outset that what is at stake in the case is the
interpretation of colonial history:
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We must discover whether the Aboriginal plaintiffs hold in fact in
common law a land rights title valid before 1788 to territories annexed
by Governor Phillip who by hoisting the flag claimed all of this vast
continent for the British crown.
This speech fails to acknowledge that before 1788 there was no such thing as land
title in Australia, therefore proving such title would be impossible in these terms.
In reminding us that an entire continent was claimed by hoisting one flag, the
speech also calls attention to the irony that the colonial 'law' is based on one
simple act of transgression. Yet it is the Aboriginal witnesses who are
consistently challenged for giving insubstantial evidence. They are asked to
confine their evidence to 'proven facts', which fails to acknowledge that different
systems of 'proof' exist in different cultures. In the courtroom, two incidents
further emphasize this injustice. The first occurs when the Judge rules that
'descriptive gestures' by the Aboriginal witnesses are inadmissible evidence.
When Miliritbi produces a sacred object which has been buried in the land for
two hundred years and cannot be seen by the people, the Judge agrees to clear
the courtroom, but privately asks the clerk to note on the official record that 'the
significance of the markings (is) not plain to this court.' This moment makes
clear that the Judge has no moral authority to preside over this case, because he
simply does not possess the necessary knowledge to do so. Again European
standards are used to judge the claims of the Aboriginals, which are based in
ancient cultural practices. When Malila (Dhungala I. Marika) makes a speech to
the court in his own language, the Judge asks Miliritbi to translate. Miliritbi says
he cannot speak Malila's language, and his lawyer explains: 'His tribe has died
out. He is the sole and final survivor of his people, his clan. They call him the
mute because there is no-one left on this earth for him to speak with.' This scene
poignantly evokes the legacy of the genocidal history of Australia, while
simultaneously drawing attention to the linguistic and cultural diversity of
different Aboriginal peoples. This scene serves the pedagogical purpose of the
film, in reminding us that the signifier 'Aboriginal' falsely homogenizes the
diversity of cultures within indigenous peoples for the benefit of white
perceptions.17 As Simon During has pointed out, there is 'nothing more

17 The same point can be made about Maori cultures. Despite the common European view of
Maori being one homogenous culture, there are significant linguistic and cultural differences
between iwi. In particular, Kai Tahu people have some differences in their language and marae
protocol to North Island iwi.
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totalising' in modern consumer capitalism than 'its erasure of cultural
difference.'(1985, 368) The 'mute' scene in Herzog's film resists this 'erasure', and
re-asserts the persistence of cultural difference in the face of colonial authority. In
contrast to this reminder of cultural diversity, the Judge assesses the evidence in
terms of precedents set by court cases from Africa and Canada, implying that all
colonized peoples have similar grievances and can be settled in a similar way.
There are multiple ironies in the resolution of the court scene. Eventually the
protestors lose the case because, as the Judge says, it has 'no basis in English law'.
It is clearly ironic that the Australian court bases its authority on English law
rather than on a post-colonial imperative to recognize the bi-cultural foundation
of the nation. Coulthard's triumphant 'we destroyed the bastards' to Ferguson
not only satirizes the subjectivity and crassness of white Australian racism, it also
further highlights the inappropriateness of the adversarial British justice system
for dealing with the grievances of a colonized people. Ferguson's response to
Hackett's dissatisfaction with the verdict is to say, 'No court in the world can pass
judgement on two hundred years of history', exposing his Eurocentric view that
two hundred years takes precedence over forty thousand. This scene calls into
question the way in which a linear history privileges the most recent events in
determining present day realities. In contrast, the Aboriginal view gives equal
emphasis to the most ancient events. Such debates within the narrative illustrate
the film's contribution to a historiographic reassessment of the past in the
context of the present.
The failure of the protestors to retain their land is matched by a pessimistic view
of 'Western' culture. During has written about the ways in which white writers
use the Australian desert as a symbol for cultural 'emptiness':
... most characteristic of all there is an attempt to appropriate
geography. Australia's distance from the centre, the voids of its deserts
become metaphors of the emptiness of Australian auto-effective
discourses. It need hardly be said that those deserts are only empty to
those blind to the lives lived there: they are blank to the degree that the
indigenous postcolonised voices are silent. (1985, 371)
The images of a despoiled wasteland, and several philosophical discussions
illustrate the ways in which the film uses the desert as a metaphor for a
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perceived void in contemporary 'Western' culture. 18 This is demonstrated in a
scene where Miliritbi and Hackett sit together, contemplating the desert.
Hackett envies the clarity of Miliritbi's world view, saying, 'I wish the world was
as clear to me.' Miliritbi questions the lack of connection between the white
characters and the land, seeing it in apocalyptic terms : 'White man don't
understand this earth ... no sense ... no purpose ... no direction ... your
presence on this earth will come to an end.' So although Herzog clearly
appropriates the landscape as suggested by During, his Aboriginal characters do
not remain silent. Rather, they adopt a prophetic function, critiquing the white
cultures' emphasis on material things and the lack of a spiritual connection with
nature. Miliritbi refuses a cash offer made by Hackett, and tries to explain his
connection with the land in terms which Hackett will understand: 'What wouid
you do if I bring bulldozer and dig up your church?' The parallel is lost on
Hackett because he does not go to church, symbolically illustrating this spiritual
void. Miliritbi's centrality in the narrative creates a dialectic against the
preconceptions of the dominant capitalist culture. In the courtroom, the
disillusioned anthropologist, Arnold (Nicolas Lathouris) also explicitly questions
the colonial project in Australia. 'Progress ... it is progress into nothingness.
What have the last two hundred years brought? Extinction.' This speech
questions the Enlightenment concept that history is a positive progression
towards an ideal future. Instead it proposes that the project of Modernity has
moved towards a void, an extinction not only of indigenous cultures, but a
negation of the very Utopian principles on which it was founded. The anticolonial thematics of the film and the specific grievances of the Aboriginal
characters are therefore subservient to a broader critique of world history. As a
director who works in an international context, Herzog represents the
Aboriginal struggle in relation to a global malaise. Herzog's disillusionment
with contemporary civilization is revealed in his brief appearance in Wim
Wenders' documentary Tokyo Ga. The film was shot in the Spring of 1983, when
Herzog stopped over in Japan on his way to Australia. Although it is not stated

The Australian desert is commonly used as a symbol of the origins of mankind. For example,
Cha twin writes: 'Man was born in the desert.'(247) And: 'All the great teachers have
preached that Man, originally, was "a wanderer in the scorching and barren wilderness of this
world" ... If this were so; if the desert were "home"; if our instincts were forged in the desert; to
survive the rigours of the desert - then it is easier to understand why greener pastures pall on us;
why possessions exhaust us ... ' (161-2) These positions seem to fit very well with the themes of
Herzog's film.
18
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that Herzog is going to Australia to make Where the Green Ants Dream, it is
reasonable to assume that the film (which is dated 1984) is at least in the planning
stages. 19 As Wenders interviews Herzog at the top of the Tokyo tower, with
one of the world's largest urban landscapes sprawling out below them, Herzog
articulates his rejection of Western civilization in terms of his own aesthetics:
There are few images left. Everything is cluttered. No images can be
found. One has to dig for them. One has to search through this violated
landscape (at this point Wenders cuts to a view of Tokyo) to find something. I
see only a few people who take risks in order to change this misery of
having no images. We need images that are relevant and adequate. Ones
that correspond to those inside ourselves. I would climb the highest
mountain to find images that are pure and lucid. But here it's impossible.
I'd go to Mars or Saturn on the next rocket. Or with the NASA
programme and take a camera. It's not easy on earth to find images that
allow for this lucidity. I'd go anywhere. 20
This speech contains the essence of Herzog's concerns in Where the Green Ants
Dream. In his search for 'pure' images he goes far away from the 'clutter' of the
major population centres to the apparent emptiness of the Australian desert,
which perhaps is the closest place on earth to the planets he dreams of visiting
(Mars is the 'red' planet, Australians talk about the 'red' centre.) But he takes his
preoccupations with him and represents the desert as a landscape as 'violated' as
any city. With the mythology of the green ants, he creates an image 'inside
himself' which he then imposes on the landscape just as the miners impose their
machinery and their 'anthills'. Herzog identifies, not with the white Australians,
who are presented as crass caricatures, but with the Aboriginals' loss of their
land and their cultures. As in Davis' play, the central image for this loss is the
disconnection from the Dreaming, which Herzog connects with a Jungian
approach to dreams as an expression of archetypal behaviours. In making such
trans-cultural assumptions and impositions, Herzog (like his green ants) is on
dangerous ground. The 'relevance' and 'adequacy' of his images in Where the

In 1983 Herzog also worked as an actor in Australia, playing the protagonist's father in Paul
Cox's Man of Flowers. Cox also appears as a photographer in Where the Green Ants Dream.
20 Werner Herzog speaking in Wim Wenders' Tokyo Ga (1985). It is worth mentioning that
Wenders disagrees with Herzog's negative view of civilization - Wenders is impressed by
Tokyo, by the 'chaos of the city'. For Wenders, technology is a way of understanding the world;
he calls the T.V. set 'the centre of the world'. A few years later Wenders made his own film in
Australia, investigating some similar themes to Herzog's - Until the End of the World (1991).
19
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Green Ants Dream is undermined by the misappropriation of Aboriginal

symbolism..
Herzog's view is consistently coloured by his own Eurocentric assumptions. He
creates images of the silent Aboriginal protestors which are very similar to those
of the passive watching Peruvian Indians in Fitzcarraldo. Viewed together, these
films imply that Herzog sees all indigenous races in terms of the same image the inscrutable 'primitive' tribesperson. This homogenizing of the experience of
colonization is exactly the position that Mudrooroo criticizes in Muller's writing
about Jamaica. Mudrooroo's and Davis' Aboriginal characters are very different
to Herzog's - they are noisy, active, articulate and witty. Although the film.
supports the Aboriginal cause, it also reinforces stereotypes about the 'noble
savage' rather than providing a form. of anti-colonial discourse. As in
Fitzcarraldo, the indigenous characters revere the machine, and eventually take
possession of it, with disastrous results. In Where the Green Ants Dream, Watson
(Gary Williams), who is perennially drunk, takes Dayipu on a flight which ends
with them. crashing into the mountains. Watson's can of Fosters swings into
close-up as he walks past the cam.era towards the plane. As in The Dreamers,
alcohol is directly linked to Aboriginal despair and loss. The crash is not seen by
the audience, and therefore the deaths of the Aboriginal characters is viewed
literally as a 'disappearance', followed soon after by the departure of the
protestors from. the mining site. Like the controversial paintings of Charles
Goldie, which emphasize the fatal impact theory by depicting aging Maori with
downcast faces and expressions of loss, the images of the Aboriginals in Where
the Green Ants Dream are also elderly and similarly depicted as a 'defeated'
people. By allowing the Aboriginal characters in the film. to simply 'disappear',
Herzog supports rather than subverts the defeatist approach to Aboriginality.
On hearing of the crash, Hackett, already disillusioned by the result of the court
case, decides to drop out of his job and out of western civilization, and to go to
live in a disused water tank in the desert. The final image of Hackett walking
away into the desert with his possessions clearly shows that Herzog's main
theme is not the support of Aboriginal land rights which has been so clearly
articulated throughout the film., but a meditation on the alienation of Western
civilization, the crisis of the post-colonial condition, its apocalyptic images
suggesting what Francis Fukuyam.a calls the 'end of history'. For Herzog, this
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crisis is explored through the white, male subject. In probing issues such as the
'end' of the Dreaming and confronting white Australian racism., Herzog has
attempted to fill what Sim.on During calls the 'crisis of emptiness' in post-colonial
countries which have 'no effective post-colonized discourse.'(1985, 371) There is,
however, an uneasy juxtaposition in the film. between the support of the
Aboriginal political struggle and the preoccupation with the anxiety of the white
male subject, who is still part of the power structures of the colonizing culture.
Where the Green Ants Dream has to be seen historically as a text which raises

awareness of post-colonial issues, and strongly critiques the historical basis of
Australian legal and cultural norms. Both The Dreamers and Where the Green Ants
Dream question and re-interpret the 'history' of Australia, but each text is also
characterized by the domination of a single point of view. Whereas Davis' play
creates an alternative view of Australian history which is specific to Aboriginal
perceptions of the past, Herzog's film. is essentially based in Western
philosophical trends since the Second World war which tend towards a negative
view of progress and a sense of impending apocalypse.
This comparison of The Dreamers and Where the Green Ants Dream has many
implications for the uses of theatre and film. in representing history and
articulating post-colonial concerns. This can best be described in terms of
presence and absence. As we have seen, much of the power of Herzog's film.
derives from his use of the cam.era to create symbolic images from. existing
scenic realities. In the long travelling shot during the opening credits, depicting
the apparently endless piles of rubble from. the mines, the film. shows us the
legacy of history literally enacted on the landscape. We see the presence of
Aboriginal protestors sitting in this despoiled landscape as a potent image of
dispossession. In contrast, in the realistic kitchen of The Dreamers, we do not see
the ancestral lands of the characters, rather they are evoked as a 're-occurring
dream.' by Worru and Dolly. The land on which is inscribed the history of the
people is absent from. the play, it exists only in their memories, in their
Dream.ings. Because the theatre cannot show scenic reality in the way that a film.
can, theatre always evokes another place, another time. In this sense, the theatre
is always about absence, about representing what is not there, and therefore it is
a particularly appropriate form. for representing history, which is also 'not there'.
The performance becomes a metaphor for the historical record, a construction
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which replicates the activity of remembering the past. Film also has this sense of
'past-ness\ but in a more illusionistic way, as articulated by Peter Brook in The
Empty Space:

There is only one interesting difference between the cinema and the
theatre. The cinema flashes onto a screen images from the past. As
this is what the mind does to itself all through life, the cinema seems
intimately real. Of course, it is nothing of the sort - it is a satisfying and
enjoyable extension of the unreality of everyday perception. The
theatre, on the other hand, always asserts itself in the present. This is
what can make it more real than the normal stream of consciousness.
This also is what can make it so disturbing. (111)
While film, through its recording of scenes 'on location' gives the illusion that
what is not there is actually present, in the theatre the illusion is mediated
through the physical presence of the performer in the same space as the
spectator. Although the illusion of 'reality' is not as persuasive as it is in film,
theatre is more 'real' because, as Brook writes, it is 'immediate'. In The Dreamers,
the blend of stylized and realistic techniques is less important than the fact that
they are performed live. As Grotowski has written:
There is only one element of which film and television cannot rob the
theatre: the closeness of the living/organism. Because of this, each
challenge from the actor, each of his magical acts (which the audience
is incapable of reproducing) becomes something great, something
extraordinary, something close to ecstasy. (41)
Grotowski emphasizes the performer not only as a dynamic aesthetic presence,
but also as a challenge to the audience. In this sense, Davis' play can be seen as a
direct challenge to an Australian audience's perception of history. Herzog's film
also challenges, but not in such a direct way. In giving significant focus to
Miliritbi and Dayipu, by empowering the point of view of the characters through
the use of close-ups, Herzog gives a 'voice' to the Aboriginal struggle, but the
mediating device of the camera means that Herzog still controls the image. In
The Dreamers, the physical presence of Aboriginal actors in the same space as the
audience strengthens its reassessment of history. The effectiveness of Davis'
theatre as an immediate challenge to the audience is noted by Batty Caplan in
discussing the London production of No Sugar: 'This is the kind of thing theatre
stubbornly goes on doing better than cinema or T.V. - the immediate encounter
with part of a people's history' .(35) As Caplan implies, the presence of another

121
'people' on stage, the actualization of the 'other' in the theatre has a power which
recorded drama cannot emulate. Not only is the presence made immediate in
the theatre, but also it uses three-dimensional space. Gilbert and Tompkins use
The Dreamers to illustrate the historiographic power of the theatre:
Like the North American trickster, the Aboriginal dreamer performs
subversively as he claims all areas of the stage, his dance reinforcing
the tangible presence of the Aboriginal past in spite of western
encroachment on indigenous time and space. Davis' The Dreamers
centralizes its spirit character for precisely this purpose: while the
derogated body of Uncle Worru is prominent at the level of realistic
action, the metamorphic body of the dreamer supplies a surrealistic
frame that stresses the persistence and resistance of Aboriginal culture.
(237)
The performer controls the space he inhabits, whereas in Herzog's film, the
Aboriginal characters are controlled by the director's Eurocentric gaze. The film
director, through the movement and focus of the camera, and the manipulation
of the images in the editing room, has complete authority over the work of the
actors, and constructs a 'final' version. In contrast, a play script will be
performed in different places, by different actors and directors, and therefore the
script is constantly re-inventing itself in a new 'present'. In contrast to film, there
is an inherent democracy and subversiveness about theatre which is why the
Nazis exiled Brecht but devoted themselves to cinema. In the all-controlling gaze
of the film director lies the seeds of fascism, the power to manipulate images is
too seductive. 21 Thus in live theatre the performer dominates the audience's
perception of the drama, sharing control and authorship with writer and
director. Not only does the stage image make the past 'present', but also its
three-dimensionality questions the notion of a single perspective on the past. The
scene in The Dreamers in which the Dancer performs while the naturalistic scene is
frozen in front of him illustrates the depth of the image which can be achieved in
the theatre, the simultaneous existence of two 'realities' on stage actualizing the
Anton Kaes explores the Nazis' attraction to the manipulative power of cinema as
propaganda in such films as Riefenstal's Triumph of the Will (1934) and Harlan's Kolberg
(1944) which was made by the Third Reich at great expense even as the German armies were
retreating. Kaes sees 'The Third Reich as film: Germany as the location, Hitler as the
producer, Goebbels and his officers as directors and stars, Albert Speer as set designer, and the
rest of the population as extras.' See Kaes, 3-10. Riefenstal also appears as a character in
David Geary's historiographic play Lovelock's Dream Run, which links fascism with colonial
New Zealand institutions such as the boys' schoot the army and the sports team.

21
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image of 'the past in the present'. In film, which is restricted to the twodimensional frame, such depth cannot be achieved.
Furthermore, because of the expense of making film, it is less accessible than
theatre to indigenous writers. In The Mudrooroo /Muller Project, Brian Syron
expresses his frustration at the difficulties he had in obtaining funding for Jindalee
Lady. (168-71) In his preface to The Cake Man, Robert Merritt emphasizes that
theatre, unlike film, has become an accessible form of expression for Aboriginal
writers. His preference for the theatre as a more sympathetic arena for postcolonial discourse is revealed through his analysis of the representation of
Aboriginals in Australian cinema, in which he holds identical views to those of
Syron:
The film industry, that by-product of the theatre, holds the power to
create images and ideals that undoubtedly influence societies and
mould our everyday existence - and yet it does nothing positive in its
depiction of indigenous Australians. (vii)
In calling film a 'by-product' of the theatre, Merritt calls attention to the origins
of cinematic dramaturgy in long-established theatrical conventions, and also
implies that film is a more conservative medium which 'follows' new
movements pioneered in the theatre. This is proved by the fact that Gilbert's The
Cherry Pickers (1971) pre-dated Syron's 'first' Aboriginal feature film by twenty
one years. For these reasons, there can be no doubt that live theatre has been
more influential than film in promoting awareness of Aboriginal 'history', and in
allowing Aboriginal writers to articulate their own view of their Dreamings.
Furthermore, the medium of live performance enables the 'absent' Aboriginal
histories to be made into a physical presence, and thus made immediate and
potentially subversive.

123

DAUGHTERS OF HEAVEN

The Dreamers and Where the Green Ants Dream both deal with the legacy of the
colonization of Australia and are therefore concerned with a broad view of
'history.' In contrast, Daughters of Heaven and Heavenly Creatures deal with a very
specific historical event. The Parker-Hulme murder of 1954 has been thoroughly
analyzed as an important event in New Zealand's social history. At the time, the
murder shocked a country which prided itself on having a 'decent society.' Soon
after the murder, the Mazengarb Report (September 1954) linked the ParkerHulme case with a reported 'orgy' among teenagers in the Hutt Valley as
instances of 'sexual delinquency'. The Mazengarb Report locates a moment in
New Zealand 'history' when the official record acknowledged the development
of 'youth culture' in this country, which was set on a path of rebellion against
authority which would escalate in the '60s into phenomena as diverse as
motorcycle gangs and protests against the Vietnam war. 22 These intergenerational tensions, and their relationship to settler identity in New Zealand
are strong thematic elements in both Daughters of Heaven and Heavenly Creatures.
If the First World War had marked the 'birth' of New Zealand as a nation (as
suggested by Maurice Shadbolt in Once on Chunuk Bair), then the shock of the
Parker-Hulme case marked a 'coming of age.' The Parker-Hulme murder was a
historical incident which questioned the association of Pakeha identity with a
'healthy' society which had been nurtured over the past hundred years. 23 The
dramatization of this incident was therefore, as Howard McNaughton has
written, 'a story of New Zealand puritanism waiting to break.' (385-6) In 1955
Bruce Mason had already recognized the theatrical potential of the case,
For Alison Laurie and Julie Glamuzina, authors of The Parker-Hulme Case: A Lesbian View,
the implications of the murder are overtly political as an instance of the oppression of
lesbianism in a repressive society. Glamuzina and Laurie clearly relate diverse elements of the
Parker-Hulme case to the Mazengarb Report and the development of a 'youth culture' in New
Zealand: 'By the late 1950s New Zealand, following British, Australian and American trends,
showed a growing official preoccupation with "juvenile delinquency" and the body of literature
on the subject increased ... We would define this culture as a resistance to the existing social
order, whether or not the individuals at the time consciously saw themselves in that way.'

22

(60)

In A History of New Zealand, Keith Sinclair uses a statement published by J.B. Condliffe in
1930, and again in 1959 to illustrate that a preoccupation with a 'healthy' society was a major
part of the colonial project in New Zealand: "New Zealand's social health depends primarily
upon the quality of the stock from which the present generation has been recruited. Physically,
mentally, the original stock was rigidly selected." p. 332.
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dramatizing it in a fictionalized version called 'The Verdict' in which after a
fifteen year old girl kills her father, her diary reveals that the murder was
planned months in advance. A speech in the play by Mabel Briggs gives some
indication of the public reaction to the murder at the time: 'But this isn't India or
Siberia. It's not even darkest Africa. It's God's Own Country, I'm told.
Everything found from cradle to grave. And then this happens! How could a
country like this throw up a child like that?' (7) Mabel believes that New Zealand
is a 'civilized' country, unlike India, Siberia and Africa, and her disbelief that such
a crime could happen in New Zealand reflects the perception that the
colonization of New Zealand had produced a socialist Utopia free of the
problems which other countries face.
In Michaelanne Forster's Daughters of Heaven (1991), the narrative is structured
around the love story between Pauline and Juliet. The play begins in 1959, prior
to the girls' release from prison, and we see that Juliet still hopes to be re-united
with her 'dear one.' The climax of the play is the separating of the girls forever,
the loss of their dream of regaining the 'paradise' they once shared. This love
story is not however, told in overtly political terms, as an analysis of historical
opposition to lesbianism such as Lorae Parry's Eugenia. Rather, the story is
consistently framed in terms of New Zealand's social history and of values
affecting a New Zealand national identity as it was being defined in post-colonial
Pakeha society.
It is clear from the Foreword and Introduction to the published play, by director
Elric Hooper and the writer respectively, that the key issue for both of them is
the centrality of the murder both to the history of Christchurch and to the
developing sense of post-colonial identity in New Zealand. As Forster writes,
the murder is still a potent memory for many Cantabrians and retains 'the
power to wound.' (10) Hooper frames his analysis with his own memories of
the event, and writes that for himself, as for so many others, the Parker-Hulme
case was 'part of my education, loss of provincial innocence and the beginning of
disillusion.'(7) As these examples show, the matricidal murder contradicted the
prevailing idea that the Pakeha settler community had created a 'civilized' society
modelled on the idealized family unit. 24
24

This notion dates back to 1829, when Edward Gibbon Wakefield articulated an ideal in 'A
Letter From Sydney' for the settlement of New Zealand which would not repeat the mistakes
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As Hooper and Forster testify, the case was not viewed as an isolated incident,
but rather as a disturbance in the perception of the secure family unit as the basis
of settler society. 25 In Forster's play, the pressures on Pauline and her family are
consistently shown in terms of the 'colonial' status of New Zealand society.
Pauline's friendship with the daughter of the educated, wealthy Hulmes, who
have come to Christchurch from England, enables her to contrast their lifestyle
with the modest situation of her own parents. Although Honora is an English
immigrant, her working class background makes her completely at home' with
the values of hard work and egalitarianism which characterize 'colonial' society.
Pauline becomes ashamed and embarrassed by her canary-coddling father and
especially by her 'common' mother, as demonstrated in a scene in which Honora
calls the Hulmes to ask Pauline to pick up a pound of sausages on her way home.
(23) Hilda's relaying of the message to Pauline is juxtaposed with her parting
'bon soir', reinforcing Pauline's embarrassment through the contrast between
Juliet's 'sophisticated' mother and her own. In the subsequent exchange
between the girls, Pauline says 'your mother is so beautiful' and Juliet reassures
her that she does not resemble Honora. The emphasis on images of the mother
in the play recalls Wakefield's frequent use of the 'mother' metaphor for
England. Pauline does not want to identify with the down-to-earth egalitarian
society, but with the cultural images of an idealized England, which Hilda seems
to represent. The contrast between Hilda's chicken, which is cooked by a servant,
and Honora's sausages symbolically demonstrates a class distinction between the
'civilized' English and the 'common' colonial 'mother'. The gulf between the
cultural aspirations of mother and daughter is reinforced by Honora, who labels
I

made in other colonies which had led to vice and corruption. In his vision of an egalitarian
country founded on a balance between a 'sufficient price' for land and a controlled immigration
policy, Wakefield writes that the 'sole object would be to put an end to that portion of crime
and misery which in Britain is produced by an excess of people in proportion to territory'. (163)
Wakefield's vision of a 'crime-free' society was a precursor of the view of New Zealand as
'God's Own Country' Furthermore, Wakefield's vision of an industrious and crime-free society
was based on a society made up of idealized families: 'Young persons of both sexes would most
readily accommodate their habits to a new climate, and embrace new methods of cultivation
and general labour. Lastly, having families to rear, they would be more industrious than older
persons, and probably more apt to save a part of their earnings . . . . In a word, they would make
the best members of a new society.' (165)
25 Glamuzina and Laurie have pointed out that the case revealed that the official post-war
model of the secure, homogenous family unit was an illusion. 'Many women did divorce and
have extra-marital relationships, as Hilda had. Many girls did sneak out to meet boys as
Pauline did, and many girls also had lesbian relationships. Many women lived in longstanding unmarried relationships as Honora Parker had.' (60).
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Pauline 'her majesty' and Hilda 'Lady Muck.' This opposition is extended into
the encouragement of creativity. When Honora says 'sounds a bit far-fetched to
me', (41) it is clear that she is stifling Pauline's literary aspirations, whereas Hilda
encourages the girls to write: 'using one's imagination is so important at this
age.' (23) Honora therefore comes to represent the anti-intellectual aspect of
New Zealand puritanism. The girls' dissatisfaction with 'colonial' society is
fuelled by Hilda's persistent complaints about Christchurch. She begins an affair
with Walter Perry in an attempt to transcend her circumstances, telling her lover
'How do you think I feel, stuck here in this God-forsaken country?'(31) Hilda
reverses the perception of New Zealand from 'God's-own' to 'God-forsaken',
articulating a critique of the 'success' of the colonial project in New Zealand
which contrasts strongly with the positive 'settler' view voiced by Mason's Mabel
character. In creating an opposition between the values of Honora and those of
Hilda, the play establishes a dialectic about the historical perception of Pakeha
national identity. Later, while talking to Juliet's lawyer, Hilda says, 'This is a
backward country, Mr Gresson. Being Cambridge educated yourself, I'm sure
you will understand. There are twelve simple men sitting on that jury.'(74) Hilda
questions the intellectual capacity of the 'colonial' subject, implying that the
'simple' life in the colonial country leads to a simple-minded attitude. 26 Through
such references, Forster consistently contextualizes the murder in terms of postcolonial issues. Hilda finds it increasingly difficult to function in 'colonial' society
though the scenes between her and her husband increasingly show that their
'civilized' lifestyle is a veneer. For example, when Hilda reveals her love for
Perry to her husband, we witness a challenge to the values of the British Empire,
which are implied in Henry's response:
1

HENRY: You look disappointed somehow. What did you want me to
do? Challenge Sir Walter to a duel?
HILDA: No.
HENRY: I'm giving you what you want. It is what you want, isn't it?
HILDA: Yes.

In his History, Sinclair also uses the word 'simple' to describe the typical New Zealand
lifestyle, though for him the word has positive connotations: 'Within the growing cities, there
could still be found many features of a simpler life. Life in New Zealand was, and indeed is,
still largely lived out of doors ... a temperate climate encourages the people to take
advantage of what nature so generously offers.' (303-4).
26
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HENRY: I'm prepared to be civilized. Help yourself Walter. Eat my
roast beef. Roger my wife
HILDA storms out. HENRY breaks down once she is gone. (34)
Apart from Brown, who is not fully developed as a character, Henry is the
closest to a colonial authority figure in the play, yet his academic jargon and his
sexual impotence suggest that the educated English classes have become
irrelevant and anachronistic in post-colonial New Zealand. Henry maintains the
appearance of 'civilization,' but privately he breaks down, implying that the
decorum and double standards of an inherited 'Englishness' in Christchurch are
also under stress. Juliet's comment that Hilda dyes her hair suggests that her
image is to some degree manufactured, and that the idealized Britain which the
'colonial' Pauline longs to travel to is an illusion. Immediately after the murder,
Henry's first impulse is to return to England, but Hilda says, 'You're a fool
Henry. There's no going back now, for any of us.'(66) Seen in a post-colonial
context, Hilda's statement suggests that for the Pakeha New Zealander, there is
no return possible. The settler community must deal with the implications of
displacing a culture to the other side of the world, and the play demonstrates
that the murder is symbolic of the tensions which have developed as the result of
this displacement. Through the first act, the contrast between Honora and Hilda
becomes symbolic of the gulf between the domestic, 'colonial' mother and a
'mother England' whose cultural and civilizing project is a rapidly fading illusion
which is increasingly irrelevant to New Zealanders. The fantasy world which the
girls create is an attempt to escape the new 'realities' of post-colonial culture, and
when Pauline hits Honora with the brick, she is murdering not only a mother
who stands in the way of her ambitions, but also symbolically enacting defiance
against the values of Pakeha settler culture in New Zealand. Honora is the
character in the play who articulates such values. For example when she te1ls her
daughter that she will only have to work for a few years until she has a family,
Pauline retorts 'I don't want a bloody family!'(42) Here Pauline explicitly rejects
the official vision of family as the basis of New Zealand society, and symbolically
refuses to participate in the procreation of the nation. 27 In the play, Honora is
27 Christina Stachurski analyses Pauline's rejection of her mother's values in feminist terms,
interpreting Pauline's murder of her mother as 'an attempt to subvert the social conditioning of
women, which to a large extent is passed from mother to daughter. Such an interpretation also
perhaps explains why the young women focus upon and kill Honora while seemingly
disregarding Herbert, Pauline's father.' (113)
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the voice for this vision, and therefore her murder can be read as an act of
resistance against this 'colonial' ideal. Furthermore, Pauline's desire to be a
creative artist in the face of ignorance and misunderstanding may suggest some
parallels with the marginalization of a writer such as Janet Frame in the monocultural and puritanical climate of the 1950s.28 Seen in this context, Pauline
Parker's crime is an extreme example of the Kiwi 'cultural cringe.'

If the murder is a symptom of rebellion against 'puritan' values, the horror felt in
the community at the time is doubly disturbing. The murder is more than a
shocking personal crime; it also calls into question the acceptance of a settler
ethos by a younger generation. Though Pauline longs for a more 'sophisticated'
society, her access to it is largely through popular culture. Italian opera becomes
a symbol of the European culture to which New Zealand society lacks access, but
Pauline and Juliet pay homage not to Enrico Caruso himself, but to Mario
Lanza's rendition of the role in The Great Caruso(l95l), the Hollywood film
version of his life. The girls' alternative reality is therefore based on a
simulacrum, not on the 'real' world. This additional remove from 'reality' is
significant in terms of the themes of the play. Pauline and Juliet can recite the
titles of James Mason's movies off by heart. In the titles of these movies are
contained the essential elements of their crime: Troubled Waters, The Restless
Moment, Secret Sharer, Wicked Lady, Portrait of a Murderer. (35-6) In the moments
leading up to the murder, the girls joke about their plan as though it were a
Hollywood gangster movie:
PAULINE: Universal Studios presents JULIET: Moidering Mother!(56)
Combined with their desire to relocate to an idealized Europe, their adoption of
Hollywood terminology to describe their crime demonstrates that they are part
of a global youth culture which in the 1950s was becoming a potent social force
in the wake of post-war prosperity. This historical reality is evoked in the play
by references to an inter-generational conflict which was being felt throughout
Lawrence Jones has written that New Zealand novelists in the Provincial Period (1935-64)
were often writing in response to the perception of New Zealand as repressive society: '1lle
novelists of the Provincial period indeed sought their subjects in the life about them as Alan
Mulgan had urged 1 but they mostly did not like what they saw - not "God's Own Country" nor
even an imperfect society developing into that but rather a sick society "homogenous dull,
conformist philistine puritanical, bourgeois materialist Anglo-Saxon and hostile in Peter
Simpson's terms.' (156) This description accords closely with the view of New Zealand society
in Forster's play.
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the western world, but which created additional problems in a 'colonial' settler
community governed by repressive 'puritanical' conventions.
The shared narration of Brown, the prosecutor, and Bridget, the maid, contains
elements of judgement which is based in a conservative morality rather than in
the law. Brown reports to the court that 'While at Ilam the girls were often left
alone', while Bridget adds 'They were courting Lucifer and nobody knew - or
cared.'(34) There is a suggestion here that improper adult supervision was to
blame for the crime, that a lack of parental control by Hilda and Henry
contributed to the circumstances leading to the murder. As the Hulmes are from
England, their values are seen to be suspect in comparison with the Riepers, who
Brown tells the court were 'thoroughly good decent people, good parents and
devoted to their children.'(39) The morality of 1950s Christchurch is evoked in
terms of a battle between good and evil, and Forster invents Bridget to represent
the voice of public opinion. Bridget, in articulating the point of view of the
'person on the street' provides a contrast to the official record, represented by
Brown, whose speeches are based on the official transcript of the court case. In
the script, Forster uses Brown's narration and dates to authenticate her narrative,
but through Bridget she also creates an impressionistic image of a narrowminded, repressive and judgemental post-colonial society. Bridget's continual
presence in the 'public gallery' during the court case highlights her emblematic
function in the narrative. At the beginning of Act 2, Bridget's recounting that she
was 'doing the potatoes' when she learned of the murder, like Hooper's personal
recollection in the foreword, reveals a sense of how the news would have
interrupted the daily routines of the 'average' New Zealander at the time.
Alongside the high-status social position of the Hulmes, Bridget's working-class
Irishness also evokes the cultural mix which makes up the Anglo-Celtic settler
tradition.
Bridget's morality is based in her strict Catholicism, and the girls' fantasy world
is particularly abhorrent to her. When she discovers them 'burying religion', she
states prophetically, 'In my humble opinion, you're both headed straight for the
fires of hell. '(22) The judgemental Christianity represented by Bridget becomes
an overt target for the girls' rebellion. In her diary, Juliet records the
commandments that the pair have broken. (38) In the previous chapter I have
discussed how Christianity is critiqued by Maori writers as a significant element
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of the colonizing machine in New Zealand, particularly in Whaea Kairau and Nga
Tangata Toa. The representation of Christianity through the character of Bridget
and the rejection of religion by a 'younger generation' of Pakeha in Forster's
play again has critical resonance for the settler community. Bridget's Christianity
is not based in spirituality, but in 1950s puritanism. She eavesdrops on Hilda's
love scene with Perry (30-1) and when she watches Hilda give evidence about
her affair, Bridget says, 'God forgive me, I enjoyed every minute of her
humiliation.'(49) At this moment, Bridget represents not only the salacious voice
of a hypocritical Christian morality, but also a sinister and vindictive side to the
much-lauded 'egalitarian' society. Hilda's fall from grace vindicates Bridget's
intolerance towards the privileged Hulmes, and their suffering becomes revenge
for Bridget.
Bridget's most significant act of hypocrisy occurs in the final scenes of the play,
where despite her emphasis on 'truth' throughout, she lies to the girls in order to
keep them apart. This is a significant piece of invented storytelling by Forster
which further emphasizes the historiographic nature of the play. By
symbolically showing public opinion and Christian values as judgemental,
deceptive and manipulative, Forster displaces the idea that the girls are 'evil' and
rather than depicting them as an aberration, shows them to be a product of
social and historical forces beyond their control. The play critically engages with
different perspectives on the murder, demonstrating that the cultural cringe
displayed by Hilda, Juliet and, most importantly, Pauline, is a symptom of a
repressive culture. Just as the love story in Nga Tangata Toa can be read as a
critique of aspects of colonial history-writing, so the love story between Pauline
and Juliet, in its violent reaction against forces which seek to repress difference,
contributes to the re-assessment of the construction of national identity in official
histories.
The historiographic project of the play is also signalled by its non-chronological
structure, which enables the audience to question the historical record through
juxtaposing different points of view. Framing the story at beginning and end
with the scenes in 1959 immediately prior to the girls' release from prison signals
that the events depicted in the play exist in many different 'realities' at once, and
implies that a chronological historical narrative does not reflect the associative
ways in which the past is constructed in human thought. The perspective in the
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play constantly shifts, from that of the girls, to the narrative points of view of
Bridget and Brown. This emphasis on subjectivity questions the objectivity of
traditional history writing, and in allowing the audience access to the girls'
private fantasies, attempts to explain events in a way that the official record
cannot. The combined effect of the narration by Brown, who represents the
official view and Bridget, who represents public opinion, is to create an
impression of two girls against powerful social forces. Despite the horrific nature
of their crime, Forster creates some degree of empathy for the girls by depicting
their relationship in a hostile environment. The revelation that Honora is
forcing Pauline to leave school and go to secretarial college - clearly a repressive
gesture for a highly intelligent girl like Pauline.- is immediately followed by
Brown's testament in court that the Riepers were 'good parents.' (39) This
emphasizes that behind the straightforward comments of the official view, there
are many complexities which make a simple judgement of guilt or innocence
problematic.
Furthermore, Forster's structural decisions enable the 'truth-value' of the court
proceedings to be contrasted with the 'real' events. For example, when Juliet
discovers Hilda and Perry in bed together, the scene is immediately followed by
a courtroom scene in which the same incident is recounted through Brown's
reading of Pauline's diary. The audience is able to witness two different versions
of the 'truth' simultaneously. Hilda's assertion that the diary entry is 'nowhere
near the truth'(49) reminds us even those with direct access to past lived
experiences will have differing versions of events, conditioned by their own
concerns. Rather than the 'truth' being revealed in the official setting of the
courtroom, the cross-examination reveals only a diversity of subjective 'truths'.
Hilda's version of the truth conflicts with Pauline's version, which is also different
to the reconstruction of the 'real' event by the playwright in the previous scene.
These three different versions in the play of one 'historical' incident are
'fragments' which foreground what During calls the 'collapse of both reason and
history's authority.' (1985, 367) Forster's thematic preoccupation with the
elusiveness of the 'truth' is highly relevant to the play's questioning of the
historic record. 29 Juliet's statement, 'Maybe a little re-arranging of the truth is
Howard McNaughton emphasizes a preoccupation with historical revisionism in all of
Forster's plays, and notes that the title of Larnach: Castle of Lies (1993) reveals that she is not
claiming to 'enact the truth.' (386).
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necessary'(38), which is spoken in the context of the girls' desire to have Bridget
dismissed, resonates throughout the play. Most of the characters are seen to 'rearrange the truth' at some point in the play.
At the same time, the 'truth' of the murder is represented as a consequence of
the 'unreality' of the girls' fantasy world. Hilda tells Cresson that Pauline's
diaries are 'largely works of fiction'(74), but the 'real' event of the murder is
determined by the 'fictions' in the diary. The play therefore raises questions
about the boundaries between fiction and reality. Forster accepts, as the jury did
at the trial, that the girls are not insane. Rather, when Pauline says 'Our main
idea for the day was to moider Mother' (50), her use of the jargon gleaned from
Hollywood gangster fictions suggests that daily 'realities' are determined as
much by representations as by anything in the 'real' world. At the moment of
the murder, 'fiction' becomes reality, while reality, as demonstrated by the
examples given above from the court testimony, is constantly re-invented as
fiction.
The ambiguity about 'truth' in Daughters of Heaven, and the interplay between
'fiction' and 'reality' are accentuated by the development of Pauline and Juliet's
relationship through a performative framework. Through their passionate
interest in movies, their creation of rituals and their acting of improvised scenes,
Pauline and Juliet build a world in which drama is almost indistinguishable from
reality. 30 Early in the play, Juliet tries to fob off Bridget with a headache, and
Bridget responds disparagingly with 'Aren't we the little actress.'(22) The sense
in Bridget's response that 'actress' is a negative term reflects a wide suspicion of
artistic activity in 1950s New Zealand, which has been commented on by a
variety of writers and directors. 31 The girls' friendship becomes an escape from
the repressive society which they inhabit, and in the absence of the means to

° Christina Stachurski has drawn attention to parallels between Juliet and Pauline's
performative rituals and the Dionysiac experience of the Ancient Greeks. Stachurski argues
that like the Dionysian revels, the spiritual and performative framework of Juliet and
Pauline's imaginary world creates an alternative discourse which challenges
the construction of gender roles within New Zealand society. (114-16)
31
Bruce Mason has written that New Zealand in the 1950s was 'an inhospitable cultural
desert, our diet, the locusts of public indifference.' (1986, 280). In Neill's and Rymer's Cinema
Of Unease, Sam Neill paints a picture of a 1950s childhood in which artistic expression was
viewed with hostility. Similarly, Jane Campion says that 'New Zealand is a very
conservative country, a country hysterically concerned with playing yourself down.' (95)
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make a literal trip to Europe, they make a virtual escape through the agency of
Hollywood. This point is emphasized when at the beginning of the fatal walk,
Juliet says to Pauline, 'It's like a film isn't it?'(56), implying that the act they are
about to perform is not quite real to them. The play demonstrates how this
imaginative role-playing develops eventually to the full-scale drama of the
murder because of the repressive forces which inhibit the girls' relationship. The
girls' desire to rebel against the values of this repressive society can be
comprehended, although the murder itself cannot be.
In using verbatim language from the girls' diaries and transcripts of the court
case, Forster juxtaposes 'factual' evidence against the 'fictionalized' perspectives
and actions of the characters. Although Elric Hooper states in his foreword that
the play strictly adheres to 'the facts of the case'(S), it is clear that the aspects of
the play which Forster has invented, particularly Bridget's interventions and the
scenes between Pauline and Juliet, question the notion of 'historical accuracy' and
emphasize the play's view of history, not as 'fact' but as a myriad of perspectives
vying for the attention of the spectator. In inventing the character of Bridget,
Forster is able to parody the repressive attitudes of the time and expose the
judgemental attitudes which were part and parcel of the Christchurch which the
girls wanted to escape. The representation of these attitudes is subversive in that
it puts the whole social context of the murder, and the court process itself, on
trial. But the play does not confine its interest to the past. Bridget's direct address
to the audience in the theatre is a provocation to re-examine the society which
they inhabit. 32 In drawing attention to the ways in which New Zealand 'history'
has been constructed, Forster brings the past into the present and challenges a
Pakeha audience's perceptions of their cultural identity.

The historiographic function of the play has been noted by Christina Stachurski, who
writes that Daughters of Heaven does 'not so much represent the past on the stage as re-present
the past in the light of the present.' (112) Stachurski concludes her article by stressing the
significance of Pauline and Juliet's acts of rebellion in feminist terms: 'Clearly, the social
conditions of the early 1990s allow a wider examination of the Parker-Hulme case than the
lurid sensationalism and the rigid categorization of the past, an examination which is relevant
to women living in the early 1990s.' (119-20). Stachurski therefore draws attention to the
potential of drama for re-assessing the attitudes and events of the past.
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HEAVENLY CREATURES
Although Forster places some emphasis on the dramatic world of the girls, Peter
Jackson's Heavenly Creatures focusses far more on their imaginative play, and
thus strengthens the significance of the imaginative world as the primary
motivation for the murder. As we have seen in the discussion of Where the Green
Ants Dream, the ability to access and represent actual locations in a film enhances
the illusion of 'reality' in the drama, but this scenic reality can be highly
misleading. In his introduction to the HBO screening of the film, Jackson says,
'Historical accuracy was very important to us. We used original locations
wherever possible.' These locations include the now demolished tearooms, and
Jackson comments, 'we caught that bit of history in the nick of time.' 33 These
comments illustrate Jackson directing our focus to the formal markers of a
trustworthy 'history', such as 'accuracy' and 'original' locations, and reassure us
that his version of the story will be 'authentic.' Jackson's emphasis on the
historical significance of the story is more than advertising hype, it attempts to
authenticate his film as part of the historical record, rather than as a reaction
against it. His claim to be 'historically accurate' however is only part of the story.
Although the film, like the play, remains 'true' to the established 'facts' of the
case, the film lessens the emphasis on the court transcripts and focusses much
more on the content of Pauline's diaries. The diaries become the basis for highly
stylized fantasy sequences which represent Pauline and Juliet's imaginative
world. This more playful approach makes the film highly entertaining, but not
necessarily historiographic.
Despite many narrative similarities, the film contains significant differences in
structure and thematic emphasis which enable different resonances to emerge
from the story. The major structural alteration is in the placement of the murder
itself. In the play the murder occurs half-way through, and the second act is
devoted to the proceedings of the court case, whereas in the film, the murder is
placed at the end of the narrative. Jackson and co-writer Fran Walsh have
focussed on the murder, rather than the court case, as the main dramatic incident
of the story. As the outcome of the case is pre-determined, the courtroom
After viewing his 'performance' in Forgotten Silver (see Chapter Four), it is difficult to take
Jackson speaking about 'historical authenticity' seriously. Given the number of 'fantasy' scenes
in the film, they are possibly somewhat ironic.
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scenes in Daughters of Heaven do not operate in terms of escalating tension and
catharsis, as the final scenes in the film do. Rather, as has already been discussed,
they serve as a dialectical examination of the attitudes of the participants and as
critique of the 'historical' record. This makes watching the courtroom scenes
more of an intellectual exercise than an emotional engagement with the material.
The play's emotional climax occurs when prison officers forcibly separate the
girls, and it is clear that their love cannot be requited. (81-2) At this point,
'reality' finally intrudes on their imaginative world and they see that their
fantasy will not be realized. This separation scene is paralleled in the film at the
moment of the murder in the fantasy sequence in which we see Pauline's dream
of leaving the country with the Hulmes shattered. In the film, this separation is
revealed entirely through images, whereas in the play, the scene is played out
mostly through dialogue. This example demonstrates the economy of
storytelling which is possible in film because of the speed with which one scenic
reality can be replaced by another. The effect is to allow the film audience
increased access to the psychology of character, through the expressionistic use
of such 'dream' sequences. By leaving the court-case out of their narrative,
Jackson and Walsh emphasize psychological motivation rather than social and
historiographic factors. This means that in the film, approximately twice as much
performance time is devoted to developing the girls' relationship and
motivations for the murder as in the play. The extra time which the filmmakers
have allowed for the story to develop helps to explain the factors which lead to
the murder more fully. For example, in the play, there are only three scenes in
Act 1 (Scenes 4, 8 and 13) which show the deteriorating relationship between
Honora and her daughter. The invention of Bridget creates an alternative focus
to the central issue of Pauline's increasing antipathy towards her mother.
Whereas the film concentrates on the girls' escalating conflict with Honora, in the
play such scenes are supplemented by scenes which depict clashes between the
girls and Bridget. As Bridget represents 'public opinion,' this demonstrates again
that Forster is concerned to balance a personal psychological approach with
social and historiographic issues. In the film, therefore, Honora becomes a much
more important character in the narrative. Successive scenes show her growing
opposition to Pauline's love for Juliet. As we see Honora's increasingly hostile
reactions to Pauline's sleeping with the boarder, her declining interest in her
schoolwork and her passion for fiction writing, followed by accusations of
lesbianism by Henry Hulme and the psychologist, a conflict develops between
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mother and daughter which credibly explains why Pauline could be driven to
violence. Whereas in the play, there remains a strong sense of disquiet about the
murder, the cause and effect strategy applied to the easily recognizable intergenerational conflict between Honora and Pauline in the film reduces the
disturbing social implications of the story. This increased emphasis on the
mother/ daughter relationship allows us to empathize with Honora to a greater
degree than is possible in her more limited presence in the play. This increased
empathy for Honora makes the murder perhaps more shocking and final. 34
The opening sequence of Heavenly Creatures is a 1950s film travelogue, spliced
together from existing footage of Christchurch, which immediately establishes
the dramatic/ cinematic frame for the story, as well as the historical setting. This
film within the film, with its signifiers of the period, represents the 'official
record,' and draws attention to the way in which Christchurch has been
constructed through popular culture. The film immediately shows how 'reality'
is mediated by narrative devices, such as the voiceover and the images, such as
daffodils in the 'woodland' of Hagley Park, which the film chooses to show. 35
Although the travelogue is 'authentic,' the peace and tranquility of the
Christchurch which it depicts is a fiction. 36 This point is made by abruptly cutting
straight from the peaceful final image to a steadicam shot showing the girls'
point of view as they run through the bush in the aftermath of the murder.
Within the first few moments therefore, there is already an implication that the
'official record' is a kind of mask which does not adequately depict the 'facts' of
history. The position of the complacent narrator is replaced by the point of view
of a running, screaming girl who has just committed an incomprehensible act.
The camera places the spectator in the position of the girls, forcing us to identify
with their point of view. The film goes on to fully involve us in their fantasies,
using cinematic technology to create an imaginative world.

The substantial dramatic impact of the murder in the film has been analyzed by Ann Hardy,
who writes, 'I have seen this film many times now and it is never a moment I want to watch, it
is always impossible, this time perhaps, they will change their minds!' (9)
35 The ironic use of this docurn.entary footage can be seen as a precursor of Jackson's Forgotten
Silver which, as discussed in Chapter 4, deconstructs documentary film devices from a
historiographic perspective.
36 A credit at the end of the film tells us that this footage has been obtained 'courtesy of the
National Archives of New Zealand.'
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Jackson's method of explaining the incomprehensible is not, as Forster has done,
to frame the story with social and legal narratives, but to re-create for us the
alternative reality which is at the centre of the girls' relationship. This means a
significant change of focus within the established 'facts' of the case. On Pauline's
first arrival at Ilam, she sees Juliet and her brother running around the garden in
medieval costume. As the narrative evolves, Jackson develops the child's world
of dramatic play into an imaginary world in which drama and reality become
interchangeable. This technique is so compelling that by the end of the film, the
girls' motivation for killing Honora seems to me to be clearer than in the play,
which spends its second act attempting to 'explain' the murder. This explanation
is unnecessary in the film because the spectator has become absorbed in the
fantasy world, and to some degree accepts its alternative logic. In Pauline's
imagination, her mother becomes a kind of ogre who is the chief obstacle to her
friendship with Juliet and the realization of their dream ambitions. On several
occasions Jackson uses the camera to place the viewer in the position of Pauline's
gaze, an effect which cannot be duplicated in the live theatre. This device is
extremely effective, enabling an expressionistic quality which brings us
disturbingly close to Pauline's imaginative world. For example, when Honora
chastises Pauline for being in the bathroom for too long, the camera adopts an
extreme close-up of Honora, her words obliterated by loud music. At this
moment, as Honora's face is dilated to almost grotesque proportions, the viewer
is able to share in Pauline's negative perception of her mother.
The girls' imaginations become fuelled by increasingly violent images from films
leading them away from the romantic excess of Lanza's films towards the world
of film noir in which murder is the primary method of solving the characters'
problems. Jackson often films such scenes in the style of the films being 'quoted'.
For example, after viewing The Thirty-Nine Steps, the girls run through the
streets, fleeing from Orson Welles lookalikes, the lighting and editing of the
sequence recreating the style of the film they have just seen. Jackson does not
confine his references to popular film styles to scenes involving the girls. When
Henry visits the Riepers to express his concerns about the girls' behaviour, he
arrives in a thunderstorm and is lit with an eerie blue light like a character from a
horror film. In such self-reflexive shots, Jackson undermines the 'reality' of the
'true' story he is re-telling, deliberately highlighting the constructed nature of the
narrative in order to evoke the vividness of Pauline's fantasy world. As the
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narrative develops, Jackson increasingly links Pauline's perception of her
mother to this dramatic imagination. For example, on one occasion Honora
prevents Pauline from going to Ilam and Pauline's voiceover delivers a line from
the diary which is also used in the play: 'Why could not Mother die? Dozens of
people are dying. Thousands are dying every day so why not Mother, and
Father too?'(40) In the film, this comment is expanded by the visual depiction of
Honora slowly choking on her food at the dinner table and falling face down
into her plate, while Herbert is speared by a carving knife. This expressionistic
projection of Pauline's fantasies is more disturbing because there is no change of
shot or the realistic setting while these events occur, and the effect is to suggest
that the world of the imagination can take on a vividness which is almost 'real.'
In this scene, as in many others, the scenic reality is undermined in order to
explore the 'truths' beyond the 'official record' (the diary) and allow us into
Pauline's psychology, to empathize with her frustrations. The device of allowing
the spectator access to the girls' fantasy world is expanded in the Port Levy
scene, when the camera dives into a sandcastle which instantly assumes life-size
proportions, and a field on Banks Peninsula morphs into an English country
garden complete with unicorns and statuary. The garden is the girls' vision of
the 'Fourth World', an alternative to heaven, which in Jackson's imagination
becomes a simulacrum of an idealized England. As in the play, it is clear from
the giant butterfly and the grazing unicorns that such a vision of England is an
illusion. But the garden setting also recalls the opening travelogue footage which
attempts to create a similar impression of Christchurch. This reminds us that
Christchurch, more so than other New Zealand cities, was conceived as a
simulacrum of an idealized England reconstructed in an alien landscape. In the
garden scene, Jackson's use of new computer technology illustrates the cinema's
increasing ability to transcend the illusionistic 'reality' of the location shot, and to
create hitherto unprecedented imaginative realities. 37 This contrasts with the
theatre, in which spectators are required to supply such imaginative realities for
themselves. In the past few decades, most theatres have done away with
realistic settings, using symbolic elements to provoke the spectator's imaginative
readings of the space. As the cinema has become more illusionistic, the theatre

In Ian Mune's film of Bruce Mason's End of the Golden Weather, a similar technique is used to
suggest the imaginative world of the boy when medieval knights appear on the New Zealand
beach. In Mune's film, however, there are no negative connotations to the use of the
imagination, and the technology is considerably less sophisticated.
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has become less so, placing more emphasis on the active intellectual, emotional
and sometimes physical participation of the spectator in the performance. 38 Such
computer technology as used in Heavenly Creatures illustrates that cinema is
removing itself further from any connection with reality, it is becoming
increasingly based on manufactured images rather than location shots. As this
comparison between Daughters of Heaven and Heavenly Creatures demonstrates,
the escalation of illusionism in the cinema, and the theatre's concurrent moves
towards a more active engagement with the spectator illustrates that while the
cinema presents history as entertainment and diversion, a place of escape, the
theatre is the place for critical engagement with the world. Jackson's use of
technology, however, is extremely persuasive in the traditional dramatic sense.
In the 'fourth world' scene, Jackson effectively unites Pauline's desire to escape
the constrictions of 'colonial' society with the ambiguity between fantasy and
reality which is essential to creating dramatic credibility for the climactic murder.
Jackson uses the camera and the computer to allow the spectator to enter
through virtual reality into the girls' imaginative world, rather than merely
observing it from an outside point of view, as in the scenes depicting the girls'
rituals in the play.
Like Forster, Jackson highlights post-colonial issues by creating a tension
between the homely, lower-class, 'kiwi' values of Pauline's family and the
desirable foreignness of Juliet's. Over the credits, Juliet arrives at school in a
large car, in contrast to Pauline who jumps over a rickety fence. Juliet's first
words in the film, when she is introduced to her new classmates, are tinged with
assumptions of cultural superiority: 'I am actually from England Miss Stewart.'
As Pauline's attraction to Juliet and her 'English-ness' develops, she represents
the desire of the disconnected settler subject to seek her 'origins.' Juliet, who has
travelled extensively, represents not only the potential for escape from the
cultural isolation of New Zealand, but also the possibility of a 'return' to an idyllic
England. There are fewer overt references to the 'backwardness' of 'colonial'
New Zealand than in Forster's play, but a similar effect is achieved through
visuals such as Juliet's drawing of St. George and the Dragon in art class rather
than the portrait of the scowling Pauline. In the following scene, Pauline is
One of the most developed instances of this trend is Augusto Boal's concept of the spect-actor,
who is empowered to intervene in the action of the play and re-make the narrative according to
his or her concerns. See Boal's Games for Actors and Non-Actors, xxx, and 1-39.
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irritated by her father's m.im.ing to her Mario Lanza record using a fish as a
microphone. On Juliet's first visit to the Riepers, Pauline is embarrassed at the
class difference and after revealing that her father is a fishmonger quickly adds,
'he's the manager.' While the early scenes in the Rieper household create a sense
of a warm., if slightly eccentric family, Pauline's irritation builds to the point
where her 'cultural cringe' overwhelms her reason. Through her visits to the
Hulm.es, she begins to aspire to am.ore sophisticated lifestyle for which her
working class upbringing has not prepared her. We see Pauline at dinner at the
Riepers, her school uniform. contrasting with Juliet's elaborate dress, shyly
learning by observation how to use a napkin. The possibility of transcending
one's class is particularly resonant in the context of the 1950s and '60s, when
m.any young New Zealanders began to earn more than their parents or gained
tertiary qualifications because of full em.ploym.ent and egalitarian educational
opportunities. 39 For Pauline however, the possibility of becoming 'upwardly
mobile' is strongly linked to the idea of leaving New Zealand altogether. At the
beginning and the end of the film., the shots of the murder are intercut with
black and white images of Juliet and her family leaving New Zealand on a ship.
In one version of the fantasy, Pauline is travelling with the Hulm.es. When she
kisses Juliet in front of Henry and Hilda, they gaze on approvingly. In this
image, as in m.any other fantasy sequences in the film., it is implied that for
Pauline and Juliet, a happy resolution of their love story only seems possible if
they escape the puritanical strictures of New Zealand. As in the play, Pauline
refuses to identify with Pakeha settler values and aligns herself with images and
expectations all of which emanate from. 'overseas.' There is constant tension
between this imaginative yearning represented by Pauline and the pragmatism.
represented by her mother.
The setting of the story in the 1950s is crucial. Pauline can be seen as
representative of a new generation which is not content with the limitations of
the Pakeha pragmatism. which is a legacy of the colonial vision. This is
demonstrated clearly in the film. in a scene in which Pauline and Juliet joke about
Sir Edmund I-Ellary, shocking both Pauline's sister and her father, who

The Mazengarb Report listed the high wages paid to adolescents as one of the factors
leading to 'delinquency'. See Glanmzina and Laurie, p. 59.
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comments, 'That man's a credit to the nation.' 40 This joke suggests that the
pragmatic outdoor values represented by Hillary are seen as archaic by Pauline,
who represents a generation of New Zealanders which is increasingly urban and
versed in American popular culture. The clash of values between Pauline and
her parents is a cultural equivalent to the interplay in the film between fantasy
and reality: it implies that the future identity of Pakeha New Zealanders must
involve a loss of pragmatic, 'provincial' values, which are symbolized by
Pauline's killing her mother, and the incorporation of global culture which in the
film is represented primarily through Hollywood. The girls reject Hillary's status
as a 'kiwi icon' and instead adopt Hollywood actors as their 'saints.' Such
references to film history have the effect of further involving the spectator in the
girls' imaginative world. They make the point that American movies are as
much a part of a New Zealander's cultural heritage as 'real' historical events.
Furthermore, Jackson's use of montage and mise en scene familiar from
Hollywood genre films is highly appropriate for a film about two girls who, in
their desire to 'moider Mother', have already appropriated the language of the
Hollywood thriller, and the film utilizes such stylistic devices powerfully to
suggest a post-colonial teenage imagination.
Many of the differences of emphasis in Daughters of Heaven and Heavenly
Creatures can be analyzed in terms of the different representational strategies
used in theatre and film. As we have seen above, the technology available to the
filmmaker enables the spectator to experience the 'visions' of the girls in a virtual
way. By allowing the spectator access to the imaginative world of the girls, the
film effectively provides a credible rationale for the murder. In Heavenly
Creatures there are many more individual scenes than in the play, enabling
character and tension to be established economically. For example, in the scenes
directly preceding the murder, close-ups of various clocks - Pauline's alarm clock,
the clock in the Rieper's kitchen, the tearoom clock and Honora's watch - create
an almost unbearable sense of tension which is further emphasized by the long
shot of the bus lumbering excruciatingly slowly up the hill to the park, and by
the use of slow motion as Honora and the girls walk through the bush. Through
Edmund Hillary's relationship to national identity has also been analyzed by Bruce Mason,
who encountered a storm of criticism on the screening of his play 'The Evening Paper' on
television in 1965, in which he unfavourably compared the domestic routines of an 'average'
New Zealand family with the heroic achievement of Hillary. His implication that New
Zealanders' identification with Hillary was hypocritical was regarded as unpatriotic.
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its use of portable technology, film enables fluid transitions between locations,
although as Daughters of Heaven illustrates, the same effect can be easily achieved
in the theatre, for example in the 'cut' from Perry's flat (48) to the courtroom
scene (49) which refers to the same event. This scene illustrates that the structure
of the play itself is influenced by filmic narrative, constructed into twenty-eight
short scenes in a variety of locations, rather than the naturalistic single-set, short
time-frame structure utilized by Davis in The Dreamers. The relative lack of
scenic devices available in the theatre, however, can be viewed not as a
restriction but in terms of freedom. For example, Lisa Warrington's 1992
production of Daughters of Heaven in Dunedin was set on a bare, open stage. The
lack of a plausible scenic 'reality' in this production was highly appropriate for
the representation of 'history', because there was no implication that the play
itself was representing the 'real'. The flexibility of the open space became
symbolic of the constantly shifting 'realities' which both the play and 'history'
itself exhibit. As the imagery in The Dreamers moves between past and present,
emphasizing the play's historiographic project, so the audience's perception of
events in Daughters of Heaven shifts from one point of view to another. Such
'shifting realities' are an inherent part of any play, because the script can never
be fixed to any one interpretation, and the context of each performance will
always create different resonances. A historiographic approach always implies a
critique of the authority of the text, but in the theatre the multiplicity of possible
interpretations of each play means that no such authority exists. This is in strong
contrast to the film director, who in Heavenly Creatures is also the co-writer, with
whom rests considerable control and authority over the finished work. The
play, however, like 'history' itself, is never finished in the way that a film is.
The prime advantage of the theatre in creating historiographic critique is the
presence of the live actor in the same physical space as the audience. As we have
seen, in The Dreamers, the presence of Aboriginal actors on stage in front of a
predominantly white audience creates an immediate inter-cultural engagement
which is part of the play's effectiveness. Gilbert and Tompkins have emphasized
the power of colonized people representing themselves on stage: 'the colonial
subject's body contests its stereotyping and representation by others to insist on
self-representation by its physical presence on the stage' (204) and The Dreamers
illustrates the critical effectiveness of such 'self-representation'. A similar act of
resistance to dominant ideologies can be achieved in Daughters of Heaven through
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the representation of a lesbian relationship on stage. In contrast to the bed scene
between Hilda and Perry, (47) the love scenes between Pauline and Juliet have
the potential to contest and resist the prejudices and stereotypes of lesbianism
which were a major contributor to the notoriety of the Parker-Hulme case. In
discussing 'resistant' performance, Marvin Carlson illustrates how live
performance which challenges the audience's perceptions of race and gender
have achieved significant political potency in the United States. Carlson has
summarized a number of critical approaches which stress this strategy:
an important area of feminist theory and performance has followed the
more radical strategy of placing woman in the position of the
desiring subject of the performance 'in contrast to the passive role
traditionally granted women as the object of male desire.' [Catherine]
Elwes suggests that the sexual aspects of women's physical presence in
performance should be constantly explored and exploited precisely
because 'the unknown territory of woman's desire can intensify her
threat.'
Lesbian performance has provided one of the most important
areas for experimentation of this sort. (179)
Carlson and Elwes imply that the physical presence of lesbian sexuality onstage
is potentially subversive and resistant to dominant ideologies. Therefore the live
representation of the girls' physical relationship on stage is potentially resistant
in a way that similar scenes in the film are not, because in the film there is a
physical distance from the image which provides safety for the audience. In film,
the lack of physical presence of the actors, the darkness of the cinema and the
anonymity of the viewer provide a distancing effect which reduces any
subversive potential of the lesbian scenes. In live drama, the effect of resistant
images, especially those involving violence or sexuality, are generally perceived
as being more shocking than similarly transgressive images in the cinema. 41
Excessive violence is a trademark of most of Peter Jackson's films, yet the
uniform acceptance of 'splatter' movies is an indication that cinematic violence

The fact that transgressive violence in the theatre shocks audiences who apparently let
films with similar content pass without comment is evidenced by the controversy over Mark
Ravenhill's Shopping and Fucking (1996). The introduction to the published play reproduces
the comments of James Christopher in The Sunday Express: 'What puzzles me is what is wrong
with the average English theatrical stomach? We rave about the film reels of Tarantino, De
Palma and Scorsese, yet feel queasy at the first pungent whiff of contemporary stage brutality.
The Elizabethans had no such qualms.'
41
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has lost the ability to shock. In a live performance however, the physical
presence of the actors' bodies makes any transgressive act more potent.
As contrasting productions of Daughters of Heaven reveal, however, the play's
ability to realize this potential varies according to the interpretations of particular
directors. The shock value of the Parker-Hulme case to a conservative society is
based in the linking of two 'socially unacceptable' behaviours - the lesbian
relationship and the murder itself. At Downstage, Colin McColl chose to
emphasize the shock value by the use of nudity in the girls' love scenes and by
showing the murder graphically with large quantities of stage blood. The use of
nudity in the representation of the girls' relationship thus highlighted their sexual
desire, which Catherine Elwes suggests is necessary to resist the dominant social
prejudice which is conditioned by the male gaze. McCall's strategy however,
drew strongly opposing views from feminist critics. These views were
summarized in two contrasting articles by Alison Laurie (co-author of Parker and
Hulme: A Lesbian View) and Judith Dale, published together in 1992. Laurie
strongly criticizes the play as sensationalist, and argues that it confirms rather
than resists the societal prejudices about lesbians which the newspaper accounts
of the murder illustrated in 1954. She particularly objects to the representation of
the girls' sexuality and of the murder itself onstage:
In my view this play is a kind of tabloid drama - sensational newspaper
accounts dressed up and brought to the stage complete with an
obligatory - and gratuitous - splatter scene, where Juliet and Pauline kill
Honora with a brick and fake blood gushes about the floorboards. The
lesbian relationship between the girls is shown in part by the characters
baring their breasts on stage bringing together sex and violence as an
attraction. (25)
Laurie therefore implies that the play is not historiographic. For her, it does not
re-interpret the historical event but simply reflects and re-confirms the prejudices
against the girls which were felt at the time. The potential for a truly resistant
performance has been lost. Dale however, does not accept this point of view,
articulating a position much closer to that of Catherine Elwes:
It was Downstage's decision to have certain sequences played with a
degree of nudity .... This decision was obviously going to be
controversial, and amongst some sectors of the lesbian community has
drawn particularly heavy criticism. Not from me. How else can the

145
audience be made to realize that this relationship is exactly that, a
'relationship' in every sense - emotional, intellectual, sensuous and, yes,
sexual? Or is it simply not possible to create eroticism differently from the
implications of that constructed under 'the male gaze.' Perhaps not. (23)
Dale sees the play as a landmark in representing female sexuality onstage and
supports it as a valid reading of the historical event which not only questions
historical attitudes but also brings these issues alive into the present. The lesbian
scenes challenge not only the attitudes to the girls in the 1950s, but also the
attitudes of the audience in the theatre. McCall's decision to present the
physicality of lesbian love is a provocation to the audience to compare their
attitudes with the 'historical' attitudes in the play. Dale believes that it is
necessary physically to represent the girls' relationship onstage in order to
confront stage representations of 'women as belonging to men and subject to
the male gaze.' (21) As her final comment reveals however, she still has some
degree of uneasiness about the possibility of creating an alternative gaze. In
Daughters of Heaven however, the potential of the play to be 'subversive' or
'resistant' is very dependent on the director's interpretation in each production.
Lisa Warrington's production of the play did not use nudity in the girls' physical
scenes together, and depicted the murder as a stylized tableau. This production
therefore avoided the sensationalistic excess attributed by Laurie to the
Downstage production, and emphasized the consequences of the girls' actions
rather than repeating the 'tabloid' focus on the horror of the murder.
Warrington chose to use stage blood not in the murder scene, but in the scene
which follows it (58), emphasizing the effect on the girls themselves as their
fantasy world is invaded by 'real' blood rather than the shock value of the crime
on the public. While downplaying the lesbian politics of the story, this
interpretation places the play firmly back into a historiographic project in that it
stressed not the historical event itself, but the implications of the event.
As these examples show, the ambiguities and controversy surrounding the play
illustrate the script's potential as a potent historiographic analysis. Although the
lack of an overt pro-lesbian stance in the writing perhaps limits the potential of
the play to be truly subversive in gender terms, theatre which questions
'historical' social prejudices can be, as Dale has pointed out in discussing the play,
'an agency that affects and shapes change in the public mind.' (21) Apart from
the girls' relationship, Bridget, possibly because she is the one major character
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where Forster is freed from the constraints of 'historical accuracy,' is the
character which most exploits the potential of the live performance. Bridget
speaks directly to the audience, comments on the court case, moves freely
between different stage realities. This is an effective device for creating the
particular repressive historical forces which Bridget represents in the same
physical space as the lesbian relationship. Thus an immediate dialectic is achieved
between two opposing points of view, which is both symbolic and emotionally
engaging.
That the level of controversy and debate exemplified by the articles by Laurie
and Dale did not follow the release of Heavenly Creatures suggests that when
removed from the live encounter between audience and performer, drama
becomes less 'threatening' (to use Catherine Elwes' term.) As I have suggested,
the increased focus in the film on the central characters allows us to empathize
fully with all of the characters including Pauline and Juliet, so that the narrative
development and the tragic ending are fully convincing in execution. The success
of the film in these terms however ultimately produces a more 'comforting'
experience than the play. By allowing us to empathize with Pauline to a much
greater degree than in the play, the film normalizes her actions. The film
emphasizes the murder itself to a lesser degree than the play does, and instead
represents conflict between a mother and a teenage daughter, a close friendship
with another girl and a desire for escapism from what seems like a mundane
reality, all of which are situations which can easily be related to by the audience.
The spectator of the film also becomes fully absorbed in the girls' dream world.
Bertolt Brecht and Augusto Boal are both theorists who have written extensively
upon the subject of 'resistant' performance, and both have strongly argued
against drama which completely absorbs the viewer in its narrative. In his poem
'The Theatre, Home of Dreams', Brecht has written that a drama which fully
involves the spectator in a fantasy world is not an analytical drama:
Many see the theatre as a place for
Generating dreams. You actors are seen as
Dealers in narcotic drugs ...
Gripped by enthusiasm
For oneself or sympathy with oneself
One sits in happy distraction, forgetting
The difficulties of daily life ...
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You, however,
Show a false world, heedlessly stirred together
Just as dreams show it, transformed by wishes
Or twisted by fears, you miserable
Deceivers. (340-1)
Here Brecht critiques illusionistic theatre based on the Aristotelian model, which
achieves an emotional impact on the audience through evoking empathy and
catharsis. He compares this dramaturgical technique to the process of dreams,
which psychoanalysis shows to be dominated by desires and fears rather than
analysis of events in the 'real' world. As we have seen, the technology available
to the modern film director makes possible an empathehc drama more fully
absorbing than Aristotle, or even Brecht, could envisage. Brecht's desire for a
drama which eschews 'distraction' in the viewer is particularly relevant to postcolonial historiographic drama. Historiographic drama must critically engage the
audience, in order to provide an effective resistance to official dramatic
narratives. In historiographic terms, a drama which allows the spectator to
become lost in an illusionistic world is not capable of provoking a critical
response in the viewer. In Heavenly Creatures, the girls' dream-world is so
effectively created through illusionistic cinema technology, that there is no critical
space for independent analysis by the spectator. There is a synthesis between
the medium and the 'message': as we watch Pauline and Juliet being persuaded
to murder through the power of movies, we too are persuaded through the
power of movies to empathize with them. As we have seen, the film
demonstrates that because of the considerable power of the close-up and the
editing process, film can often be more effective than theatre in creating an
'Aristotelian' drama, in which pity and fear are aroused in a fully absorbed
spectator who undergoes a therapeutic catharsis. Following Brecht, Augusto
Boal has written one of the most potent analyses of the effect of Aristotelian
drama:
Aristotle's coercive system of tragedy survives to this very day, thanks
to its great efficacy. It is, in effect, a powerful system of intimidation.
The structure of the system may vary in a thousand ways, making it
difficult at times to find all the elements of its structure, but the system
will nevertheless be there, working to carry out its basic task: the
purgation of all antisocial elements ... Let there be no doubt, Aristotle
formulated a very powerful purgative system, the objective of which is
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to eliminate all that is not commonly accepted, including the revolution,
before it takes place. His system appears in disguised form on television,
in the movies, in the circus, in the theaters. It appears in many and varied
shapes and media. But its essence does not change : it is designed to bridle
the individual, to adjust him to what pre-exists. (1979, 46-7)
In Heavenly Creatures, the normalizing of 'antisocial elements' illustrated by the
historical story of the Parker-Hulme murder removes the socially disturbing
aspects of a 'revolution' against conventions of settler identity by a younger
generation of Pakeha. Daughters of Heaven is far from being the revolutionary
theatre which Boal envisages, but in comparison to Heavenly Creatures, it
demonstrates that the live performance is less 'coercive' than the film
performance. The film's success in creating empathy and catharsis has the effect
for a New Zealand audience of symbolically resolving a disturbing event from its
collective past. In contrast, Daughters of Heaven demonstrates that the 'historical
issues' raised by the event are still alive and the subject of debate in the present.
The play shows that alienation devices such as intercutting different narratives,
providing Bridget as a choric voice, and the actual physical representation of
female desire in the same physical space as the spectator, can create a debate
among audiences which questions rather than accepts the details of the historic
record. While the images in the film are permanently established in the editing
room, in the theatre every production of Daughters of Heaven will be different,
and every performance will contain subtle variations which contribute to the
'live-ness' of the experience. Furthermore, in the live theatre, the variance in
light sources and seating arrangements generally means an increased awareness
of the presence of other spectators, which enables the audience to, as Brecht
writes in his poem 'The Lighting', 'do their dreaming in the light.'(426) Because it
is relatively cheap to produce and can be performed anywhere, theatre remains
an effective dramatic medium for political protest and post-colonial revisionism,
as illustrated by Jack Davis' plays, and all of the counter-discursive plays
discussed in the last chapter.
Theatre also resists the tendency in cinema to reify potentially subversive
material because of the amount of capital involved in realizing the film. 42 Where

The film of Duff's Once Were Warriors is an example of this reifying tendency. In the film
Jake is not responsible for the rape of Grace, and Beth is a more sympathetic character than in
42
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the Green Ants Dream however illustrates that it is not necessary for a film to be a
commercially orientated venture to impose western assumptions on a colonized
people. The film camera has considerable authority. In Jackson's film, it is used
to make us empathize to some degree with the psychology of a teenage
murderer. In Herzog's film, it is used to create images of a defeated race in
order to support the film's fatalist thematics. Both films illustrate the potential of
the camera to evoke powerful dramatic imagery which manipulates the viewer
into a particular point of view. In the theatre however, the authority which in
film is dominated by a controlled point of view - the camera as utilized by the
director - is spread more evenly between the writer, the director, the designer
and the actors. None of these is able to fully dominate the process, and the
interactive nature of their collaboration is often reflected in the debate aroused
around the play, as illustrated by the controversy over Daughters of Heaven,
which used the play as a stimulus for continued debate over the historiographic
issues raised by the case. Because the actors are physically present in the same
space, in a well-conceived theatre production the spectator remains more alert,
more critical. Because of this live-ness, the theatre is generally the dramatic
medium which prompts strong political statement and creates debate. When this
potential is exploited to the full, as in The Dreamers, the result can be a
historiographic drama which both educates and brings about social change.

the novel. The gang members are also glamorized, Hollywood fashion, downplaying the antisocial nature of the activities of 'real life' gangs.
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CHAPTER FOUR
THE PLAY OF HISTORY.
As we have seen in the previous chapters, the re-staging of post-colonial
'histories' has become a major activity for dramatists and film-makers in New
Zealand and Australia. The Maori and Aboriginal writers discussed in Chapters
Two and Three are critical of the western history-making process itself, and use a
variety of dramatic strategies to propose not only 'alternative' versions of
history, but also different ways of viewing the relationship between the past and
the present. The presence of the live performer, and the endowment of a space
with events from another time and place, makes the theatre a more immediate
and provocative form than the cinema, while the theatre is more accessible to
subversive writers because it is cheaper to produce than film. Furthermore, the
ephemerality of performance is a symbolic equivalent to the absence of the past.
For these reasons the most critical historiographic work tends to emerge from
the theatre rather than the cinema. It is clear, however, that film and television
are the major popular dramatic forms of our time, and therefore their
significance in these post-colonial re-evaluations of history cannot be
underestimated. As we have seen in the discussion of Daughters of Heaven and
Heavenly Creatures, the film tends to emphasize the personal and psychological
implications of the historical event, while the play is more concerned with its
social and political impact. As McCallum has written, new historiographic drama
reveals 'basic patterns of human society', such as history, as 'constructs of the
human mind\ drawing constant psychological com1.ections between past and
present. (156) In Jackson's Port Levy scene, the imaginative capacity of the
human mind itself is represented using sophisticated computer technology. This
illustrates that cinema is ideally placed to explore the subjectivity of
historiographic perception. In this chapter, I compare two 'historical
documentary' films made in New Zealand in 1995, Peter Jackson's Forgotten
Silver and Gaylene Preston's War Stories Our Mothers Never Told Us, which, in
different ways, demonstrate the potential for exploring the interplay between
past and present through film.
In Heavenly Creatures, the boundaries between 'fact' and 'fiction', between
'reality' and 'drama' are blurred. As 'history' has become more and more open
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to question in the post-colonial context, so the space between these arbitrary
divisions becomes more critical. This critical space can be most potently
examined in the 'documentary' film. The documentary is a genre which
purports to create a link between history and reality, because it claims
authenticity and distances itself from the fiction-making narrative strategies of
dramatic film. Mudrooroo believes that' genre' is a political term, that genres are
'ways of manipulating the text so that the reader is led from an intuitive to a
logical response to the work' (1990, 170), and therefore Aboriginal writers tend
to mix and subvert genres in order to resist the western categorizing impulses
which they support. In this chapter I suggest that such clear generic divisions are
an illusion, that a 'documentary' is a dramatic construct, and that the concept of
the 'documentary' as a window to an authentic past is a fiction.

Forgotten Silver was advertised as 'a documentary about the life of pioneer New
Zealand film maker Colin McKenzie.' 1 Subsequent to its screening on Television
One on Sunday October 291995, it was revealed that the film was a hoax, and
that McKenzie never existed. The film was re-labelled a 'mockumentary\ and it
became the subject of controversy as viewers disputed whether it was a
legitimate work of art or an 'infantile' piece of deceit. 2 In contrast to this
controversial reception, Gaylene Preston's War Stories Our Mother Never Told Us,
which was both released in cinemas and shown on television, was widely
acclaimed for its authenticity and for its reassessment of genuinely 'lost' histories.
In this comparison I examine the theoretical space between the 'hoax'
documentary and the 'authentic' documentary, and suggest that this space is not
one of opposition, but of interplay.

See television listings column in NZ Listener October 28 1995, p. 86.
See 'Authority Rejects Complaints after TVNZ Accused of Deceit over Drama', published in
Otago Daily Times 16 February 1996. Brent Proctor of Palmerston North complained to the
Broadcasting Standards Authority that TVNZ had lent 'succour to such an infantile and
nefarious enterprise' and actively participated in the 'deception of its viewers.' Complainants
may have missed the irony that Jackson's first film was called Bad Taste.
1

2
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FORGOTTEN SILVER

Forgotten Silver can be viewed in two ways: firstly, by an 'innocent' viewer who
believes it to be a 'factual' account, and secondly by a 'knowing' viewer, who is
aware that it is a construction and therefore can appreciate the ironies and
subversiveness of the film. I will discuss the ways in which Jackson uses
dramatic techniques to persuade the 'innocent' viewer of the authenticity of
McKenzie's life, and then analyze the critical implications of the film from the
point of view of a 'knowing' viewer. I suggest that for the latter, the film
subverts the patriotic self-image of New Zealanders, the credibility of the
'documentary' film format, and the public perception of the transmission of
'history' itself. Forgotten Silver parodies the notion of 'authenticity' in a critical
way. Because the film is framed in terms of Pakeha identity, it is also part of the
post-colonial debate as it questions numerous prevailing mythologies about the
construction of 'Kiwi' culture.
Forgotten Silver was advertised by Dennis Welch's article 'Heavenly Features' in
the New Zealand Listener which was designed to create a sense of expectation in
the potential audience. The article's presence in a reputable magazine provided
the authority necessary to support the 'documentary's' claim to authenticity.
The details of the 'sensational' films that Jackson claims to have found are
withheld, in order to create suspense for the reader. Who is this 'McKenzie', and
what has he done? The documentary promises to be a revisionist history,
making visible a story which has been 'forgotten.' In the article, Jackson
suggests that the find will change 'the history of cinema, not just in New Zealand
but worldwide'. (31) Thus the article appeals to a sense of national pride in the
reader, implying that McKenzie's achievements will raise the profile of New
Zealand in the world at large. The phrase 'the history of cinema' evokes the
meta-narrativistic status of official 'history' which is usually taken for granted in
the media. History is a monolith, an unquestionable fact, therefore a man who
can 'change' history is a god, a national hero. Jackson goes on to say, 'After this
documentary, this guy should be appearing on our banknotes. They should
create a $3 banknote just to put his face on it. He is postage stamp material.' (32)
To the 'innocent' reader, Jackson's enthusiasm may seem justified. National
'heroes' Kate Sheppard and Edmund Hillary already appear on banknotes,
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symbolically invoking the 'great' events of New Zealand history in the mundane
transactions of everyday life. To a 'knowing' reader, however, Jackson's
suggestion that a new banknote should be created is clearly satiric. Jackson is
parodying the common mythologizing of the 'heroes' of New Zealand history,
simultaneously debunking such hero-worship by reminding us that our 'heroes'
can be reduced to an image on a postage stamp. Moreover, Jackson's claims in
the article also signal the critical project of the film. At the end of the article,
comments by Jackson and co-writer Costa Botes set up an opposition between
the terms 'documentary' and 'drama':
'There was some pressure on us at first to possibly dramatize some
aspects of Colin's life, but frankly, even though it's a documentary, the
events of his life were so dramatic that the word drama is not
inappropriate.' Adds Botes: 'It's as gripping as any fictional story.' (32)
Seen in retrospect, Jackson and Botes' commentary indicates a playful awareness
of the 'fictionality' of history-writing, as well as an acknowledgment that
documentary films are often constructed like drama. There is an implication that
the boundaries between fact and fiction are arbitrary. As discussed in the
Introduction, the writing of history involves the same narrative devices as the
writing of fiction, and because it is not possible objectively to trace the 'truth' of
the past, a dramatic fiction may be as valid as 'history' as an official 'historical'
account. The fact that Botes (who had the original idea for the project) was well
aware of this theoretical approach to 'truth' was revealed in a later Listener article
by Geoff Chapple, in which Botes quotes Picasso: "'We all know that art is not
truth. Art is a lie that makes us realize truth."'(26) This paradox, which is similar
to Aristotle's idea that universal truth is revealed through art rather than the
'facts' of history, justifies the 'lie' of the hoax. The hoax questions the 'truth'
value of the media's representation of history and national identity.
Nevertheless, the public reaction to the television screening exposed a
widespread anxiety about the ambiguous space between drama and
documentary. Chapple's article reported that the screening which was 'New
Zealand's biggest-ever hoax', was seen by four hundred thousand people and
that the reaction was 'often negative.'(26) This reaction resulted in a hearing by
the Broadcasting Standards authority, and a newspaper report illustrated that the
problem was a matter of form, rather than content: 'The next day radio and
press news items reported the "documentary" was in fact a "drama."'(Otago
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Daily Times 16 February 1996) The recording of these generic terms in quotation
marks in a newspaper is an indication that their meaning has been called into
public question by the programme. The confusion caused in the media as to the
'true' genre of Forgotten Silver indicates how successful the filmmakers have been
in highlighting the arbitrary distinctions between reality and fiction. The
complaints heard by the Broadcasting Authority are indicative of a public desire
to make a clear distinction between fact and fiction, because without such a
distinction, access to 'reality' itself is problematic, and this possibility is
disturbing, particularly within the pragmatic, 'do-it-yourself' culture of New
Zealand. Such pragmatism is not possible without a solid grounding in 'reality\
a sense that one 'knows' the world. Complaints such as that of Brent Proctor
(Otago Daily Times, 16 February 1996), who told the authority that TVNZ had
actively participated in the 'deception of its viewers' acknowledge that television
has a central role in our society's perception of reality, and that it has a power
which can be perceived as dangerous when audiences lose the ability to discern
fact from fantasy. The case forced the Authority to interrogate the meaning of
words such as 'documentary', 'truth\ 'factual accuracy\ 'deceit\ 'reality' and
'authenticity\ signifiers which are all too often taken for granted. The screening
of Forgotten Silver therefore brings the theoretical debate about the 'truthfulness'
of the dramatic representation of history into the public arena. In Chapple's
article Botes quotes a letter sent to Wingnut Films which said, 'Welt all credibility
has gone down the tubes - I won't be believing in TVNZ's news anymore.'(26)
This comment suggests that the writer will in future be more critical of the
images represented by the media, demonstrating the success of Forgotten Silver
in realizing Brecht's vision of an alert, critical spectator. The collective shock of
realization which occurred when the hoax was revealed was effectively a
Verfremdungseffekt created by the context in which the 'drama' was received.
To an unsuspecting audience, the story of Colin McKenzie seems credible
because it is continually authenticated by reference to documentary evidence. In
the first shot of the film Jackson is immediately identified by a sub-title which
announces authoritatively, 'Peter Jackson, filmmaker.' The titles which identify
each interviewee authenticate their status as 'experts' in the field. The
appearance of easily recognizable, 'real' authorities such as Sam Neill and John
O'Shea serve to reinforce the 'reality' of Colin's life story. Each interviewee
serves a different authenticating function. For example, the appearance of
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Jonathon Morris, film archivist, introduces a technical authority who can provide
a more 'scientific' perspective on Colin's work. The shot in which we see Morris
restoring the deteriorating film provides the authenticity of familiar technology,
which we recognize and trust to be accurate. The inclusion of Americans Harvey
Weinstein and Leonard Maltin provides the authentication of 'overseas' experts,
and introduces a connection between Colin and Hollywood, which further
confirms his 'genuine' status. The voice of the narrator is heard for the first time
after the title credit, which comes some minutes into the film. The deep voice
and careful diction of the male narrator (Jeffrey Thomas), accented with a 'BBC
English' tone, associates the documentary form with colonial authority. It serves
as a reminder that in the past much of our information has come from men with
such voices, and we have come to associate them with the 'truth.' The narrator's
voice contains more authority than the on-screen interviewees, because the
absence of a personality behind the voice implies a more 'objective' point of
view. The voice-over narration is instantly recognizable as a convention of
documentary film making and therefore distances the film from the conventions
of 'fictional' drama.
The film also follows biographical conventions by beginning Colin's life story by
exploring his 'origins', authenticating the identity of the subject through
reference to his genealogy. Although we only see his photograph, Colin's father
is constructed as a character with a clear symbolic function. We are told that he
came from Scotland and built his home and farm 'the hard way', thus
emphasizing the mythologizing of the European pioneer in New Zealand. For
the viewer living in the bi-cultural 1990s, however, this 'colonial' mythology may
carry with it the negative associations of invasion and exploitation. The film
reassures this viewer by giving an unsympathetic view of the father, therefore
creating a comfortable distance from the 'early settler' generation. Colin's
mother is only mentioned in the narrative as a nurturing stereotype, who
provides comfort and support to young Colin by hiding his camera when his
father smashes all of his equipment. The father therefore also represents the
philistinism and excessive macho qualities of the pioneer mentality, which are
seen to be in conflict with Colin's artistic impulses. The construction of alternative
female histories, as in Renee's plays and Gaylene Preston's historical films, is
absent from Forgotten Silver. This absence calls attention to the male bias in
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much history making and recording, as also suggested by the God-like authority
of the omniscient male narrator.
The narrative is constructed in such a way as to create empathy for the abuse
suffered by Colin and his mother. As Aristotle theorized, the creation of
empathy for the protagonist is one of the first 'rules' of drama, and throughout
the film the strategy of the writers is to create as much empathy for Colin as
possible. Therefore, to the 'knowing' viewer, the film illustrates that the
documentary convention is a 'mask' for a narrative which is inherently
'dramatic.' The film's success in creating empathy was evidenced by Jackson,
who is quoted by Chapple in the Listener as saying, 'People said to me they cried
when Maybelle died, and that's what film should do .... It is about emotion.'(26)
Such emotive response to the film illustrates that all film works on this premise,
whether factual or fictional. The manipulation of the viewer's emotions is one of
the key dramatic strategies which the revelation of the film as a hoax exposes.
The film's narrative is structured around the juxtaposition of two parallel stories:
the story of Colin's life and work and the 're-discovery' of these details by
Jackson and Botes. The 'revelation' of the discovery of Mckenzie's films in his
widow's shed is immediately authenticated by a photograph of the chest.
Throughout the film, photography is consistently used as a major source of
evidence. The large number of black and white stills used to tell McKenzie's life
story are painstakingly accurate in re-creating the fashions of the early twentieth
century, and therefore very persuasive. For example, as Colin's Uncle is
introduced, he is matched to a photograph and given his full name; Brooke's
death at Gallipoli is confirmed by a shot of his gravestone. The use of
photography enhances the credibility of the film, and supports the belief that
these are 'real' people.
Such images are used to create 'characters' in the dramatic sense, calling attention
to the ways in which 'real' people are (re)constructed for dramatic effect in 'real'
documentaries. Furthermore, the role of photography in this duplicity
demonstrates how easily, especially with modern computer technology,
photographs can be 'staged' or tampered with, and this knowledge must call into
question the 'truth' value of photography in the recording of official histories.
The same is true of the fake motion picture sequences. These are all expertly
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crafted to resemble the techniques and appearance of early silent films, such as
the blotches on the 'Richard Pearse' footage which replicate the appearance of
deteriorating nitrate film stock. 3 For the 'knowing' viewer, the film's emphasis
on photographic evidence shows that photographs too can be 'dramatized', and
subverts the 'truth' value of photography as authenticating evidence.
For the viewer unaware of such ironies, the references to established film
histories provide further reassurance of the authenticity of the claims made by
Jackson and Botes. For example, near the beginning of the film, Botes says of
Colin, 'The name wasn't entirely unknown to me. I'd come across it in a couple
of journals, but very little solid information.' The evocation of the word 'journal'
suggests academic authority, and supports the viewer's perception of Botes as a
well-informed expert. When we are told that Colin's Richard Pearse film is being
'examined by the Smithsonian Institute', its authenticity is almost guaranteed
because of the status of the institution itself. Shortly afterwards, Maltin says,
'Colin McKenzie was someone I'd just read about in a book, a history book.'
These moments are a reminder that history is authenticated by the crossreferencing of sources. If one authority is seen to support another, then the
'truth' value of both is enhanced. A deeper question which may occur to the
'knowing' viewer is that if a well-known film historian like Maltin could 'lie' in
this case, then can his 'straight' opinions on film history be trusted? The effect of
such moments is to question the authority of the film historian, and by
implication, the authority of all histories. The frequent references to 'film
history' are a reminder that 1995 was the year in which the centenary of cinema
was celebrated, which led to a broader public awareness of the history of cinema,
particularly as it applies to New Zealand. As we have seen in previous chapters,
subversive historiographic work often flourishes in the context of 'historical'
celebrations, and Forgotten Silver is no exception to this trend. Ultimately, the
effect of Forgotten Silver is not only to question the precepts on which cinematic
history is founded, but the historical narratives of New Zealand itself.

An article entitled 'Seeing is Believing - The Making of Forgotten Silver' in Creative New
Zealand's On Arts reveals how this was achieved: 'Film. was then run through acid baths,
splattered in chemicals and double-exposed with scratched footage, to achieve that authentic,
long-lost look.' (11)

3
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The inclusion of so many 'authenticating' devices serves to disguise the fact that
despite the many generic signifiers of the documentary form, the film is a
skilfully constructed drama. On television, the most significant clue to its
dramatic status was the rich red curtains of the Montana Sunday Theatre title
which framed its screening. These curtains, with their association with artifice
and revelation are highly symbolic. Not only will the film be 'revealed' after the
screening as a theatrical fiction, but it is also designed to 'open up' the audience's
view to a different perspective, a fresh way of looking at historical
representation.
The historiographic effect of Forgotten Silver relies on the 'innocent' viewer being
initially convinced of the 'reality' of the narrative, to 'sit in happy distraction' as
Brecht writes in 'The Theatre, Home of Dreams.' This is achieved through the
skilful use of dramatic devices which are used to engage a popular television
audience with the narrative. These devices include characterization, empathy,
successive complications, suspense and comedy.
The two parallel stories in the narrative enable Jackson and Botes to create
interaction between the past and the present. This structure enables the film to
have two protagonists, Colin McKenzie in the past story, and Jackson himself in
the present. Colin is constructed as an ordinary and likeable 'Kiwi bloke' who
achieves success through his own ingenuity and perseverance. 4 In introducing
Colin with the affectionate term, 'a guy called Colin McKenzie', Jackson seeks to
engage the viewer with Colin by stressing his ordinariness. As we have seen,
Jane Campion has called New Zealand 'a country hysterically concerned with
playing yourself down' (95), and Jackson carefully 'plays down' Colin's 'genius'
in order to establish him as a 'hero' in the modest, reserved mould of Hillary or
Blake. This construction of Colin is enhanced by the casting of Dunedin actor
Tom Robbins, who has an air of unthreatening masculinity and a disarmingly
innocent and open face. 5 We learn that Colin is a 'nice guy' when we see that he

4 A recent example of a New Zealand hero in this mould was John Britten, who invented and
manufactured a revolutionary motorcycle literally in his own back yard, which subsequently
achieved success on international racing circuits. Tragically Britten died soon after of cancer.
The Inside New Zealand television documentary on Britten's achievements shares some
similarities to Forgotten Silver.
5 Robbins also played the role of Medlicott, the psychiatrist, in Lisa Warrington's Dunedin
production of Daughters of Heaven (1992).
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supports the unfortunate Stan Wilson. When Stan goes to Hollywood Colin is
'secretly relieved to see the back of him,' but he would never compromise his
'niceness' by overtly rejecting Stan. The first photograph of Colin depicts him
with his chin resting on his hand, apparently deep in thought. The camera
lingers on the image, the close-up encouraging the viewer to engage emotionally
with this apparently sensitive man. The construction of Colin as a Kiwi 'do-ityourselfer' is introduced through a shot of his 'first camera' built with parts from
his Uncle's bicycle shop. His widow Hannah says that Colin was initially
fascinated not with the images of film themselves but with the projector. This
establishes that, like other 'Kiwi heroes,' Colin is not an 'arty' type but a practical
bloke with a passion for machines. Hannah's comment is also a clue to the
thematics of Forgotten Silver. It signals that, like its hero, the filmmakers are
more interested in how films are made, rather than what they are about. Just as
Colin explores the apparatus of filmmaking, so Jackson and Botes explore the
construction of film and history. This point is continually emphasized by the
focus on how the film text is constructed. For example, the screen tests made for
the role of Salome draw attention to the casting process. These 'insights' into
film-making procedures are designed to further draw the 'innocent' viewer into
the verisimilitude of the narrative.
The characterization of Colin links his 'Kiwi' backyard ingenuity with a
succession of achievements which ensure his 'historical' significance. He shoots
the world's 'first' tracking shot by wobbling along on a bicycle. He uses steam
power to drive his projection system. He uses egg whites as emulsion to make
materials photo-sensitive. He perfects a way to record the 'first' synchronized
sound. He succeeds in making the 'first' colour film stock by compressing
berries, which Jackson calls 'an extraordinary feat of chemical engineering.' In
1908 he makes the world's 'first' feature length movie (The Warrior Season.) His
brother Brooke uses a camera Colin has made by hand to shoot the 'only'
footage shot by a New Zealander at Gallipoli, which Jackson shows us for the
'very first time.' This emphasis on 'firsts' constructs convincing 'evidence' of the
claim that Colin's name belongs in the history books. For the 'knowing' viewer,
however, it is clear that these fictional technological achievements created from
eggs, berries and bicycles are parodic. This suggests a skepticism in the writers
towards the high status achievements listed in traditional 'histories' which
privilege originating moments and scientific inventions.
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The construction of Colin as 'backyard genius' is enhanced by incidents which
stress his humanity. For example, at fifteen years of age, he runs away from
home, as illustrated by a photograph of a rebellious looking Colin scowling at
the camera. This rebellion is calculated to elicit empathy, showing that Colin has
rejected his abusive father and is asserting his individuality. The successive
complications which occur in Colin's life show his bravery and determination to
succeed despite the odds. Set-backs in his career escalate in magnitude as the
story progresses, putting more and more pressure on Colin and increasing the
dramatic tension. When audiences walk out of his talking picture in droves
because they cannot understand the Chinese dialogue, a despairing Colin
abandons his recording experiments forever. Such scenes emphasize that Colin
is a misunderstood genius, he can never quite 'get it right', and therefore
becomes more compelling as a character. After showing his ground-breaking
colour footage, Colin and Brooke are imprisoned for six months because of the
film's unintentional nudity. The 'injustice' of this sentence is made apparent by
the hypocrisy of the all-male jury who request repeat screenings of the film.
When Maybelle is cast in the role of Salome, the possibility of romance for Colin
is raised, but this is frustrated when she pursues a relationship with Brooke
instead. Colin's jealousy causes him to suspend filming, but a greater tragedy is
to follow - Brooke's death at Gallipoli. The close-up photograph of a depressed
Colin, with the voiceover 'It was Colin's blackest moment' draws the audience
further into the story, while the photograph of a grieving Maybelle silhouetted
against a glass door makes the connection between the two mourners which
opens the way to their future romance. Despite his setbacks with Salome,
marriage provides comfort for Colin, but this is only temporary. When
Maybelle dies in childbirth, Colin buys 'his first drink' at the age of 43. By this
point in the narrative, the loss of his loved ones has confirmed the tragic nature
of Colin's life. He is good man, an inventor and a film-maker, an extraordinarily
gifted combination of scientist and artist, but his 'flawed' humanity and bad luck
conspire to frustrate him achieving the greatness which he so obviously
deserves. As these examples show, the film uses a melodramatic structure of
cause and effect to maintain the viewer's interest in Colin's struggles, though
such strategies contain multiple ironies. The writers have used a wide variety of
dramatic cliches - the rebellious youth, the unjust imprisonment, the romantic
triangle, the death on the battlefield - in a film which has been widely viewed as a
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'documentary'. This suggests that the average television audience either does
not recognize such strategies used in 'factual' programmes as 'drama', or that
they are quite content to accept the dramatization of 'factual' events. In Forgotten
Silver's juxtaposition of signifiers of authenticity with dramatic conventions, it
exposes as an illusion the clear distinction between 'documentary' and 'drama'.
'Documentary' films are usually constructed according to the conventions of
drama, and their correspondence to events in the real world will always be
mediated by this construction.
Comedy is a key strategy in Forgotten Silver, and this also operates on two levels.
Like the comedy in Shakespeare's history plays (for example Falstaff's exploits),
Jackson and Botes use humour to create dramatic variety. There is a strong
slapstick element, particularly in the 'Stan the Man' interlude. Colin falls off his
bicycle and Richard Pearse crashes into a hedge, creating humour which also
allows the viewer to empathize with the frustration of the inventors' efforts. For
the 'innocent' viewer, such humorous scenes provide a balance to the 'tragic'
elements of the story. For the 'knowing' viewer, however, the whole film
becomes a comedy. The humour works in terms of the film's witty engagement
with the idea of history itself. For example, Colin is shown to 'change the course
of history' when Pearse's plane is forced to avoid Colin's camera and crashes into
a hedge. This moment debunks the seriousness both of 'historic' moments, and
of the official means of recording them. The continual emphasis on the recording
of 'real' events stresses that film itself has the power to authenticate history,
because film is a visual record of the past. However, when the viewer
recognizes that Jackson has manipulated and faked the film used in Forgotten
Silver, the value of film as an authenticating medium is completely subverted. As
Creative New Zealand's On Arts reports, 'familiar Wellington landmarks such as
the Massey Memorial and the Carillion were digitally transformed beyond
recognition.'('Seeing is Believing', 11) After Forgotten Silver, an enlightened
audience can never look at a 'documentary' film in the same way again, because
it has made public the potential for manipulating the official record.
These dramatic strategies which are calculated to absorb an unsuspecting viewer
in Colin's story are supplemented by signifiers associated with mythologies
about New Zealand national identity. The name 'New Zealand' is among the
first words heard in the film and is carefully placed throughout to achieve
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maximum emotional impact for the television audience. The first sound we hear
is native birdsong, evoking the same sense of national pride which is exploited to
commercial advantage in, for example, Air New Zealand's long running 'gannet'
advertisement. The birdsong motif is repeated later when Jackson and his team
march into the bush in search of Colin's 'lost' city, and the symbolism of the New
Zealand bush is also dominant. Colin's films are first 'discovered' in a bushy
Pukerua Bay garden. The next major discovery, the lost city in the Westland
National Park, is also in the bush. These scenes invoke the pioneer mythologies,
in which the bush is viewed both as a place of 'discovery', and as a spiritual
home for the Pakeha settler subject. After Brooke's death, Colin 'goes bush,'
disappearing into the Lewis Pass, which playfully evokes the Man Alone
stereotype familiar from New Zealand literature and film. At the same time, as
an artist wandering in the wilderness of West Coast rainforest he becomes a
hybrid of religious symbolism and mythologies of the New Zealand art world.
He is a 'prophet' figure like James K. Baxter, a recluse like Keri Hulme and a
misunderstood genius like Colin McCahon (whose name the fictional 'Colin'
resembles.) 6 In the ironic framework of Forgotten Silver, the evocation of Colin's
(and Jackson's) mythic journeys to the West Coast may also suggest a symbolic
search by the Pakeha settler subject for an 'authentic' past. At another point in
the film, Colin also represents the ideal urban New Zealander, engaged in the
colonial enterprise. As Colin runs away from home a voice-over tells us that
'New Zealand was growing into a prosperous nation,' while a photograph of a
city street provides visual evidence. Colin begins a 'prosperous' business career
through forming a film company with Brooke. The photograph shows trams (a
familiar motif in Jackson movies) as a symbol of the progressive nature of the
colony, and we learn that in the city, 'they made a small fortune filming parades
and weddings.' This sequence shows Colin and Brooke as successful small
businessmen, industrious and self-sufficient financially. The tone recalls patriotic
newsreels which promoted the 'building of the nation' in the interests of building
a secure national identity. This is only one indication that Colin's story is meant
to be read in the context of New Zealand history. Colin's personal crisis over
Maybelle falling in love with Brooke coincides with the outbreak of the 'Great

Chapple quotes a tongue-in-cheek remark by New Zealand on Air's programme manager Jane
Wrightson: 'no-one could have achieved all those things, and been called Colin.' (26) On the
contrary, the name may be a reference to Colin McCahon, and is also similar to that of leading
theatre director Colin McColl.
6
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War.' Although Colin cannot go to war because of his flat feet (another dramatic
strategy to enlist sympathy for a character who succeeds despite all the odds
nature has put in his way), his brother, using his camera, becomes his virtual
'eye' at the front. We are told that Brooke's camera focusses 'not on battles and
explosions, but on the human face of warfare.' Because this is the 'only footage
shot by a New Zealander at Gallipoli,' it again appeals to a sense of national
pride. Brooke is a 'Kiwi' cameraman who empathizes with human suffering
rather than the official discourses of war. Through Brooke's footage, the Kiwi
soldier is portrayed as a victim of a war which has been forced upon him by
outside countries. This has the effect of distancing Pakeha New Zealanders from
colonial power and authority, which confirms a sense of white settler identity for
the viewer. As we can see, Colin is constructed as an amalgam of many familiar
icons of Pakeha national identity and, together with his status as a 'do-ityourselfer', the characterization of Colin 'celebrates' the resilience of the settler
community. Colin is constructed as a Kiwi hero who is modest, unassuming,
and highly significant in international terms - a cinematic equivalent of Edmund
Hillary or Peter Blake. This patriotic view is constructed for the benefit of the
unsuspecting television audience as something positive, a bonding, unifying
condition, as demonstrated when Hannah remembers that her romance with
Colin flourished when they 'began to talk about New Zealand.' For the viewer
who recognizes the critical project of the film, these evocations of national
identity parody the mythologies which New Zealanders have established as the
basis of their popular culture.
The use of a 'real' historical character, Richard Pearse, is one of the most potent
appeals to national pride. The thought that 'a farmer from New Zealand' made
the world's 'first' flight is immensely appealing from a nationalistic point of view.
This was one of the incidents in the film which inspired the most controversy. A
letter by W.J. Gaudin in the Listener complains:
The connection with Richard Pearse was tasteless and left many in South
Canterbury disappointed and angry. It also may have the effect of
discounting any claim that he may have had of being the first to fly,
for many may now dismiss his life as part of the hoax that the film has
perpetuated. (November 25 1995, 12)
Gaudin's implication that the 'real' Pearse may now be regarded as a fictional
character further illustrates the ironies which are opened up by the film. Gaudin
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demonstrates the degree to which our perception of the past is governed by the
media, and highlights our need for the security of 'facts' about the past. To
misrepresent the past is a serious crime for Gaudin, who is clearly oblivious to
the irony that Pearse's claim to fly is itself a contestable 'truth'. A later article by
Robert Cuthill in the Sunday Star Times about Pearse's life begins with a reference
to Forgotten Silver (mis-named Lost Silver), which it refers to as 'that entertaining
but highly unhistorical film.' (29 March 1998, 13). Cuthill's attempt to distance his
article from the 'fiction' of the film illustrates not only the ongoing cultural
impact of the film, but also that Pearse's appearance in Forgotten Silver has now
become part of the mythology surrounding his attempts at flight. As this
demonstrates, all representations of the past, in whatever media, are subject to
question. Cuthill's article describes Pearse as a 'lonely genius', demonstrating
that the myth-making of folk heroes which Jackson and Botes satirize is still very
much part of popular culture in New Zealand. Furthermore, the claim that the
film of the Pearse flight is being examined by the Smithsonian Institute and 'will
forever re-write aviation history' draws attention to the notion of 're-writing
history'. To the 'innocent' viewer, the project of the film is a 're-writing' of the
official record, but to the 'knowing' viewer, the parodic nature of the film
questions the 'writing' of history itself.
Near the end of his life, Colin is also represented as a soldier when we see him in
uniform photographed with the revolutionary troops in Spain. This
demonstrates that he is 'man' enough to prove himself on the battlefield, but in
choosing to support the anti-Fascist cause he also has an independent antiauthoritarian streak. Colin is therefore seen variously throughout the film as doit-yourselfer, inventor, businessman, artist, bushman, prophet, internationalist,
soldier and anti-authoritarian. He therefore exemplifies the mythical attributes of
Kiwi male identity. To a critical viewer, however, this mythical figure is a selfreflexive parody. Forgotten Silver subverts the Pakeha New Zealander's sense of
nationalistic pride which is expressed consistently on television in series like Paul
Holmes' The Way We Were, and forces a revision of the stereotypes which
dominate that identity. Forgotten Silver is a rare example of subversive drama on
television, which is all the more effective because it is played out in the very
medium it criticizes. By launching their film on television under the
'documentary' guise, Jackson and Botes use the medium to question its own
authority in the framing of popular perceptions of history.
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The two parallel stories in the film are brought together in two climaxes - Colin's
death is revealed at the same time that his 'masterpiece' is premiered in
Wellington. Jackson and Botes receive a can of film from Spain, and as ominous
music plays on the soundtrack, they gravely watch Colin filming his own death.
The story is thus neatly tied up - the mystery of Colin's last days is revealed, he
receives the posthumous recognition he deserves, and the cinematic sleuths
(Jackson and Botes) have solved their case. But what of the other protagonist of
the film, Peter Jackson? Once the inauthenticity of the film was revealed,
Jackson's performance in it must be viewed in a new light. From Bad Taste
onwards, Jackson has played roles in all of his films, but in Forgotten Silver there
is a subtle difference. He appears to be the 'real' Peter Jackson, but in fact 'Peter
Jackson' is a 'character' in the fiction, a construction like Colin. Jackson's
performance is itself parodic, marked by dramatic cliches. For example, when he
first mentions 'Auntie Hannah's husband,' he lowers his head briefly in thought
as the implications of those words resonate. When he realizes that Colin caused
Pearse's plane to crash and therefore changed the course of history, his
amusement is palpable. As a director, his trademark tension-building steadicam
tracking shots are much in evidence in scenes such as the approach to the
McKenzie shed and the search of the West Coast bush. But there is also a strong
sense of self-parody in the work. Jackson himself is surrounded by a mythology
that bears a strong resemblance to the Colin McKenzie story, which has been retold in a number of magazine articles and is the subject of a short 'documentary'
film. Like Colin, Jackson has been making films since childhood, and in fact
Jackson's childhood is itself the starting point of the film's narrative. Like Colin,
Jackson invented his own technology to make up for the lack of equipment.
Like Colin and Brooke, Jackson and his friends played leading roles in Bad Taste
which, like Salome was made piecemeal over a number of years. When The
Baptist's head is brought in on a plate and Salome dances with it, there is a strong
echo of the severed heads and limbs in Brain Dead. Like Colin, Jackson has an
on-screen 'nice guy' persona in Forgotten Silver. Like Colin he is one of the few
New Zealand film directors to have earned the approval of Hollywood. In one
sense, Peter Jackson is Colin McKenzie, and therefore, there is clearly is a strong
element of self-parody in Forgotten Silver. Like the wider parodic elements, this
too can be seen to be critical. Through the use of parody, the film invites us to
be suspicious and critical of the film maker, and by parodying his own
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mythology, Jackson does not exclude himself from this kind of analysis. It is the
perfect post-modern position - by placing himself at the centre of his critique,
Jackson escapes the possibility that he is taking the same 'objective' point of view
that he is criticizing.
The problem of authenticity emerges as a key theme in Forgotten Silver. The
ultimate mark of the 'authenticity' of a film is the list of credits at the end. At first
glance, the credits of Forgotten Silver feature an authoritative list of names and
positions held. But the 'real' names and the fictional ones are indistinguishable
from each other. The technical credits mask the 'true' functions of the crew. As
documented in On Arts, 'well-known casting agent Liz Mullane ... was credited
with "genealogical research".'('Seeing is Believing', 11) Richard Taylor, the
brilliant props maker who created the Braindead and Bad Taste grotesquerie, was
thanked for 'antique film equipment and memorabilia'. (11) Unlike the Salome
film or Brooke's gravestone, the credits cannot be completely dismissed as fake.
But the ambiguity between the 'real' credits, and the 'false' ones invites an alert
viewer to look at them more closely, to be more critical. The final point of the
film, therefore, is that despite the apparent reality of evidence and
documentation, nothing can be taken at face value. As these credits illustrate,
there is no 'true', real 'authenticity' to be found, only traces of the past and a
constantly shifting set of apparent realities.
Apart from references to Jackson's own work, Forgotten Silver contains many
intertextual references for film buffs. The Russian cultural attache's name is
remarkably similar to the title of Eisenstein's 1938 Alexander Nevsky, There is a
certain similarity between Rex Solomon's bankrolling of Christian filmmaking
and the financing of Ed Wood's Plan 9 From Outer Space by a fringe church.
When Colin directs the massive battle scene in Salome, the scene recalls familiar
images of D.W. Griffith and Cecil B. DeMille directing their spectacular
Hollywood epics. This scene enhances the status of 'pioneering' cinema in New
Zealand by mythologizing it in the terms of Hollywood. Colin and Stan's
travelling round the country making a film in each town closely parallels Rudall
Hayward's two-reel community comedies, of which he made at least twentythree between 1928 and 1930. 7 The presence of Sam Neill, an acknowledged

7

See Jonathan Dennis and Jan Bieringa, Film in Aotearoa New Zealand, p. 198.
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'pioneer' of the revived New Zealand film industry, in Forgotten Silver further
demonstrates the film's questioning of origins and the 'pioneer' spirit. Neill says,
'we all think we've been the pioneers in New Zealand film,' but implies that his
achievements are small compared to those of the fictional Colin. The effect of this
parodic speech is to question the notion of the 'pioneer.' Neill's own film about
New Zealand film history, made with Judy Rymer, Cinema of Unease, has become
a kind of companion piece for Forgotten Silver (they have been released on video
together.) Neill's role as narrator in his 'authentic' documentary makes a
fascinating contrast to his appearance in the 'mockumentary.' Neill appears to be
wearing the same clothes in both films, and his very presence in Forgotten Silver,
which parodies 'historical documentaries' is an intertextual reference to aspects
of his approach in Cinema of Unease. Lawrence McDonald has criticized Cinema of
Unease for being a highly subjective account of New Zealand film:
By placing the question of national identity at the centre of his film and
prefacing it with an epigraph from Charles Brasch, as well as making
explicit reference to John Mulgan's Man Alone, Neill virtually requests
that Cinema of Unease be read in the terms set down by the myths of
New Zealand literary nationalism ....
With much of Cinema of Unease's 56 minutes taken up with
autobiographical matters, it's not surprising that Neill's historical
narrative of film making in New Zealand is rather sketchy. (22-3)
In effect, Neill's appearances in Forgotten Silver are a parody of his own
'historical' myth-making tendencies in Cinema of Unease. Like Jackson, Neill
appears self-reflexively to acknowledge his point of view and ironically to
acknowledge his own part in the construction of film history. As 'characters' in
Forgotten Silver with clear referents in the 'real' world, Jackson and Neill
parodically draw attention to the constructedness of national mythologies in film
and undermine these nationalizing myths. The centrality of these self-reflexive
film references to the thematics of Forgotten Silver puts the focus on the act of
filmmaking itself. Forgotten Silver gains its critical power by consistently
undermining its own authority, and therefore directing its subversive energies at
the chief means - photography, documentary and recorded drama - by which
the public gains access to the past.

Forgotten Silver is a dense, multi-layered text rich in implications in relation to the
construction of history, and one of the best instances of a consciously post-
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modern approach in New Zealand drama. Linda Hutcheon argues that postmodern parody has a clear critical function:
This parodic reprise of the past is not nostalgic; it is always critical. It is
also not ahistorical or de-historicizing; it does not wrest art from its
original historical context and reassemble it into some sort of presentist
spectacle. Instead, through a double process of installing and ironizing,
parody signals how present representations come from past ones and
what ideological consequences derive from both continuity and
difference. (1989, 93)
Forgotten Silver takes an overtly parodic stance which not only draws attention to
how the past has been constructed in New Zealand culture, but also raises
questions about national mythologies with their nationalistic tendencies. As the
tools of this critical project, the film utilizes several strategies that are said to
distinguish post-modern art: quotation, playfulness, intertextuality, selfreflexivity, multiple points of view, parody, pastiche, attention to its own
construction. However, it is also structured around a very coherent, unified
narrative, which contradicts to some extent its 'post-modern' status. In
Postmodernism and Performance, Nick Kaye suggests that fragmented or disrupted
narratives are one of the primary markers of postmodern drama. (11-13) In
Forgotten Silver , however, it is part of the ironic process of the film to adopt
stringently the structures and techniques of the very form being parodied. In so
doing, the film subverts the documentary genre as an 'authentic' record of the
past, and articulates a critique of national mythologies relating to New Zealand
history and identity. It calls attention to the ways in which history has been
'dramatized', and how we have formed perceptions of national identity not from
established 'facts', but from popular mythologies.
WAR STORIES OUR MOTHER NEVER TOLD US
At first glance, War Stories seems to be the 'opposite' of Forgotten Silver in many
ways. War Stories is a 'real' documentary, Forgotten Silver is a fake. While
Forgotten Silver was widely reviled, War Stories was met with public acclaim, both
in New Zealand and overseas (audiences voted it 'Best Film' at the Sydney Film
Festival.) Forgotten Silver is infused with a 'boyish' sense of anti-establishment
humour, whereas War Stories focusses on mature women with poignant stories
to tell. There is also a dramatic opposition between the careers of Gaylene
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Preston and Peter Jackson, which easily conforms to gendered patterns.
Preston's career was founded on high-integrity documentary work such as All
the Way Up There (1978) which depicted Graeme Dingle assisting an intellectually
handicapped boy to climb a mountain, and subsequently she has made her
reputation primarily with feminist re-writings of genre, such as Mr Wrong (1985),
and history, such as Bread and Roses (1993). Preston's politically committed
approach is a strong contrast to Jackson's entry into film directing genre pieces
with strong commercial appeal which quickly led to a lucrative deal with
Hollywood's Miramax Films. The contrast between the careers of Preston and
Jackson was crystallized in the 1995 film awards, where War Stories and Heavenly
Creatures were both nominated for Best Film. War Stories won the award, which
must have been a significant victory for Preston. In a 1992 interview she spoke
about how documentaries were seen by her male contemporaries as very low
status films: 'Documentaries in those days were pretty well considered to be
what beginners and girls did.' (169) However despite the apparent differences
between the films and their directors, Forgotten Silver and War Stories also share
thematic similarities. 8 Both draw attention to the ways in which history has
been constructed, especially through photography and film. Both are actively
seeking to question and perhaps redefine constructions of national identity in the
post-colonial context. Finally, both are critical of official histories and of the
institutions and agencies which propagate those histories.

War Stories is constructed to avoid most of the cliches of documentary film
production which are parodied so effectively in Forgotten Silver. The omniscient
narrator is eschewed in favour of allowing the interview subjects to tell their
own stories. Preston juxtaposes footage of 'real' documentaries using the
'absent' male narrative voice with the 'present' female voices of her
interviewees. For example, in footage from a wartime newsreel, the narrator
announces, 'when Britain was at war, we were at war.' This enables Preston to
contrast the rhetoric of the 'official' record with the voices of personal
experience, which subverts the authority of the voice and images of the
'documentary' footage. Like Jackson therefore, Preston questions the authority
of filmed 'histories'. She is also careful to avoid the use of scenic elements which
dramatize the documentary subject. This practice is effectively parodied by

8

Preston's name appears in the acknowledgements in the credits of Forgotten Silver.
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Jackson in Forgotten Silver when the character Marguerite Hurst (who as a
schoolgirl intervened in a 'Stan the Man' comedy) is interviewed in her kitchen
surrounded by preserving jars. Preston avoids this tendency in documentaries
to 'comment' on the subject by filming each woman against a plain black
background. Such directorial decisions distance the film from 'dramatic'
conventions and 'authenticate' the interviews. This 'authenticity' is reinforced by
framing the film as part of an oral history project by Judith Fyfe which was
subsequently published in book form. Although Fyfe does not appear on
camera, implying that she has not tampered with the 'evidence' in any way, her
occasional vocal interjections during interviews subtly remind the audience of
the presence of a trained oral historian, and thus reassure the viewer that the
interview is being conducted within an ethical framework. Like William Brandt's
Verbatim in the live theatre, War Stories represents a new kind of drama based on
oral history, which through its emphasis on the actual words of 'ordinary' people
(as opposed to officials) presents the possibility of a more 'authentic' history than
that which has already been written. As illustrated by the device of the
omniscient male narrator, documentary films generally reflect a privileged male
perspective. Preston's film re-evaluates the history of the New Zealand wartime
experience by resisting the dominance of this 'male' history. However the
emphasis on the mythologizing of Colin McKenzie in Forgotten Silver's parodic
interviews is a reminder that the personal (as opposed to the public) response to
history is no less susceptible to the same mythologizing tendencies. The sense
that the unmediated interviews by 'real' people in War Stories are 'authentic' is a
carefully constructed illusion. Rather than critiquing the myth-making processes
of re-playing history, as in Forgotten Silver, the film creates an alternative
mythology based around making visible women's history which has been
suppressed. Although the film critiques and resists dominant modes of the
transmission of history, it does not deconstruct the concept of 'history' itself.
Laurence Simmons has commented that War Stories ironises male mythologies
about war, which he sees as characterized by the television series New Zealand at
War, which like Preston's film was timed to coincide with the fiftieth anniversary
of the end of World War Two:
This was an emotionally inadequate masculinity in crisis marked, as
Gaylene Preston has suggested of the official (male) story of the war, by
'that amnesia that blocks out thoughts of waste and futility and turns
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them into mythology.' A sanitized, collective mythology that mourns
a phallic masculinity of boys playing with guns in a nostalgic elegy for a
lost, idealised father. (28)
In this observation, Simmons strongly questions the mythologizing of the New
Zealand war experience in purely masculine terms. Simmons' critique of New

Zealand at War, however, implies that only males form 'collective mythologies.'
As War Stories itself demonstrates, masculine responses to war were many and
varied, and in many ways men were victimized as much as women. For
example, Rita's story about her husband Alan who maintained his pacifist beliefs
despite the enormous social and official pressures to support the war, does not
conform to this stereotypical view. Neither does the extremely moving moment
in the same story where men from Alan's bank pass the hat around to create a
fund which paid Rita ten shillings a week for the three years that Alan was in
detention. Contrary to Simmons' implication, War Stories is not itself exempt
from the tendency in other dramatic historical narratives towards the creation of
mythology, to re-frame lived experience as legendary or heroic narratives which
both reflect and influence popular ideas and emotions within society. In
critiquing the dominant version of wartime experience as male, the film creates
an alternative mythology based in female experience. In Simmons' unqualified
support of the film, he consistently privileges the 'video-testimony' over other
methods of the transmission of history. For example, when he writes 'the
audiovisual interviews allow spontaneous access to the resurgence of memory'
(26), he implies that the interviews give pure and unmediated access to the past.
Furthermore, in his conclusion he adopts Maurice Blanchot's phrase 'guardians
of an absent meaning' to describe Preston and her interviewees, giving their
testimonies a heightened, heroic status.(29) The strong implication in Simmons'
article that the unmediated story-telling in War Stories provides a more 'truthful'
window to the past than other 'documentaries' is mis-leading and does not take
account of the fact that the stories and images in the film are very carefully
constructed. Although the interviewees appear separately, the juxtaposition of
their stories and the range of women presented creates an illusion of familial
unity among all New Zealand women, which is reinforced by the very last image
of the film (after the credits), a photograph of the women together framed as if
in a family photo album. The women in the film variously display courage, wit,
empathy and humanity, which makes them very compelling in the dramatic
sense. All of them have experienced deep suffering, but display a powerful
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resilience. The effect of this construction is to suggest a collective female
experience which is based in these very positive virtues. It clearly does not suit
the purposes of the filmmakers to present less positive female viewpoints, such
as those of the women who were 'nasty and sniggery' when Flo's American
husband was killed, who abused Rita because of her husband's politics, or those
who failed to comprehend Neva's suffering when she returned to Gisborne.
This raises the question of whether evocations of history, no matter what their
point of view, can ever escape this mythologizing tendency. Furthermore, the
dramatic techniques employed by Preston in the film which give it much of its
emotional power are themselves the main source of the new mythology. This
emphasizes that because much of our access to history is through dramatized
accounts,9 there can never be a 'pure' way of accessing the past.
As Gilbert and Tompkins have noted, 'Today, history is generally accepted to be
a discourse that is as open to interpretation as any other narrative discourse
(such as fiction).'(106) Like Peter Jackson and Costa Botes, who also 'play
themselves' in Forgotten Silver, the women in War Stories become 'actors' as soon
as they enter into the filming process. The interpretation of 'history' in War
Stories is constructed using the same dramatic strategies which would be used in
a 'fictional' film. Gaylene Preston is a director who works both in documentary
and dramatic film making and, as Simmons writes, Preston has pointed out in
interviews that War Stories 'slides between the genres of documentary and
drama.' (26) In my discussion of Forgotten Silver, I have suggested that there is no
clear distinction between documentary (for which most people read 'reality') and
'drama'. 'Reality' depends very much on perception, and alters from moment to
moment, from person to person. The point of view of the audience is strongly
manipulated using dramatic techniques in War Stories from the opening
moments of the film. The singing over the title credits of 'As Time Goes By'
from the cult wartime romance movie Casablanca (1943) sets the tone. The first
words we hear are Pamela Quill saying 'He came into the room at the tennis club
dance,' while romantic jazz dance music plays subtly in the background. The
language and the music immediately establish, time, place, atmosphere and the
Forgotten Silver's critique of how filmic representations of history are constructed
dramatically implies that television news and documentaries can be seen as drama. Some
linguistic approaches to performance such as Speech Act Theory see written accounts also as a
performance, in which readers dramatize a 'play' in their mind as they read. See Carlson, 5675.
9
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possibility of romance. This is not 'documentary', but a romance, which quickly
builds towards tragedy. When the man asks Pamela to dance, the images are
constructed in such a way as to create empathy with Pamela, to allow the viewer
to see her point of view, and potentially, to share her emotion. Immediately
there is a cut to a photograph of Paul. There is a slow zoom to an extreme closeup on Paul's handsome face, which enables us to share the intensity of Pamela's
gaze. Immediately War Stories has a distinct similarity to Forgotten Silver, by
constructing narrative through juxtaposing the remembering interviewee with
still photographs and motion picture footage from a variety of sources. The
difference is that War Stories is not a hoax film, and therefore there is not the
same distinction in the reception of the film between an 'innocent' and a
'knowing' viewer. The dramatic devices in Forgotten Silver are obvious when reviewing the film from a 'knowing' perspective, but in War Stories the dramatic
devices are so skilfully integrated into the narrative that they are barely
perceptible. As in Forgotten Silver, sudden cuts to newspaper headlines and other
documentary evidence (such as Paul's flying log book) serve both to authenticate
the narrative and to locate the subject in relation to the official historical record.
The promise of romance for Pamela and Paul is interrupted by the Evening Post
billboard proclaiming 'War Begun.' Thus war is introduced as the antagonist in
the drama. The 'historical' event itself becomes the force which opposes the
objectives of the protagonist, an appropriate metaphor for Preston's revisionist
project. Photographs of Pamela and Paul are intercut with newsreel footage of
New Zealand soldiers going to war. These techniques which clearly locate the
protagonist in time and space are part of classical film montage, commonly used
in both dramatic and documentary films. But in War Stories they are also used
consistently to place the protagonists in relation to a specifically New Zealand
history. The impression that the personal stories symbolize common experience
is strengthened by moments such as the photograph of Pamela sharing a cottage
with 'another New Zealand girl, whose husband was in the navy.' This common
experience is related, as in Forgotten Silver, to New Zealand national identity,
although in this case the focus is on female experience. It is also a post-colonial
story, as the references to Britain emphasize the same tendency to distance
Pakeha New Zealanders from their colonial origins as is demonstrated in texts
such as Chunuk Bair, Shuriken and The Piano. A newsreel voiceover announces
that New Zealand is bound to Britain by the 'triple ties of race, sentiment and
trade.' But when Pamela says that she prefers to call the 'Battle of Britain' the
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'battle for Britain', there is a sense that the loss of her husband has created
resentment towards the colonial 'mother' country which, having cut her
'offspring' adrift, now requires them to die in defence of 'her' soil. As we have
seen, there is a deep irony (dramatized in Nga Tangata Toa) in Maori dying to
defend the very nation which had colonized their country less than a century
before. Though she is Pakeha, Pamela identifies strongly with New Zealand
rather than Britain, and her story contains a consistent, if understated, critique of
colonial power, which is reinforced every time she mentions an official agency or
institution. External Affairs refuses to let Pamela leave New Zealand to be with
Paul. Because Britain is at war, Pamela is not allowed to wear the wedding dress
she had carried from New Zealand. New Zealand House forces her to return to
New Zealand when her husband is still officially 'missing'. The final indictment
of authority comes when she is not told that Paul's body was found. This is
casually announced by the 'Air Member for Personnel' in response to her
question nine years later. All of these examples create an unsympathetic view of
official organizations and engage sympathy with Pamela. The exception to this
negative view of authority and institutions is Prime Minister Peter Fraser, who
supports Pamela's request to go to England. Fraser is depicted in the film not as
the leader of the nation at war, but in a domestic setting, pouring a cup of tea.
This shot emphasizes the film's revisionist project by stressing the events 'at
home' rather than those 'at war'. Furthermore, the shot constructs a positive
view of New Zealand national identity by depicting a sympathetic Prime
Minister in contrast to the negative view of British authority in Pamela's story.
However even Fraser's act of kindness contains its own gender implications.
When Pamela relates that she was sent to Britain as Paul's 'reward for saving
Britain/ it suggests that the state authorities view her as a commodity rather
than as a human being.
Preston's dramatizing of Pamela's story is far more subtle than Jackson's
melodramatic approach in Forgotten Silver. Despite the evenness of Pamela's
speech, the pace is subtly varied through the editing process. Sometimes we see
the image of Pamela alone for several minutes, then fast editing of photographs
and or film clips accelerates the pace towards key points in the drama. For
example Pamela's departure for England is effected dramatically by images of a
racing train, followed by railway tracks fading to black, and in the darkness the
train whistle merges into the sound of an air raid siren, signifying Pamela's
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arrival in London. The image of the interviewee against the black background is
a device to convince the audience of the unmediated nature, the 'truth', of the
interview. 10 The lack of scenic effect in the frame suggests that there is no
dramatizing intention in the film, creating a neutral space in which the focus is
fully on the 'authentic' words of the subject. Ironically however, this device
emphasizes the 'staged' nature of the interviews, because in daily life people are
not seen in such 'neutral' spaces. This subtle dramatizing of the interviews is
further developed through the use of the camera. Although the subject herself
does not move, small changes in camera focus serve to deepen the drama. For
example, Pamela is at first viewed in mid shot, but at points when her narrative
moves towards crisis, the shot imperceptibly moves closer to her, so that when
Paul's death is finally revealed, her face occupies most of the screen. 11 The
extreme close-up creates an increased intimacy between the viewer and the
subject and therefore has the effect of creating a potentially stronger emotional
response in the audience. A similar effect is achieved when Paul goes missing.
Pamela does not reveal her anguish in her narration, but the camera pans across
an old photograph from Pamela's face to her baby's, stressing the tragedy of her
loss, and in the lingering focus on the baby, the effect of war on the innocent is
sharply conveyed. Such subtle mediations in the storytelling illustrate how the
director develops a more 'universal' anti-war theme from the specific details of
the women's experience. Therefore the photographs are used by the director to
create a dramatic sub-text which enhances the impact of the interview. This is
the kind of device of which Forgotten Silver may have made us suspicious. The
photograph of Pamela and Penny is shown in relation to the telegram, but we
have no way of knowing whether or not the photograph has been used out of
context. In the same way, when Pamela talks about Paul's fighting in the Battle
of Britain, the director cuts to film clips of a fighter pilot. Although our logic tells
us that it is unlikely that this man is Paul, the flawless editing keeps us
emotionally involved with Pamela's memories and therefore we readily accept
that we are watching Paul flying. Similarly, because Pamela's storytelling is
constructed so smoothly, we have no way of knowing how much editing may
have occurred between the interview and the final cut of the film. Dramatic
tension is created by delaying the news of Paul's death, so that the audience can
The same device is used in the television series New Zealand at War.
These comments are based on analysis of a videotape copy of the film. It is possible that the
shot may appear differently on the cinema screen.
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empathize with Pamela's experience of waiting for years to find out what had
become of him. As demonstrated by the fictional narrative in Forgotten Silver,
much dramatic writing plays on an audience's common desires (for love) and
fears (of death.) Pamela's story is an excellent choice to begin War Stories,
because its strong engagement with these familiar themes immediately draws
the audience into an emotional response to the film. As I have demonstrated,
however, the frequent dramatic interventions into Pamela's story must cast
doubt on its 'authenticity'. Although the purpose of these interventions is
generally to 'authenticate' the teller's story, their dramatic nature calls attention
to the heightened nature of storytelling and is a reminder that there is not one,
but many versions of any 'historical' story. Despite its apparently 'simple' mise
en scene, War Stories is a highly constructed version of the past.
In War Stories, an alternative history is constructed by drawing wider political
implications from the personal stories. In contrast to dramatic accounts of war
which focus on the battlefield, such as Once On Chunuk Bair, the film shows the
consequences of the war on the rest of society, particularly women. Preston's
own mother Tui poignantly articulates the loneliness and alienation of 'waiting'
for a husband to return from the war. The personal tragedy of the loss of her
war-time lover is made political by the knowledge that the affair only became
possible because of Ed's enforced absence. When the Home From Italy newsreel is
shown, the view of the homecoming soldiers is constructed as a joyous occasion
in which we see wives and mothers meeting their loved ones. This official view
is contrasted with the bleakness of Tui's memory of a loveless reunion ('we were
very polite to each other') and a tense train ride followed by a first night ordeal
in bed. Tui's perspective is privileged over that of the newsreel, illustrating that
the project of the film is to question the official record.
In War Stories, as in Forgotten Silver, the drama is made more effective by
interspersing violence and tragedy with comic elements. All of the women's
stories contain elements of humour (often self-deprecating), as in the case of
Mabel, who has to have holes cut in the plaster bandaging her injured chest
because she is still breast-feeding. In such moments, the humanity of the
storyteller, and therefore the empathy of the viewer, is enhanced through
humour despite the grimness of the tale. Mabel's tenacity ('the next day I was on
the cream run again') challenges cinematic images which suggest that women
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are less able than men. 12 Jean is perhaps the most witty of the women, telling
her story of the American troops' arrival in Paekakariki with a constant ironic
humour. At times, her storytelling provides a verbal equivalent of the slapstick
humour in Jackson's film, such as when she walks down the beach with a stick
'whacking' American soldiers if she sees them with Maori girls. Jean consistently
parodies the American 'boys', with their fussiness over their appearance, tells
how she put ashes in their washing when they call her black, and gives them a
lesson in racial tolerance: 'You're not in America now. The blacks are as good as
you.' Jean's sense of humour makes the conclusion of her story all the more
effective dramatically. She works against stereotypes by playing status games
with the Americans ('you're in Kiwiland now - we don't have that sort of talk
here') but also has empathy for them ('\Ale called them babies - like ours'). Thus
the stereotype of the imperialist American is averted, and when a hundred of
these 'babies' are drowned accidentally, the tragedy is emphasized through
Jean's reaction. Her statement 'they didn't even get to the war' contains a deep
sense of irony and wisdom which is a strong contrast to the newsreel of
American graves in the Karori cemetery which we see immediately afterwards.
Jean's story both subverts the official record, and creates an alternative 'people's'
history, which is characterized by an insight into and an empathy for fellow
human beings which is not achieved in any of the official accounts of the war
depicted in the film. Clearly these stories have been chosen for their dramatic
impact, and this impact has been constructed in terms of the editing and mise en
scene of the film.
When Pamela receives the telegram, there is irony in her response: 'We had a
cup of tea, nothing very dramatic.' The dramatizing of oral histories is
commonly founded on the socialist principle that drama should reflect the
experiences of 'ordinary' people rather than of those in power.13 As we have
seen, the 'drama' of Pamela's story has been subtly reinforced by the director's
use of images and editing. Viewed critically, there is an implicit tension in the
film between the perceived reality and truthfulness of Pamela's account, and the
12

There is a long line of passive heroines in New Zealand film, from Goodbye Pork Pie to

Braindead.
13 This principle is articulated in Dig Where You Stand, a book produced by the Living Archive
Project in Milton Keynes, England: 'There is a rich resource on everyone's doorstep. The history
of the places we live in lies dormant in documents and in people's memories. These can be the
raw material for the artistic talents of a school and its neighbourhood to focus on.' (2)
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dramatic devices used to extend it. This tension makes the film compelling and
watchable, but undermines the sense of 'reality' in the film. When Pamela
explains that she could not wear her wedding dress because 'only actresses wore
those kind of things,' she again draws parallels between her own life and acting.
Is it coincidental that Pamela mentions both the 'dramatic' and 'actresses' in her
story, or is she aware that once her testimony goes before the camera, it
becomes a performance? The response to Forgotten Silver suggests that a
significant number of viewers were fully engaged with the story of Colin
McKenzie and therefore it could be argued that it is immaterial whether Pamela
is a real person or a fictional character, because the effect of the story would be
much the same. However War Stories operates from a different kind of
authority. The presence of the actual subjects of the stories provides an illusion
that we are witnessing the 'authentic'. In his study of War Stories, Laurence
Simmons explains why the desire for authenticity has become central to modern
existence:
Now that new information technologies can infiltrate and mediate
everything, our search for the authentic, the unmediated experience, has
become both more crucial and more desperate to our daily existence. (27)
This desire partly explains the popularity of War Stories. Although (unlike
Forgotten Silver) it cannot be called a post-modern film, it can be seen as a
reaction to the post-modern environment. It seeks to deconstruct images of the
past, and to seek a more 'authentic' history. But this search for a more authentic
version of the past, as Forgotten Silver implies, leads only to more layers of
artifice and illusion. In a feminist sense, the film's representation of the 'other'
side of the war experience is liberating. However, as demonstrated above, the
apparent simplicity of the film masks a variety of dramatic devices which
construct an alternative mythology.
The myth-making process which occurs whenever writers seek to re-create the
past, is inevitable because the evocation of the past is a necessary part of
establishing identity in the present. It is important for a writer therefore to
recognize and be critical of his or her own myth-making process, like Jackson
and Neill in Forgotten Silver. Preston has a clear objective in her dramatization of
the 'real' stories in War Stories, and that is the empowerment of those whose
'history' has been suppressed or left on the margins. The stories are not random
or coincidental, as in daily life; they have been carefully chosen to illustrate
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different aspects of women's experience in war and to create powerful empathy
with these women as a representative cross-section. The camera takes these
'ordinary' women, and makes them extra-ordinary. Although she could not
wear her wedding dress in a modernist war, in a post-modern society in which
mediations through technology and image-making are commonplace, Pamela
becomes an 'actress.' Over the title credits, the interviewees are billed like movie
stars. Their Christian names are used as the titles for each section of the film. The
close-ups give them a power as signifiers which few people, apart from stars (of
sport and screen) and politicians achieve. This is one of Preston's empowering
devices. By elevating the status of these women, she symbolically elevates the
status of all women. In so doing, she subverts not only the male dominance of
the film industry, but also its emphasis on youth and a narrowly defined concept
of 'beauty.'
The way in which Preston has empowered these women through the use of the
camera recalls Walter Benjamin's prophetic essay 'The Work of Art in the Age of
Mechanical Reproduction,' written exactly sixty years before War Stories was
filmed. In this article, Benjamin examines the loss of 'aura' for a work of art once
it can be recorded and reproduced over and over again. Clearly, the live actor
loses this 'aura' once she or he appears on film, but Benjamin sees the aura given
by the live performer as being replaced by a constructed aura, in the movie star
phenomenon:
The film responds to the shriveling of the aura with an artificial buildup of the 'personality' outside the studio. The cult of the movie star,
fostered by the money of the film industry, preserves not the unique
aura of the person but the 'spell of the personality', the phoney spell of
a commodity. (233)
The element that distinguishes War Stories from so many other 'documentary'
films is that the 'unique aura' of the women seems to transcend the technology
which has reproduced it. Through the use of medium close-up and close-up, the
audience is able to identify strongly with the women, and to give the illusion of a
greater intimacy with the subjects to that which can be achieved in a live theatre
piece. As Benjamin implies, the cult of the movie star turns the actor into a
commodity. Rather than commodifying her subjects, however, Preston elevates
them from anonymity to 'stardom' as a symbolic act of resistance against the
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dominance of images of women in cinema constructed by males. The possibility
of using the camera to empower the subject is also forseen by Benjamin:
The newsreel offers everyone the opportunity to rise from passer-by to
movie extra. In this way any man might find himself part of a work of
art ... any man today can lay claim to being filmed. (233)
In this section of his essay, Benjamin signals the vast potential brought about by
technology for democratizing art. Rather than art being an elitist expression of
the ideologies of the powerful, the reproductive powers of technology can be
utilized in such a way that any man or woman may become the subject of a film.
Preston empowers her interviewees as an act of resistance, and an act of
liberation. Turning his democratizing argument to literature, Benjamin
continues: 'At any moment the reader is ready to turn into a writer.' (26) In the
War Stories book, Judith Fyfe has made it possible for these women to 'write'
their own stories. In the film, Preston enables them to literally 'speak' and be
made visible. At the same time, once they are filmed, the women abdicate the
power of their stories to the representative strategies of the film-maker. They
become her stories, her construction.

War Stories is a film which clearly has a political project and, as Benjamin states,
film has the ability to put 'the public in the position of the critic.' (242-3) Both
Forgotten Silver and War Stories invite the audience to take such a critical position
in re-assessing the ways in which history has been constructed. In its interplay
between the modes of fact and fiction, Jackson's film invites the viewer to be
skeptical of the transmission of history. Preston's project is less ambitious, in that
it seeks to create a re-assessment of the past, to fill in the gaps in the existing
history rather than exposing the 'historical' process itself as a construction in the
human mind which reflects the preoccupations of the present.
At the beginning of this chapter, I discussed the ways in which the debate around
Forgotten Silver raises questions about the clear distinctions made between
'documentary' and 'drama. We have seen that War Stories, despite its basis in
'real' stories, relies for much of its effect on the techniques used to 'dramatize'
those stories. In Jackson's film there is a complex interplay between 'real'
historical experience, such as the Richard Pearse and Gallipoli sequences, and
dramatic fictions. Although Preston's film has a greater connection to 'true'
historical events, its view of history is constructed to emphasize the 'dramatic'
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rather than the 'ordinary'. In deconstructing old myths, the film creates new
ones. As we have seen previously, theatre and film, because they make present
what is absent, are potent media for examining the past. In re-presenting
absence, drama creates images of the past which explore present-day concerns.
The relationship between history and drama, between absence and presence, can
be explained through reference to Marvin Carlson's analysis of Jacques Derrida's
work in relation to performance:
Derrida's project [is] to suggest a constant field of interplay between
these terms, of presence impregnated with absence, a field perpetually
in process, always in-between as it is in-between absence and presence.
Such art 'rejects form, which is immobility, and opts instead, for
discontinuity and slippage' ....
[Derrida] argues that escape from repetition (and thus theatre) is
impossible, that consciousness itself is always already involved in
repetition. This removal of a centre, a fixed locus of original meaning,
brings all discourse, all action, and all performance into a continuing
play of signification, where signs differ from one another but a final,
authenticating meaning of any sign is always deferred. (135)
Both of these films demonstrate the 'continuing play' of signification which, in a
post-colonial drama becomes intensely political. The direct opposition which
Laurence Simmons sets up between a masculinist view of war in New Zealand at
War and a feminist view in War Stories is not valid in Derrida's terms. It implies
that one account is more 'true' to history than the other, whereas both are
constructions. Forgotten Silver is a major critical text in contemporary New
Zealand historiographic drama, because it acknowledges the slippage between
absence and presence, between past and present, between fact and fiction.
Forgotten Silver celebrates these ambiguities and demonstrates that all traces and
transmissions of past events are a performance. Rather than there being clear
distinctions between 'true' and 'false' accounts of history, there is a play of
signification between all such dramatizations, the audience and the past itself.
Therefore, any attempt to access the past needs to be made in full appreciation of
this play, which could be called the 'play of history.'
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CHAPTER FIVE
CONCLUSION:
CORRECTING THE PAST AND CELEBRATING THE INAUTHENTIC
We are all players. The urban fianeur is the travelling player. He carries
his playing with him, wherever he goes. His game is a solitaire ... his
play is to make others play, to see others as players, to make the world a
play. And in this play which he makes the world to be, he is in full
control. He may disregard other player's moves, that potential limit to
his own choice. In the dramas he imagines as he wanders, he is the sole
mover, script-writer, director, discerning viewer and critic.
- Zygmunt Bauman. Postmodern Ethics. (172)

On 14 February 1998, at the opening of Te Papa Tongarewa in Wellington, Prime
Minister Jenny Shipley announced, 'It is only by knowing our past that we can
understand the present and the future.' The opening of the National Museum is
only one indication that there is now unprecedented interest in the 'history' of
Aotearoa New Zealand. Inside the museum, visitors can take a ride on the 'Time
Warp' back to 'pre-history' flying through volcanoes and forests, dive-bombing
an angry moa. In the 'Golden Days Junk Shop', viewers watch videotaped
images from the past through the shop window. Among the 'documentary'
footage of scenes of war and domesticity, there are also clips from Peter
Jackson's Heavenly Creatures. There is nothing to indicate to the viewer which
clips are 'real' and which are fictional, there is a democratization of image which
does not privilege the 'documentary' over the 'drama', or vice versa. The
implication is that Jackson's version of the Parker-Hulme murder is a valid a
representation of the past as the television news, and their screening at Te Papa
signals a popular acceptance that the 'fictional' and the 'real' occupy the same
imaginative space in the perception of 'history'. The 'shop' is filled with antique
items of Kiwiana, which 'come alive' when cued by the video. As images of
soldiers going to war fill the screen, a bunch of toy soldiers marches solemnly
forwards. The lawn-mower from Jackson's Braindead roars into life and lurches
towards the audience. Outside the museum, 'Concept Leader' Geoff Hicks
explains to a reporter that the guiding principle for 'Bush City', which recreates
the Wellington forest as it was 'before human arrival', was 'authenticity', but he
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also admits 'we've stretched the boundaries a bit because we wanted to tell
stories too.' (Johnson, 9)
As the virtual realities which inhabit Te Papa reveal, technology dramatizes
history on a scale never seen before in this country. In the object theatre of the
'Golden Days' show, even inanimate objects have become performers. Images
from old films are given equal status with news footage, implying that 'historical'
perceptions are formed as much through drama as through 'reality'. 'History'
has become a performance.
In this thesis I have traced the development of themes and performance
strategies in historiographic drama in New Zealand and Australia. Chapter One
surveys the development of 'historical' drama in theatre and film in both
countries. As Sebastian Black has noted, the emphasis on the dramatization of
New Zealand's history is a recent phenomenon and, as in Australia, there is now
an unprecedented interest in dramatizing the past. Furthermore, such drama is
increasingly questioning not only the ways in which history has been written,
but also as John McCallum writes, exploring the notion that 'history' itself is a
construction of the human mind, a form of the past in the present.
This concept is developed through the discussion of the counter-discursive texts
in Chapter Two. All of these plays give evidence of the increasing vitality of new
work by Maori and Aboriginal theatre artists, and illustrate the considerable
potential contribution by inter-cultural performance to the re-assessment of
post-colonial histories. Furthermore, by re-writing canonical texts from Europe,
these plays draw attention to the role of drama in shaping popular perceptions
of history, and challenge some of the hegemonic assumptions of European
dramatic conventions. Each of these plays illustrates different aspects of this
challenge. Whaea Kairau/ Mother Hundred Eater re-aligns the politics of Brechtian
theatre to a Maori perspective, and creates an alternative version of the founding
of New Zealand. Manawa Taua/ Savage Hearts both deconstructs the racial
assumptions of Othello and utilizes its dramatic framework to represent the
relationship between Maori and Pakeha in the nineteenth century as a symbolic
romance. Like Whaea Kairau, Nga Tangata Toa replaces the themes of the source
text with Maori concerns, and rather than stressing the oppositional relationship
between colonizer and colonized, places a new emphasis on the politics within
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Maoridom itself in dealing with the legacy of colonialism. More so than any of
the Maori plays, The Aboriginal Protestors makes a direct challenge to a major
playwright, and develops a new model for historiographic theatre by
deconstructing a European text within the performance itself. All four plays
draw attention to ways in which culture is transmitted through history and
through performance, and their common thematic emphasis on betrayal and
deception reflects contemporary debates about the founding legal documents of
both New Zealand and Australia. The links between history and performance
made in these texts are a reminder that as a series of re-enactments of past
events, theatre is like history. The ability of theatre to exemplify the very
intangibility of history makes it a powerful medium for the historiographic
analysis of culture.
Chapter Three extends the discussion to include filmed drama and, in comparing
plays and films which dramatize similar source material, explores the relative
potential of theatre and film for historiographic critique. Davis' The Dreamers
illustrates the pedagogical and political function of historiographic drama,
reprPsenting the past and the present within the same stage image. While
.tlerzog' s Where the Green Ants Dream also contains a strong critique of the
colonial enterprise in Australia, the film is ultimately less concerned for
Aboriginal political imperatives than with a Western perspective of history,
specifically a challenge to the myth of 'progress'. As the comparison between
Daughters of Heaven and Heavenly Creatures illustrates, theatre tends to emphasize
the social rather than the psychological implications of a narrative, and the
physical presence of the actors in the same space as the audience may provoke a
heightened level of debate about the issues in the drama. In film, the director
has complete authority over the images which the spectator will see, whereas
through different productions a play script is constantly being re-invented in a
new present. This makes film a more 'coercive' form of drama (to use Boal' s
terminology) and therefore generally less effective than theatre as
historiographic critique. Furthermore, because of the capital needed to make a
film, it has been less accessible as a form of expression for Maori and Aboriginal
dramatists. For these reasons, theatre has to date been more influential than film
in questioning history from the point of view of colonized peoples.
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Chapter Four explores the critical potential of recorded drama by examining the
slippage between the genres of 'documentary' and 'drama'. Both War Stories and
Forgotten Silver use dramatic conventions in order to make 'true' stories more
engaging for the spectator. War Stories contributes to the re-assessment of
national history in terms of gender and class, empowering its interviewees
through the agency of the camera. Forgotten Silver parodies both the dramatic
conventions for accessing the past and the popular construction of New Zealand
national identity. Forgotten Silver also recognizes the primary influence of
television in popular culture and demonstrates television's considerable potential
for historiographic critique. Both of the Peter Jackson works are films about film
itself. In Heavenly Creatures the girls' deep identification with film becomes the
motivation for murder, while in Forgotten Silver, the reliability of film as an
accurate record of the past is thrown into question. Both films are concerned
with the ambiguous space between drama and reality, the play of signification
between past realities and present imaginings.
Throughout the world today, people are watching more drama than ever before
in history. The widespread viewing of drama through cinema, television and the
VCR has produced a broad popular audience, which can be compared with those
of the festivals of Ancient Greece or in the Elizabethan playhouses. 1 Only now,
thanks to technology, the phenomenon is global. In this respect, New Zealand
and Australia are no different from the rest of the world. However the
exponential growth of the audience for film and television since the 1970s has
been paralleled in New Zealand and Australia by an increase in the production of
live drama by Maori and Aboriginal writers who are using performance as a
political and aesthetic tool for reconstructing the concept of history. Jack Davis
has made the theatre a place where the stories of the Dreaming can be merged
with present-day 'realities' for Aboriginal people. Roma Potiki also emphasizes
the importance in Maori theatre of creating a stage 'reality' which includes a
simultaneous awareness of the past and the present: 'there has been a searching
for past and a re-clamation of that past, and a trying to make sense of it. There
has been a seeking for reconciliation between our rural past and our largely

In New Zealand, the number of cinema admissions for the year to December 1994 was 13.3
million, more than double the 6.1 million admissions recorded for 1991. 821,900 households
owned or rented a video recorder/player in 1994, which represents 73 percent of all private
households. (See New Zealand Cultural Statistics 1995, 100, 102.)
1
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urban existence in the present.' (1991b, 61) As Potiki states, 'reclaiming the past'
is a major project of historiographic drama. This is largely the function of Whaea

Kairau, which violently disturbs the Pakeha myths of the 'settlement' of New
Zealand. Like the productions of Nga Tangata Toa, Manawa Taua/Savage Hearts
and The Aboriginal Protestors, Taylor's play contains strategies which subvert the
authority of the originating 'European' text and, therefore symbolically subvert
the principles of a white view of 'history' itself.
Recently Glenn D'cruz has questioned the post-colonial critical practices which
ascribe qualities of 'subversiveness' to such texts, and asks the question, 'does
post-colonial theory naturally give birth to a critical practice which, in turn,
produces a politics of resistance?' (9) D'cruz goes on to argue that political
efficacy cannot be divorced from the context in which the performance takes
place: 'One needs to proceed with caution, subjecting each specific post-colonial
canonization to a rigorous contextual analysis.' (10) D'cruz's point is that plays
are not automatically 'subversive' or 'resistant' simply because they have postcolonial thematics or adopt particular formal characteristics. The Maori and
Aboriginal writers discussed in this thesis represent peoples who still suffer
considerable oppression as a direct result of colonization, and in different ways
their dramatic works seek to problematize issues of colonial 'history' for an
audience. As Jenny Shipley's use of the phrase 'our past' at the opening of Te
Papa indicates, official discourses continue to propagate the myth of a shared
history, that the nation is united in one collective foundational narrative. This
myth is further developed throughout the Te Papa exhibitions, which in their
post-modern chaos of images eliminate difference and foster a notion of a secure
bi-cultural identity. Merata Mita has written 'the Maori film maker carries the
burden of having to correct the past and will therefore be concerned with
demystifying and decolonising the screen.' (49), and this comment is also valid
for Maori and Aboriginal theatre-makers. In all of the inter-cultural texts I have
studied, the imperative to 'correct the past' is carried out in new and challenging
ways. For example, Mudrooroo's enclosing of a post-modern play with images
from the Dreaming and present-day political action uses performance to form a
complex, multi-layered critique of established historical and theatrical
frameworks.
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Though more conventional in form, Hone Kouka's play provides an exemplary
model of good inter-cultural practice. Because they are collective art-forms,
theatre and film are arguably the media which can most successfully realize a
vision for a distinctive artistic practice which uses New Zealand's bi-cultural
influences in a constructive way. Nga Tangata Toa is a good example of a work
which, through inter-cultural collaboration merges the skills and knowledges of
its creators into a complex and rich mix. With its sound basis in Maori tikanga
and European dramaturgy, the play incorporates bi-lingual storytelling with
powerful visual images, it is both aesthetically satisfying and historiographically
rigorous. The success of Nga Tangata Toa demonstrates how far the New
Zealand 'history' play has come since Sebastian Black questioned the lack of
historical drama in 1984. Furthermore, it suggests that the future development
of New Zealand historiographic drama which can make an impact in the
international context rests on further such inter-cultural artistic partnerships.
As the range and frequency of historiographic plays and films in New Zealand
and Australia has increased, performance has become a metaphor which is being
used in other disciplines, including anthropology, sociology, psychology,
linguistics and women's studies. Marvin Carlson has shown how the historical
development of critical theory has led to this interest:
The recognition that our lives are structured according to repeated and
socially sanctioned modes of behaviour raises the possibility that all
human activity could potentially be considered as 'performance'. (4)
The post-modern emphasis on the dominance of the media and terms such as
'play', 'game' and 'performance' brings the dramatic to a central position in
global culture. With Forgotten Silver, Jackson and Botes unashamedly celebrate
the inauthentic by playing games with their initial television audience, by misrepresenting themselves on camera, and thus highlighting the performative
nature of 'documentary' methods of historical transmission.
Following John McCallum's model in his study of Australian plays about history,
'historical' drama in New Zealand and Australia fits into three broad stages. The
first stage concerns the need to confirm a secure national identity which is
exhibited in films like Gallipoli and The End of the Golden Weather; or plays like The
Man from Mukinupin and Coaltown Blues. Such nationalistic representations have
been mercilessly parodied in Forgotten Silver, yet, as Miller's White Fellas Dreaming
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illustrates, the project of nation-building through mythologising the past
continues. The second stage concerns the need to redress the biased nature of
official histories by re-writing history through drama, and presenting an
audience with 'alternative histories'. The political imperatives behind this trend
are real and many, and are displayed in much Aboriginal and Maori drama, as
well as in work by women such as Gaylene Preston. The third stage, which
McCallum calls 'The Past in the Present' stresses that the past only exists in so far
as we imagine it, yet it affects almost every aspect of our daily lives. This stage
reflects the Derridian concept of a constant interplay between the absent past
and the present, and also the notion, as Bauman and Carlson (and Shakespeare
before them) suggest, that every person is a performer, and that the desire to
know 'history' is enacted through the re-playing of past events in terms of the
preoccupations of the present. Although such categories are useful in terms of
understanding the 'development' of New Zealand and Australian historiographic
drama, historiographic work, by its very nature, challenges the concept of
'development'. I acknowledge that there is a slippage between these arbitrary
divisions, that each text contains traces of all of these elements. For example, The
Aboriginal Protestors evokes alternative 'histories', and questions the history
writing process, but in declaring an Aboriginal Constituent Assembly within the
context of the new Republic, it also makes a symbolic re-evaluation of Australian
national identity.
Excepting Forgotten Silver, there is a tension in all of the historiographic texts
discussed in this thesis between the imperative to 'correct the past' and the
awareness that there is no access to an 'authentic' history. This tension is 'played
out' through the use of performative metaphors or dramatic strategies. The four
examples of canonical counter-discourse discussed in Chapter Two balance their
political need to create 'alternative' versions of post-colonial histories with a selfreflexive awareness of the illusionistic nature of history itself. For example, the
image of the Rangatira whose life becomes entwined with that of Othello in the
colonial context in Manawa Taua suggests the performative nature both of
everyday life, and of history. With its superior capacity for creating illusion, film
is a highly appropriate medium for exploring the imaginative processes of
history-making. In Heavenly Creatures, the girls essentially have a film going on
inside their heads, which draws attention to the potential power of
representation in determining 'reality.' As is demonstrated by the 'Golden Days'
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film show at Te Papa, this perception of the power of images in describing past
'realities' has now entered popular culture. Heavenly Creatures, like Forgotten
Silver, is strongly concerned not only with 'history', but with film itself. They are
films about the power of film. In both Where the Green Ants Dream and War
Stories, the directors control the image of the 'marginalised' communities which
they represent. In contrast, the collaborative approach exhibited in all of the
inter-cultural plays discussed, is a model for the sharing of control over the
images and narratives represented, together with the promise of the richness of
the diverse cultural input. The fundamental power of the theatre in representing
history is that it is only in the theatre that the spectator comes into the presence
of the past. This is why the exhibits at Te Papa are so theatrical. They make the
past into a 'reality', satisfying the human desire to legitimate the present through
a re-playing of the past. The popular performances of Te Papa and the political
imperatives of the 'real' theatre are all part of the same project, the need to
explore the ambiguous space between reality and illusion.

•·
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