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(fig.1.2), this badge featured a black, red and yellow background, representing the
Aboriginal flag. Upon this background, was the image of two arms in shackles breaking
free of a chain. In a counter slogan to the Bicentenary’s well-advertised campaign
(“Celebrate in "88"), the text on the badge read “White Australia has a Black History.

Don’t Celebrate "88."'""

Fig.1.2. Image of the Badge produced as pan of the Indigenous campaign protesting Australia’s Bicentennial
Celebrations in 1988, The slogan draws attention to White Australia’s Black History, a theme that i woven
wentifier HI775, hup./muscumvictoria

throughout Hewett's play, Muscum of Victoria, image
W Pl E

com.mu'collections jten 1691k adgc-white-australin-has-a-black -histo yeaustralia- 1988
In addition to urging Australians not to celebrate the Bicentenary, the slogan on this badge
served as a reminder of Indigenous peoples” historical mistreatment at the hands of British
colonial settlers. In the production of Hewett’s play at the end of the Bicentennial year,
the campaign’s reference to “White Australia’s Black History™ can be seen to have been
echoed in the play’s own representation of the genocide in the creek bed. Indeed the play
as a whole highlights the hypocrisies of a white Australian post-colonial society blind to
its past (and selectively deaf as symbolised in the character of Edie Perkins. to its present)
Indigenous voices. As Harry Tuesday observes when the murder of the town’s Aboriginal
people is mentioned: “Everybody knows but nobody's sayin’. Bush towns are like

w20

that. Here and throughout the play, Hewett gives expression to some of the concermns

that became part of the public discourse at the time of the Bicentenary.

Hewett, The Man from Mukinupin, 54,
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Fig.1.3. Photograph of the Hummer Sisters and Polly Perkins in Act One, The Man From
Mukinupin, demonstrating the relationship of the play’s figures to the landscape. Sydney Theatre
Company 1981 production directed by Rodney Fisher. Image from Sydney Theatre Company
Archive, STC TheManFromMukinupin, 1981 03-28a(c)DDelFavero.

Fig.1.4. Photograph of the Hummer Sisters and Polly Perkins in Act One, The Man From
Mukinupin. Sydney Theatre Company 1981 production directed by Rodney Fisher. Image from
Sydney Theatre Company Archive, STC TheManFromMukinupin, 1981 07-19a(c)DDelFavero.

Picking up on the play’s metatheatrical dimensions, an important element of this set
design was the visible presence of overtly theatrical staging elements. Among these, were
a fully exposed row of hanging theatre lanterns, and the framing of the landscape depicted
on stage. As indicated in his floor plan (see fig.1.5 below), Gurton’s design featured man-
made structures on either side of the stage. In silhouette, as they appeared at moments
throughout the production, these structures created the subtle impression of a set of theatre
curtains, framing an Australian landscape. Through this design, not only was Hewett’s
landscape depicted as “dramatic,” its human structures as temporary as their apparently
two-dimensional on-stage representations, but theatre itself became a constant visual
element in its staging. In his article written years later, Graeme Blundell would describe

Mukinupin as “a theatrical landscape, peopled with a rabble of broken down
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vaudevillians, travelling plays [and] old folk fond of a ditty.”'®* Here, in the staging of

the Sydney Theatre Company production, Hewett’s landscape was literally theatrical.

In a further highlighting of the play’s theatricality, the play-within-the-play was staged in
a manner that drew attention to its metatheatrical status. Specifically, notes in the Sydney
Theatre Company’s Prompt Script indicate how the set-up of the staging for the play-
within-the-play was carried out as part of the on-stage action, in a kind of dramatic self
reference that drew attention to the mechanism of theatre — a performance, in other words,
of theatre making.'®® At the beginning of the Montebellos’ performance, the theatre’s
black sound curtains were drawn in at both sides of the stage, thereby covering the
structures of the verandah and shop front and creating a frame for the play-within-the-
play (see figs. 1.6 and 1.7) A hand-written note indicates this action was carried out by
the on-stage Mukinupin residents who, as audience for the play-within-the-play, set-up
for the event at hand. At the same time as the curtains were drawn in, a set of footlights
was brought on (again by the on-stage audience) and placed in a row, centre stage, to

demarcate the front of what would momentarily become the stage-within-the-stage.

12 Blundell, “Force of Nature.”
1% Hewett, annotated “Prompt Copy” of The Man from Mukinupin.
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Fig.1.5. Floor Plan for the Sydney Theatre Company 1981 production of The Man from Mukinupin,
directed by Rodney Fisher. Man-made structures labelled. From Sydney Theatre Company Archive,
STC TheMan from Mukinupin, 1981 setplan01.
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Cast of the 19582 Lighthouse Production. From the programme of Roval Show, directed by
Jim Sharman for Lighthouse Theatre Company, Adela Pape

of Australia. MS10042, Series 11, Folder 5

93






The president extended a special welcome to Flo Constance a new member
who has been a strong supporter of CWA for many years. The president said
she hoped her association with CWA would be a long and happy one as a
member...

It continues:
In view of the heavy expenses with the painting, insurance and electricity,
ete, several suggestions were made towards fund raising. A stall will be held
at cach meeting. "

“Berridale CWA News,” an articke enclosed within the Working Draft of Nowra's

Fig2.2
Royal Show

Hlbad.
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Fig.2.3. New Moon Theatre Company cast and director, 1982 production of Royal Show. Copies of photographs
used in the programme, here provided by photographer Ponch Hawkes. L. to R, Top Row: Valerie Bader, Deidre
Chambers; Middle Row: Nicholas Flanagan, Penny McCue; Bottom Row: Terry O’Connell, Ross Brewer.
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Fig.2.4. New Moon Theatre Company cast and director, 1982 production of Royal Show. Copies of photographs
used in the programme, here provided by photographer Ponch Hawkes. L to R, Top Row: Bob Baines, Gina Riley;
Middle Row: Stephen Clark, Gillian Hyde; Bottom Row: David Sandford, Wayne Pigram.

Through its advertisement and production in the four North Queensland cities to which it
toured, Nowra’s Royal Show demonstrates the New Moon Theatre Company’s attempts
to connect with local audiences. Advertisements published in local newspapers and
bulletins drew attention to the Royal Show as a shared event in Australian cultural history,

“a spectacular evocation of [a] great Australian tradition,” but beyond this, the play was
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Fig2.5. Image of the Townsville poster from the New Mooa Theatre Company tour of
Royal Show, 1983, directed by Terry O'Connell. The photograph used in the poster features
a cake timmed with lace, decorated with the heading Royal Show and a series of plastic farm-
yard animals. Photograph provided here by Ponch Hawkes
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A display window on ‘show’
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Fig.2.6 Image of the display window put together by Mackay resadent and
New Moon Theatre Collection, 3891

“Friend” of New Moon Theatre Company
NEWMPUB23.
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3. Photographs and other ephemera from the Lighthouse production®” and

4. Photographs, floor plans and a recording of the Queensland production by
New Moon Theatre Company.”™

Together, these texts have formed the basis of my analysis of Royal Show in its brief
production history between 1982 and 1983. As well as providing insights into Nowra's
play writing strategies, in particular Royal Show s metatheatre, these records illustrate the

challenges inherent in the play’s production.

Fig.2.7. Image of the set construction plan for the New Moon Theatre Company tour
of Roval Show, 1983, Carpenter Kerry Saul. Designer unlisted. New Moon Theatre
Collection, 390R, NEWM/PS/40.

to some of Nowra's longer monologues. As the cuts made prior to production do not do not have a
significant impact upon the play’s metatheatrical functions, they will not be discussed in detail in my own
analysis,

“Photographs. Programme and Ephemera. Records of the 1982 production of Roval Show by the
Lighthouse Theatre Company directed by Jim Sharman, Archives of the State Theatre Company of South
Australia, Adelmde.

* Records from 1983 production of Royal Show, New Moon Theatre Collection, 373R-392M and folio
509. At the time of this study, the film reel recording of the production could not be viewed DVD transfer

forthcoming,
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Fig.2.8 Images of set of the New Moon Theatre Company tour of Royval
Show. 1983. New Moon Theatre Collection, 390R, NEWM/PS/30
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Crucial to this intended effect is the way in which the conversations that take place behind
the scenes deal with mundane concerns. Dahlia, the fat woman (fig.2.10), laments the fact

that she cannot find a toilet seat big enough to accommodate her oversize frame. Howard,

the tall man, awakens from a dream of fishing

a remarkably quotidian pastime. Ivory,
who that night is set to make her first appearance (as the Albino Aboriginal) nervously
and quietly awaits her performance. While conducting their mundane backstage
conversations, the performers are dressed in overtly theatrical costumes. Paradoxically,
the very theatricality of these costumes highlights the performers’ humanity, as the
characters” dialogue is made more human, conspicuously nor performative, when

delivered in contrast with their physical appearances

I'here also 1s a sense in which, by depicting the preparations for the Royal Show's day-
time events in Act One, before its official opening, Nowra stages a rehearsal for the Show
l'o the extent that the Show represents the performance of Australia on the interational
stage, these scenes become part of a metatheatrical rehearsal of Australian identity. This
depiction of rehearsal, which Nowra engages with in a number of his plays, but most

notably Cosi, links his work to a longstanding metatheatrical tradition of the rehearsal
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echoes of the voices from previous acts, performs his gory act of biting off a chicken’s
head. This is humourously counterpointed in the following scene when, awaiting the
night-time wedding of her Sideshow Alley colleagues, Dahlia the Fat Woman comments

on her appetite for poultry.

o At Rae wune
MG Sagv
® 3 e

| ™oy iaw
® Ceov M

wOYAL - SHOw
TAPMIERE GENERAL  RoPNNE -

Fig.2.11. Preliminary design sketch for the Sideshow sequence, Japanese General costume, 1982 Lighthouse Theatre
Company production of Royal Show. designer Stephen Curtis. Image scanned from Records of the 1982 production of
Royal Show, directed by Jim Sharman. Archives of the State Theatre Company of South Australia, Adelaide
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LADY WEEPING BLOOD
5 PUPPET - ACTOR MELISSA .

fere_(4
Beo4 1
m 1f
e g MmDe
Fig.2.12.  Preliminary design sketch for the Sideshow sequence, costume for Lady Weeping Blood, 1982 Lighthouse

Theatre Company production of Royval Show, designer Stephen Curtis. Image scanned from Records of the 1982
production of Royal Show, directed by Jim Sharman. Archives of the State Theatre Company of South Australia,
Adelaide.
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Preliminary design sketch for the Sideshow sequence, costume for Lilly Hermaphrodite, 1982 Lighthouse

Theatre Company production of Royal Show. designer Stephen Curtis. Image scanned from Records of the 1982

production of Royal Show. directed by Jim Sharman. Archives of the State Theatre Company of South Australia,

Adelaide.
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SR
b A

VRN e PARAGITE TWIN . RoBERT MeNzs,
W W 15 SIMPU A SINGLE -ALMED HEADUESS DUmm (winimmee) HED 8Y Rosent
KeMST WS popd A HE SPERLS . THE TWING LEGS & AKMS SHouLp BE SUGHTA

FONED. T SUr SHOULD MATCH RoBERTS (N CoLout & STYLE-

Fig.2.14.  Preliminary design sketch for the Sideshow sequence, costume for Man with Parasite Twin, 1982
Lighthouse Theatre Company production of Roval Show, designer Stephen Curtis. Image scanned from Records of the
1982 production of Royal Show, directed by Jim Sharman. Archives of the State Theatre Company of South Australia,

Adelaide.
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DRMUESS of UEGLESS PERSON ~ RogdNE -
ARMUESS of LEGUESS (ESON

LoBUNNG (0N TIPTE WiTH HER KAEES A6A(NST HER CHEST HAs HErR HANDS /05106
GBS o0 WHICH SHE *LOKUS® . THE  DOUBLE- BLEASTED PIKSTRAPE  CORT  shwip
Be LoNG ENOUGH To (ol WER FEET- T MAY NEED A STIAP Adevay T
INSI0G  OF THE (bt 1O KEEP ROBYNNE TOSEHER.

Fig.2.15.  Preliminary design sketch for the Sideshow sequence, costume for Armless and Legless Person, 1982
Lighthouse Theatre Company production of Royal Show, designer Stephen Curtis. Image scanned from Records of the

1982 production of Royal Show, directed by Jim Sharman. Archives of the State Theatre Company of South Australia,
Adelaide.
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unsuccessful in conveying these ideas to their full potential to audiences in 1982 and 1983,
this retrospective study of Royal Show has allowed us to assess what the company were
trying to achieve. It has also shown how this neglected play fits into a broader
metatheatrical tradition that was continued in Nowra’s later work and in subsequent

works, by other playwrights, performed upon the Australian stage.





































































































































































Foundation, Murray quipped that the wording on the slogan was a “typographical error.”

meant to have said " Underfunded Excellence.”

I'he image of the playwright draped in the sash was, like the work about to unfold on
stage, complex, ironic and contradictory (see fig. 4.1). Wearing it behind the lectern,
Murray invoked a visual reference to the suffragettes.'™ The image of the playwright
standing on-stage in her sash suggested, on another level, the idea of a too-old and too-
articulate contestant in a beauty pageant and a theatrical echo of Dorothy Hewett's aging
Shirley Temple grotesque, Bobbie Le Brun. Here, the idea of pageantry was at once
highlighted by the royal purple colour of the sash and undermined by the statement of the
artist’s, and the work’s, “un(der)funded™ status. In addition, Murray, unlike the refined,
composed, stereotypical, female pageant contestant, was visibly flustered by the
circumstances of the scene in which, aided by a series of messages sent from actors ofl

stage, she continued to act out a situation in which the attempt to stage her play was

coming undone

As the lecture progressed, with Murray insisting on several occasions that she was cager
to continue her talk, it became apparent that the stage was being gradually infiltrated by
an external, theatrical element. With each attempt to return to her lecture on the “story™
of Things That Fall Over, Murray was halted by staged interruptions from outside the

Performance Space. Following text messages received on the playwright’s mobile phone

Murray, “The Artist’s Talk,” TTFO,

One of the icomc items of apparel worn by the

torso. For pictonal examples see Diane Atkisnon

Suttragentes in Pictures (UK: The History







Having now established the premise of reading 77F0 as a means of reclaiming
Swansong, Murray called upon any actors present among the audience to assist them in
their task of conducting the staged reading. Here the extent of the playwright’s dramatic
contrivance was fully revealed as actor Tracy Bourne stepped forward to volunteer,
claiming to have “found™ a script of 77F0 on her way to the theatre. Elsewhere in the
audience were a choir of female cast members who would later come forward to perform
roles, in both TTFO as the story of the "making-of.” and Swansong, the play-within-the
play and work that is, ultimately, made. In the remaining four and a half hours and in a
journey that took them through a labyrinth of corridors, stairwells and rooms before
finally ending outside in the public amphitheatre, the cast and audience participated in the

production of Things That Fall Over

I'he play is set in a hypothetical future and revolves around a central female character, a
writer named Verity. Besides standing in its own right as a female name used not
infrequently throughout the twentieth century, this name signifies, in its meaning of
“truth,” the character’s ongoing attempt to express herself against a political background
hostile to her cause.'™ Though alrcady elderly at the outset of the play, Verity is heavily

pregnant, a metaphor that Murray, while admitting to be somewhat “obvious,” uses 1o

The name Verity is particularly suitable for this character in a play about mature-age female an
the sense that it 1s more CoOmmon among rWw ) than young 1en. As defineg he Oxy
English Dictionary. from Anglo-Norman and Old French verire, veriter. “Without article. Trutl
general or with reference to a particular fact verity, n." OED Online. June 2014, Accessed A

2014 (Oxtord Umversity Press)
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the hall. Within the action of Folio Two, this was referred to as “The Bindery."'™ This
space was fitting since in this, the bleakest scene of the play, Verity and the group of

“pregnant creatives” (played on March ¥ by the choir members dispersed amongst the

ged in a staging of the politically motivated silencing of

audience) are bound and g:
female artists. As their books are bumed, following the edict passed down by Phoney
Rabbit, the lives of the women are seen to be in immediate peril. Yet moments prior to
their pending demise, the women, visited by the aforementioned Weaver of Swansong,
stage a passive resistance by humming a tune of consolation led by the Weaver herself
(fig. 4.3). Against the powerful soundscape of this, a rendition of a cadence from Brahms
Opus 52, the play reaches its climax as Verity's muse, Orla/Orlando (a reference to
Virginia Woolf's “mutable gendered™ hero/ine), arrives by helicopter and, in a deus ex
machina style contrivance, stages a rescue.'™ The women, all barring the Weaver who

remains behind in a commitment to protesting the system, are then transported to the

*Safe Haven.”

Fig 4.3. The Weaver (Lisa Maza, leit) kead mmin ong of consolatior
From the premicre performance of Frings ity Arts Centre, March 2014
Photograph by Lucy Crossett

If Folios Two and Three evoke conditions for women writers in the eighteenth and

nineteenth centuries respectively, then Folio Three takes its action, and with it the

I use the term questionable because, as the site of gendered social control it 1s doubtful that the
Sanitarium is genuinely intended 1o suggest a place of safety
* In her April 2013 interview, Murray explained that what appealed to her about this piece of music was

the idea of a solo female being supported by a male chorus. She was also stru

1ymn ™

Goethe, regarding the difficulty of finding a suitable “lyrnic in [one’s

]
experience. Sung by the female soloist, this lyric resonated with the ideas Murray was grappling with at
the time of wnting her play. Peta Murray, interviewed

th by Rebecea Clode, 20

Where, in the premiere performance on March 1, 2014, the play resumed after an
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Fig. 4.4 The Visitation. Verity (Marg Dobson, Jeft) is visited by Saint Lisbeth the Jolly

( Wilhelmina Stracke), From the premiere performance of Things Thae Fall Over, Footscray Community

Arts Centre, March 1, 2014, Photogruph by Lucy Crossett
By the end of Things That Fall Over, Verity, having been through the trials of writing her
trilogy, is utterly exhausted. As the third folio brings her towards the moment of her death,
the writer comes to a crucial realisation — Swansong!!! The Musical!!! has not yet been
performed. As such, the work remains incomplete. Far from being distressed by this lack
of closure, however, Verity, having now lived a full creative life, has come to a point at
which she is able to accept the incompleteness and shifting nature of art, just as she can
accept these qualities in life itself. In the moments before her death, Verity, now assuming
the role of teacher, is also able to impart this lesson of acceptance to her Sisters. In a
poignant moment towards the play’s end, Mannie is distressed to leamn the works that
Verity has created will not endure forever.”™ Lacking the mordant to fix it permanently
to the page, the beetroot juice in which the works have been written will eventually fade.
However Verity, now at peace with the notion of evanescence, is able to appease her
handmaid, assuring her of her own comfort in knowing her legacy will be continued in
the work of women to come. It is here, too, that Verity can accept the “still[birth]” of
Swansong in its failure to be performed during her life time.”™ Using the stillbom
metaphor to articulate the idea of a play that exists on the page but remains un-staged,
Murray here acknowledges the communal and collaborative aspects of theatre, in
vitalising a written play text. There is also an identification, implicit in the portrayal of
Verity’s death, of the way in which creative works and, in particular, theatre, continue to

evolve in the “afterlife” of the artist. It is therefore the idea of incompleteness that Verity

Murray, “TTFO: Final Draft,” 101

*Ibid., 125
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I'TFO. This change of tone is vital in ensuring that the play’s theme of women's artistic

practice, while serious in its intention, is ultimately a celebration of women’s capabilities

One of the striking elements of the staging of Swansong!!! as performed within the 2014
premiere of 77FO was its performance within the Footscray Community Arts Centre’s
outdoor amphitheatre. Within this space, the message of the play could be read as a public
statement of the value of women's artistic practice, reinforced through a link with ancient
ritual, the amphitheatre a reminder of theatre’s classical origins. In the outdoor space,
with the Maribymong River and buildings of the Melbourne city skyline in the
background, the connections between theatre and society were also present visually as
part of the production, just as they were in many of the theatres of ancient Greece. Against
this backdrop, the women’s quire, standing together as the group of swan women within
the amphitheatre’s orchestra, in fact resembled the chorus of an ancient Greek drama (fig
4.5). Moreover, as members of the local Melbourne community, they can be seen to have

served a similar function, as civic participants in the production,

\nnplc, imaginative staging lcdmiquc\ were an important part ol this marathon
performance — necessarily so on account of its limited budget, but also inviting an overtly
theatrical approach to staging consistent w ith the play’s broader metatheatrical approach
One such technique, simple yet pow erfully evocative in its staging, was the use of a long,
heavy piece of black rope to represent the swan, one end taped in red to create the nuance

of a swan's red beak. When lifted by the Child, played by eleven year old Rosie Bray, the
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weight of the rope gave its strands a gradual movement and demanded a care of handling
that beautifully reflected the Weaver's poetic narration of the Child’s attempt to minister
to the wounded creature (figures 4.6 and 4.7). In performance, the effect generated by the
apparent movement of the strands of this inanimate prop, was a potent reminder of
theatre’s ability to transport the viewer's imagination and a demonstration of the viewer’s

same ability to apply that imagination to the idea of a better world for women artists

Fig 4.6, The Child Mmssters 10 the

Vusical staged on Decer

rom production of Swansong!'" Th

vograph by Lucy Crossett

I 47 The Child ministers to the Swan. Lucy Bray (as Child, left) and Robin |

aune {co-direct

production of Swansong!!! The M ' staged on December 16, 20
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Weaver remains vital to the play’s depiction of women’s creative practice through her
role as a character in the play and in Swansong!!! The Musical!!!, while Murray’s
embodiment of the role of writer/Architect within her work presents us with a remarkable
metatheatrical reflection on conditions of women’s playwriting today. The
“paratheatrical” openness of Murray’s Things That Fall Over makes it a distinctive
contribution to the present study and is worthy of further analysis, both within and beyond

the discussion of Australian metatheatre in the twenty first century.
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