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ABSTRACT

Drama has been the slowest of the arts to develop an authentic New Zealand ‘voice.’
This thesis focuses on the work of five playwrights: Bruce Mason, James K. Baxter,
Mervyn Thompson, Renée and Robert Lord, all of whom have set out to identify such
a ‘voice’ and in so doing have brought about a metamorphosis in the nature of New

Zealand drama.

New Zealand has traditionally been regarded as being on ‘the margin’ in relation to
the dominant culture of the colonizer (the Eurocentre). Before Bruce Mason began to
challenge this ‘centre’ of power in the early 1950s, New Zealand playwrights were so
intimidated by the Eurocentre that they usually set their plays in Europe, particularly
in England, in order to make them acceptable to their audiences. Mason proposed
that ‘the margin’ of New Zealand, rather than being seen as inferior, should be re-
defined as a fertile place capable of nurturing a new individual dramatic form quite

distinct from colonial norms.

All of my chosen playwrights have insisted upon the intrinsic value of a two-tiered
concept of ‘the margin.” By setting their plays (wherever possible) in the country of
their birth, highlighting New Zealand social issues and in the process persuading
theatre-going audiences that plays about this country are worth watching, they have

given new life to ‘the margin’ (the culture of New Zealand as a whole).

At the same time all of these five playwrights have recognized that minority groups —
‘voices’ from ‘the outer margin’ in relation to the Pakeha ‘inner margin’ of power —
have been largely unrepresented or misrepresented in New Zealand plays. They have
advocated the vital importance of women’s ‘voices,” Maori ‘voices’ and gay ‘voices,’
for example, in their exploration of a more sophisticated and inclusive understanding
of what constitutes our national identity. Moreover, in a period of less than forty
years, they have helped to facilitate the transition of New Zealand theatre from
amateur to professional status and have been instrumental in providing the practical
framework whereby future New Zealand playwrights may find an outlet for their
work.

July 2006
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PREFACE

The date which appears in brackets after the first reference to the title of a stage play

is the year of the play’s first production in New Zealand.

If the play was originally written for radio or television then the date which appears in
brackets after the first mention of the play is the year of the play’s first broadcast by
BCNZ (known until 1978 as NZBC) or TVNZ.

The year of a play’s first performance (which appears in brackets in the text) may not
be the same as the date on the script which has been used in this research (which is

recorded in the bibliography).

If the play has not been performed in New Zealand then the date which appears in
brackets after the first mention of the title is the date, if there is one, on the script used
for this research. Brief details of the location of the script are also included in these
brackets. These details are expanded in the bibliography.

This thesis confines itself to plays which have been performed in New Zealand.
Overseas productions of these plays are referred to only in passing where this is

relevant.

The dialogue and stage directions in a script are reproduced in the same format as the

one to be found in the script which has been used for this research.

The titles of articles and reviews are reproduced in grammatically correct format. For

example ‘act features first return’ becomes Act features “First Return.””

Anthologized titles are placed in single quotation marks.

Quotations are accompanied by single quotation marks.

Square brackets are placed around my ellipsis points.
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THE METAMORPHOSIS OF A MARGIN:
INTRODUCTION

In 1981, during the course of one of his last interviews, Bruce Mason put forward
this proposition: ‘I have a theory that English drama is fertilised from the
periphery — in fact you could say that world drama has been fertilised from the

periphery’ (Paske 15).

The New Shorter Oxford Dictionary defines ‘peripheral’ as being ‘marginal’ and

to ‘peripheralize’ as to ‘chiefly marginalize.” Accordingly, this thesis will regard
‘the periphery’ as being synonymous with ‘the margin.” In the same dictionary
‘peripheral’ is further explained as being ‘superficial,” ‘of minor importance,’” ‘not
essential or relevant,” or ‘subordinate.” In computer technology the dictionary
adds, the term means ‘without being an integral or necessary part.” With regard to

the nervous system ‘peripheral’ is considered to be ‘other than central.’

All these definitions share an understanding that ‘the periphery’ is always inferior
to ‘the ccntre.” Mason’s statement about the nature of drama as a genre therefore
appears to be paradoxical. How can what is looked upon as ‘not essential or
relevant’ or ‘without being an integral or necessary part’ be at the same time a
source of fertility? Even when viewed in its most favourable light, how can what
is ‘superficial’ or ‘of minor importance’ or ‘subordinate’ challenge the superiority
of ‘the centre’? Nevertheless, Mason’s ‘theory’ insists upon the essential function

of ‘the margin.’

The New Shorter Oxford Dictionary defines to ‘fertilise’ as to ‘{m]ake fertile or

productive’ or to ‘develop a new individual.” Mason’s ‘theory,” therefore,
overturns the traditional assumption that productivity emanates from ‘the centre.’
Instead ‘the margin’ is re-defined as a ‘fertile’ and ‘productive’ place with the

capacity to ‘develop’ drama in English into ‘a new individual’ form.

As a colonized culture New Zealand has traditionally been regarded as being on

‘the margin’ in relation to ‘the centre’ of Europe. The dominance of European



culture, particularly English culture, is reflected in New Zealand drama before the
early 1950s, which mimicked the theatre of the perceived ‘centre’ to such an
extent that New Zealand playwrights often felt it necessary to set their plays in the

British Isles in order to make them acceptable to theatre-going audiences.

The proposition of this thesis is that the exploration of ‘the margin,” gaining
momentum from the early 1950s onwards, has enabled New Zealand dramatists to
discover a representative national ‘voice’ and so ‘develop a new individual’

dramatic tradition.

This proposition will be illustrated by a series of interfacing metaphors. The
metaphor which gives the thesis its title functions as a unifying device for the
material contained within the argument as a whole. It is derived from the
geomorphological structure of the earth, made up of areas of young rocks pushing
up against areas of older rock. The old rocks are relatively stable and are called
shield areas. The younger rocks, by contrast, are notoriously unstable, being
characterized by earthquake and volcanic activity. The largest area of young

unstable rock in the world is called The Pacific Ring of Fire.

Under the forces of heat and pressure, the young rocks change. This process is
called metamorphosis. Though the elements of the rock are the same as those in
the shield areas, as a result of metamorphosis new rock types emerge. Arthur

Holmes, in his textbook Principles of Physical Geology,' describes this process:

‘[R]Jocks respond to the earth’s internal activities [. . .] by recrystallisation
[. . .]Jinto new types of rocks, [. . .] metamorphism brings about its [a rock’s]

transformation’ (Holmes 55-56).

These physical facts relating to the geomorphological structure of the earth can be
applied to the discussion of the development of New Zealand drama. The old
rocks of the shield areas correspond to the culture of Europe. This will be referred

to as the Eurocentre. The main focus of the thesis, however, concentrates on the

! This textbook was designed to ‘appeal not only to university students and the senior classes in
schools and their teachers, but also to the wide range of general readers’ (Holmes v). It was first
published in 1944, reprinted eighteen times and fully revised in 1965.



areas of young unstable rock, which are still in the process of formation. The
physical action, in geomorphological terms, of the young rocks pushing up against
the shield areas, corresponds to the challenge to the Eurocentre which has
produced a ‘transformation’ in New Zealand drama. In keeping with the process
of physical metamorphosis these new forms of drama, however, are derived from

structures that originated in the Eurocentre.

The Pacific Ring of Fire, in geomorphological terms, covers a vast area circling
the Pacific Ocean, which includes countries as culturally diverse as those of North
and South America, the Pacific Islands and Australasia. The artistic challenge to
the Eurocentre, in the attempt to identify and to develop a distinctive national
‘voice,’ has already taken, or is taking, place in these countries, where colonized
peoples, including New Zealanders, have been regarded as being on ‘the margin’
of the perceived ‘centre’ of power. The widespread occurrence of the colonial
relationship is emphasized by Bill Ashcroft, Gareth Griffiths and Helen Tiffin:
More than three-quarters of the people living in the world today have
had their lives shaped by the experience of colonialism. [. . .]
Literature offers one of the most important ways in which these new

perceptions are expressed [. . .].

We use the term ‘post-colonial’ [. . .] to cover all the culture affected
by the imperial process from the moment of colonialization to the

present day. [.. N

So the literatures of African countries, Australia, Bangladesh, Canada,
Caribbean countries, India, Malaysia, Malta, New Zealand, Pakistan,
Singapore, South Pacific Island countries, and Sri Lanka are all post-
colonial literatures. The literature of the USA should also be placed in
this category. [...] What each of these literatures has in common
beyond their special and distinctive regional characteristics is that they
emerged in their present form out of the experience of colonization

and asserted themselves by foregrounding the tension with the

2 This thesis adheres to this definition of the term ‘post-colonial.’



imperial power, and by emphasizing their differences from the

assumptions of the imperial centre (1-2).

The concept of ‘the centre’ in relation to ‘the margin’ implicitly or explicitly
informs the whole body of post-colonial theory. Ashcroft, Griffiths and Tiffin’s

influential text The Empire Writes Back, for example, makes this concept the

basis of the central argument:
A ‘privileging norm’ was enthroned at the heart of the formation of
English Studies as a template for the denial of the value of the
‘peripheral’, the ‘marginal’ [. . .]. Literature was made as central to
the cultural enterprise of Empire as the monarchy was to its political

formation (3).

Ashcroft, Griffiths and Tiffin then go on to investigate the relationship between
‘the margin’ and ‘the centre’:
In practice the history of distinction between English and english has
been between the claims of a powerful ‘centre’ and a multitude of
intersecting usages designated as ‘peripheries.” The language of these

‘peripheries’ was shaped by an oppressive discourse of power (8).}

Post-colonial criticism emphasizes the success that the colonizing powers have
had in indoctrinating colonized cultures to believe that they are inferior. One of
the first influential texts to subject this process to close analysis was Edward
Said’s Orientalism (1978), which came to a groundbreaking conclusion:
In a quite constant way, Orientalism depends for its strategy on this
flexible positional superiority, which puts the Westerner in a whole
series of possible relationships with the Orient without ever losing him

the relative upper hand.

3 It is clear from this statement that Bill Ashcroft, Gareth Griffiths and Helen Tiffin define these
‘peripheries’ as multiple. The concept of ‘the margin’ as multiple is also emphasized elsewhere in
The Empire Writes Back. For example, the text also points to ‘[t]his privileging of the “margins”
in post-colonial writing’ (40). Accordingly, this thesis will regard ‘the margin’ of New Zealand as
one of these ‘multitude of intersecting usages designated as “peripheries.”’




Above all, a discourse [. . .] is produced and exists in an uneven
exchange with various kinds of power, [. . .] political [. . .] intellectual
[. . .] cultural (as with orthodoxies and canons of taste, texts, values),
[. . .] moral (as with ideas about what ‘we’ do and what ‘they’ cannot

do or understand as ‘we’ do) (7, 12).

Said identifies categories of behaviour — political, intellectual, cultural, social and
moral — in which ‘the centre’ (which he terms ‘the Westerner’) claims to be
superior to ‘the margin® (which he terms ‘the Orient’).* Said is writing about the
relationship between Asia and the Eurocentre, but his understanding of the nature
of ‘the Orient’ as a construct can be applied to all colonized countries, including

New Zealand.

Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak likewise confronts the problem of ‘an uneven
exchange with various kinds of power.” She defines all cultures that have been
marginalized by the Eurocentre as examples of ‘epistemic violence,” before
proceeding to ask a key question: ‘Let us now move to consider the margins (one
can just as well say the silent, silenced center) [. . .] the oppressed [. . .] We must

now confront the following question: [. . .] can the subaltern speak? (25).°

Spivak employs the metaphor of the ‘subaltern’ in order to investigate the doubly
marginalized position of native women in Indian society but, as Ashcroft,
Griffiths and Tiffin also observe, ‘[b]y implication, the silencing of the subaltern
woman extends to the whole of the colonial world, and to the silencing and

muting of all natives, male or female’ (177-178).

* The title of Edward Said’s book Orientalism expresses ‘the Westerner’s’ concept of the people of

the East. Said views this as a rigid template which restricts, rather than gives access to, accurate

representation:
In a sense Orientalism was a library or archive of information commonly and, in
some of its aspects, unanimously held. What bound the archive together was a
family of ideas and a unifying set of values proven in various ways to be effective.
These ideas explained the behaviour of Orientals; they supplied Orientals with a
mentality, a genealogy, an atmosphere; most important, they allowed Europeans to
deal with and even to see Orientals as a phenomenon possessing regular
characteristics. But like any set of durable ideas, Orientalist notions influenced the
people who were called Orientals [. . .], Orientalism is better grasped as a set of
constraints upon and limitations of thought (41-42).

5 The term ‘subaltern’ is constructed from the Latin words for ‘under’ (sub) and ‘other’ (alter) to

mean a person of lesser rank. In post-colonial theory it is often used to refer to the colonized

subject (Abrams, A Glossary of Literary Terms 7th ed. 237).




Spivak writes of the concept of ‘the margin’ as ‘the margins,’ identifying it as
plural. Homi Bhabha’s definition of those groups who have been traditionally
‘silent, silenced’ and ‘oppressed’ is wider than even Ashcroft, Griffiths and
Tiffin’s categories. It extends to include ‘women, the colonized, minority groups,

the bearers of policed sexualities’ (936).

These various interpretations of the doubly marginalized recognize that societies
such as New Zealand have inevitably displayed two tiers of marginalization which
I shall refer to as ‘the inner margin’ and ‘the outer margin.” The power that the
former exercises has been only perceived power, since for the greater part of the
time span covered by this discussion most real [my italics] power has emanated
from the Eurocentre, which those in ‘the inner margin’ could only mimic. ‘[T]he
outer margin’ has comprised the dispossessed, including all the categories listed
by Bhabha: ‘women, the colonized, minority groups, the bearers of policed
sexualities’ (936). All members of New Zealand society — inner and outer — have
been traditionally marginalized in relation to the Eurocentre. ‘[T]he outer margin’

has been doubly marginalized.6

In an even earlier post-colonial text, Prospero and Caliban (1950), O. Mannoni

employs two characters from William Shakespeare’s ‘The Tempest’ as a
metaphor to examine the relationship between the assumed superiority of the
colonizer, whom he likens to Prospero, and the inferior status of the colonized,
whom he likens to Caliban. It is interesting to note, at this point, that key post-
colonial texts such as those of Mannoni and Spivak have used metaphor, as does
this thesis, as a succinct means of analysing the relationship between ‘the

margins’ and the perceived ‘centre’ of power.

8 Ashcroft. Griffiths and Tiffin emphasize that even when Europe declined in political and
economic power, cultural power has continued to come from the Eurocentre. Of particular
relevance to this thesis is the influence of British literature, which still dominates the colonized
world:
In the spheres of politics and economics [. . .] Britain and the other European
imperial powers have been superseded by the emergent power of the USA.
Nevertheless, through the literary canon, the body of British texts which all too
frequently still acts as a touchstone of taste and value [. . .] the weight of antiquity
continues to dominate cultural production in much of the post-colonial world (6-7).



It is also interesting to note that Mannoni employs a metaphor that ironically
associates ‘the margins’ with what is ‘bestial,” which in turn becomes
synonymous with what is ‘evil.” In fact, as Mannoni is at pains to point out, it is
‘the centre’ that demonizes ‘the periphery’: ‘What is resented in Caliban is not
really his physical appearance, his bestiality, his “evil” instincts — [. . .] but that he
should claim to be a person in his own right and from time to time show that he
has a will of his own’ (117). Thus demonization becomes but a part of the overall
mechanism perpetrated by the colonizer who wields, to use Said’s phraseology,

‘an uneven exchange with various kinds of power’ (7).’

In the process of developing a comparative model of post-colonial literature,
D.E.S. Maxwell identified two distinct groups of people who have been affected
by the process of colonization:
There are two broad categories. In the first, the writer brings his own
language — English — to an alien environment and a fresh set of
experiences: Australia, Canada, New Zealand. In the other, the writer
brings an alien language — English — to his own social and cultural
inheritance: India, West Africa.  Yet the categories have a

fundamental kinship (quoted in Ashcroft, Griffiths and Tiffin 24).

7 A significant exchange between Miranda and Caliban in William Shakespeare’s ‘The Tempest’
illustrates Mannoni’s comments about Caliban being defined as ‘bestial’ and ‘evil’ and Said’s
remark concerning ‘an uneven exchange with various kinds of power’ (7):
MIRANDA Abhorreéd slave,

Which any print of goodness wilt not take,

Being capable of all ill! I pitied thee,

Took pains to make thee speak, taught thee each hour

One thing or other. When thou didst not, savage,

Know thine own meaning, but wouldst gabble like

A thing most brutish, I endowed thy purposes

With words that made them known. But thy vile race,

Though thou didst learn, had that in’t which good

natures

Could not abide to be with; therefore wast thou

Deservedly confined into this rock,

Who hadst deserved more than a prison.

CALIBAN
You taught me language, and my profit on’t
Is I know how to curse
(I. 2. Lines 353-366).



Said, Spivak, Bhabha and Mannoni are all writing from the perspective of the
latter category. Ashcroft, Griffiths and Tiffin term the former category the ‘settler
colonies,” whose immigrants, still firmly rooted in the Eurocentre, proceed to
impose their imported culture upon an alien landscape:
They established a transplanted civilization which eventually secured
political independence while retaining a non-Indigenous language.
Having no ancestral contact with the land, they dealt with their sense
of displacement by unquestioningly clinging to a belief in the
adequacy of the imported language — where mistranslation could not

be overlooked it was the land or the season which was ‘wrong’ (24).

A tension therefore develops in ‘settler colonies’ such as New Zealand, between
those ‘unquestioningly clinging to a belief in the adequacy of the imported
language’ — English (and along with it the culture it represents) — and those who,
attempting to identify an authentic national ‘voice,” question the ability of the
imported language to express their individual experience of ‘the margin.” These
two opposing points of view fuel an increasing debate as New Zealand literature

as a whole, including New Zealand drama, develops.

Spivak anticipates such a debate when she proposes that ‘the margins’ are as
significant as (‘one can just as well say’) the ‘silent, silenced center.” In other
words, she suggests that the relationship between those at the perceived ‘centre’
of power and those who have been traditionally relegated to ‘the margin’ is
subject to change. ‘[T]he margins’ which have been °‘silent, silenced’ and
‘oppressed’ may at some time, to use the phraseology of Ashcroft, Griffiths and
Tiffin, ‘assertfed] themselves by foregrounding the tension with the imperial
power and by emphasizing their differences from the assumptions of the imperial

centre’ (2).

The poet, critic and playwright Allen Curnow® was one of the first New Zealand

artists to challenge the traditional relationship between the country of his birth and

8 Allen Curnow is a major New Zealand poet whose first volume of poetry Valley of Decision was
published in 1933. He has also written influential essays on New Zealand poetry and edited two



the Eurocentre. In his Preface to the published volume of his Four Plays (1972)°
he outlined his philosophy as an artist in one of the ‘settler colonies’:
I wanted to place New Zealand at the centre, the only possible place.
Never mind the provincial cold-shudder at the thought that this is not
the place at all, and never can be; that here is a centre of sorts, but not
the centre [. . .]. The islander, even while he shudders, is feeling

something at his own centre (7-8).

Curnow’s challenge to the Eurocentre depicts the colonized artist as ‘feeling
something at his own [my italics] centre,” albeit accompanied by the ‘shudders’ of
a sense of terror. Thus Curnow, primarily as a poet, encouraged New Zealand
artists anxious to assert the validity of their ‘own centre.” Furthermore, in his
widely-anthologized poem ‘The Unhistoric Story,” which marks a milestone in the
attempt to identify a national ‘voice,” Curnow emphasized the unique character of
New Zealand, claiming that it contains within it ‘something different,

something/Nobody counted on’ (Collected Poems 79).!° Curnow can therefore be

seen as part of a world-wide movement among artists in colonized countries, who,
in the words of Ashcroft, Griffiths and Tiffin, were engaged in ‘emphasizing their

difference from the assumptions of the imperial centre’ (2).

significant anthologies: A Book of New Zealand Verse 1923-45 (1945) and the enlarged edition of
this, The Penguin Book of New Zealand Verse (1960).
® Curnow’s Four Plays includes his verse plays ‘The Axe’ (1948), ‘The Overseas Expert’ (1961),
‘The Duke’s Miracle’ (1966) and ‘Resident of Nowhere’ (1969). Although Curnow’s poetry and
criticism have had enormous influence on New Zealand literature, particularly on the poets of his
generation and the generation that followed, his plays have made relatively little impact. The
theatre historian John Thomson remarks, for example, that ‘The Overseas Expert’ ‘received no
stage performance (but was later adapted for radio) and is unlikely to have been published but for
the author’s reputation’ (New Zealand Drama 1930-1980 53). Of Curnow’s reputedly best play,
‘The Axe,” he comments that although the play was one of the few in the 1940s to explore race
relations (55), ‘it had little influence on later theatre’ (33).
1% Ashcroft, Griffiths and Tiffin note that, apart from developing a body of literature, an essential
part of this process is to compile a history of that literature:
[Wlhen a substantial body of texts has been written in the settler colony, the task of
compiling a national literary history has usually been an important element in the
establishment of an independent cultural identity. [...]

Collections and anthologies, for example, [. . .] The Penguin Book of New Zealand
Verse (Curnow 1960) have also, by the values implicit in their selection, been
important sites for recording and even initiating shifts in critical taste and cultural
stance (133).
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The opinion of Curnow and those who agreed with him, however, remained the
minority viewpoint. In an editorial published in the Listener in 1977 entitled ‘The
Kiwi Cringe,” the New Zealand author Ian Cross spelled out in no uncertain terms
that the majority of New Zealanders still considered themselves to be inferior to
the dominating Eurocentre:
Too many New Zealanders are, in brutal fact, cultural cripples who
depend on the crutch of overseas leadership and certification in their
tastes and enjoyment. ‘The colonised is elevated . . . in proportion to
his adoption of the mother country’s cultural standards,” wrote a
psychiatrist in his diagnosis of the mental health of non-white people
in a situation of inferiority. This condition is invariably treated as a
third world phenomenon and never related to the white colonies of
New Zealand, Australia and Canada. The erroneous assumption is
that we have escaped inferior status, or are happy provincial members

of the master culture (10).

The ‘psychiatrist’ to whom Cross refers is Frantz Fanon. Cross quotes from

Fanon’s early post-colonial text Black Skin White Masks (1952) which analyses

the psychology of the black individual living in white-dominated communities. In

Black Skin White Masks Fanon coined the term ‘the other’ to identify a sense of
dissociation between the black self and the self that is presented to the white man:
‘The black man has two dimensions. One with his fellows, the other with the
white man. A Negro behaves differently with a white man than with another
Negro. That this self-division is a direct result of colonialist subjugation is

beyond question’ (13). In fact Fanon’s other (the Negro’s White Mask[s]) is an

alter ego adopted to please the white man.!" Cross, however, equates the position
of what he terms the ‘white colonies’ of countries such as New Zealand with
‘non-white people in a position of inferiority.” If this interpretation is pursued
then New Zealand’s position in relation to the Eurocentre can be equated not only
to Fanon’s Black Skin but also to Caliban’s position in relation to Prospero in

Mannoni’s analysis; so in some respects the ‘settler colonies’ and the societies in

'" The term ‘the other’ has been adopted in literary circles and is now used in a wider sense than
its original definition to denote one who is different. In this thesis I will employ the term for the
most part in this wider sense to refer to the characters of ‘the outer margin.” I retain Frantz
Fanon’s original format, which is in italics.
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which English is an alien language share similar problems of articulating a
national identity. As Maxwell points out, there is a ‘fundamental kinship’

between these ‘two broad categories’ (quoted in Ashcroft, Griffiths and Tiffin 25).

Implicit in the aspirations of Curnow and Cross for the country of their birth is the

necessity to re-define ‘the margin.” The New Shorter Oxford English Dictionary

explains ‘the margin’ as ‘[a] condition near the limit [. . .] beyond which
something ceases to be possible or desirable.” This interpretation lies at the root
of ‘The Kiwi Cringe.” New Zealand accordingly becomes the ‘limit,” the farthest
distance it is possible to travel from the cultural centre, in relation to which it
becomes a place of dilution: it is inferior because it is sterile. For an artist, to
create anything of value in these conditions, to use the words of the dictionary,
‘ceases to be possible or desirable.” This definition, however, is in direct
opposition to Mason’s ‘theory’ of ‘the margin’ as a ‘fertile’ and ‘productive’ place

from which ‘a new individual’ might be developed.

The same dictionary also delineates ‘the margin’ as ‘a brink.” The implication is
that it is a place on the edge of the utmost danger where, as Curnow recognizes,
the ‘islander’ ‘shudders’ at the same time as he recognizes his ‘own centre.” ‘The
margin’ is thus a paradoxical place where the hint of fulfilment is pervaded by a
sense of alienation as experienced by Caliban when he breaks the traditional

bonds with Prospero, his master, but also his protector.

A related definition provided by this dictionary associates ‘the margin’ with ‘a
border.” The noted Canadian novelist Margaret Atwood, writing of her own
problems as an artist attempting to identify and articulate a national ‘voice’ from a
position on ‘the margin’ of the U.S.A. in 1972 (the same year in which Curnow
wrote his Preface to Four Plays), points out that in America, the first ex-colony to
develop a fully-fledged national literature, the metaphor of ‘The Frontier’
frequently denotes national identity. Atwood interprets ‘The Frontier’ in positive
terms:

[A] flexible idea: [. . .] it suggests a place that is new, where the old

order can be discarded [. . .] a line that is always expanding [. . .] it
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holds out a hope, never fulfilled but always promised, of Utopia, the
perfect human society (31-32).

There are similarities between Canada and New Zealand in their struggles to
identify and to promote a national ‘voice.” Both countries have been colonized by
the Eurocentre but both contain within them indigenous populations. Both are
‘settler colonies’ with a developing sense of their own mythology, largely based

on pioneer European settlement.'?

Atwood’s concept of ‘The Frontier’ is much closer to Mason’s ‘theory’ than the
other interpretations of ‘the margin’ which have been cited so far. Both regard
‘The Frontier’ as a vital place. Rather than being a position of inferiority it
becomes a celebratory location where, in Atwood’s words, ‘new’ solutions might
be generated. This is very similar to Mason’s opinion of the ability of ‘the
margin’ to ‘fertilise’: meaning that it has the capacity to ‘develop’ into ‘a new [my

italics] individual.’

The unique position of ‘The Frontier’ as a place where ‘the old order can be
discarded,” however, has its own problems in relation to ‘new’ creative
possibilities, not the least of which is the difficulty of articulation, if the accepted
modes of artistic expression are derived from the Eurocentre and therefore
ultimately alien. Empowering the ‘subaltern’ to ‘speak’ (Spivak 25) is not only a
matter of re-defining the character of ‘the margin.” It also becomes an issue of re-
constructing the language of the colonizing power. Ashcroft, Griffiths and Tiffin
identify the problem for the artist attempting to ‘speak’ from ‘the margin’ as a
sense of ‘gap’:

The gap which opens between the experience of place and the

language available to describe it forms a classic and allpervasive (sic)

feature of post-colonial texts. This gap occurs for those whose

language seems inadequate to describe a new place, for those whose

2 The Oxford English Dictionary defines ‘mythology’ as a ‘collective or personal ideology or set
of beliefs which underpins or informs a particular point of view.” The New Shorter Oxford
English Dictionary adds that a ‘myth’ may be a ‘traditional story, either wholly or partially
fictitious’ or ‘a similar newly created story.” 1 take the narratives of Bruce Mason, James K.
Baxter and Mervyn Thompson, in particular, to be ‘newly created’ stories which are ‘partially
fictitious.’
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language is systematically destroyed by enslavement, and for those
whose language has been rendered unprivileged by the imposition of
the language of a colonizing power. [...] In each case a condition of
alienation is inevitable until the colonizing language has been replaced
or appropriated as english (9-10).
This distinction between the ‘English’ of the ‘colonizing power’ and the ‘english’
of the colonized subject reflects ‘an uneven exchange with various kinds of

power’ (Said 7).

Another Canadian writer, Dennis Lee, sums up the predicament of any young
literature in a ‘settler colony’ before the marginalized ‘english’ of its identity has
become distinguishable from the imposed imperial English:

The colonial writer does not have words of his own. [...]

Try to speak in the words of your home and you will discover — if you
are a colonial — that you do not know them . . .To speak unreflectingly
in a colony then, is to use words that speak only alien space. To
reflect is to fall silent, discovering that your authentic space does not

have words (quoted in Ashcroft, Griffiths and Tiffin 141).

Frank Sargeson, who is credited with capturing an authentic New Zealand ‘voice’
in short stories such as ‘A Great Day’ (1937) and ‘The Making of a New
Zealander’ (1939), can be said to have forged his literary reputation by means of
the illustration of this observation.'> At the end of ‘That Summer’ (1943), for
example, a young man who is out of work, but who has devoted himself and all

his resources to the care of his dying ‘cobber’ (The Stories of Frank Sargeson

169), is able to express his devastation in the final days only by repeating over and
over again his friend’s name, ‘Terry.” When Terry, much the older, asks him
‘[w]lhat is it boy?’ the reply is ‘[n]othing.” The young man, who is also the

narrator of the story, has no words to describe his feelings: ‘But I could never get

B Frank Sargeson’s short stories were included in a collection of stories by Australian and New
Zealand writers published by the Caxton Press in 1945 and significantly entitled Speaking for
Ourselves.
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any further than just saying Terry. I wanted to say something but I didn’t know
what it was, and I couldn’t say it’ (226).

Curnow, in an interview in 1973, expressed the opinion that drama has been ‘far
and away the most profoundly backward and immature of all the arts in New
Zealand’ (MacDonald P. Jackson, ‘Conversation with Allen Curnow’ 158). One
possible explanation for this may lie in Lee’s observation that for the colonial
‘[t]o reflect is to fall silent, discovering that your authentic space does not have
words.” It can be argued that in stories such as ‘That Summer’ Sargeson
illustrates the sense of ‘gap’ identified by post-colonial critics such as Ashcroft,
Griffiths and Tiffin and Lee. If, as Sargeson would appear to suggest, the most
accurate means by which the New Zealand artist might express his own culture is
through the exploration of silence, then this poses a problem for the dramatist,
whose traditional tool of expression is dialogue."* Prompted by the need to attract
‘the inner margin’ — the Pakeha middle class mimic of the Eurocentre — the
dramatists went on speaking ‘unreflectingly’ for at least a generation after the

poets and fiction writers had articulated the problem.

One interpretation of the history of theatre in this country is to view it as an
expression of the tension between the conflicting ideologies of Prospero and
Caliban. Generally speaking, Prospero has held the upper hand in the argument,
even beyond the turning-point of the early 1950s, when Mason began to argue the
case for Caliban. For most of its history, however, theatre in New Zealand has
been dominated by the colonizer wielding ‘an uneven exchange with various

kinds of power’ (Said 7).

The first recorded dramatic performance in this country was by David Osborne,
who arrived in Auckland from Scotland in 1841, and performed ‘a series of
entertainments’ on 13 November of that year at the Blue Bell Inn (Downes 10).
New Zealand’s first playwright was James Marriott, engraver, instrument maker
and optician, who arrived from England on the Thomas Sparkles in 1842 (12) and
built the first theatre in the country (14). Marriott, borrowing from the theatrical

" For this interpretation of the ‘backward and immature’ nature of drama in relation to the rest of
the arts in New Zealand, I am indebted to one of my co-supervisors, Dr William Broughton.
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tradition of the Eurocentre, wrote the melodrama Marcelina and the

Yorkshireman, New Zealand’s first recorded play, which was performed at the
Britannia Saloon, another theatre space which Marriott had opened, in 1848 (24;
Farrell, ‘Nineteenth Century New Zealand Drama’ 61)."* In the first four years of
its existence the Britannia Saloon presented three hundred performances and
entertained approximately sixty-eight thousand people (Downes 22). A similar
enthusiasm for theatre is evidenced at the height of the gold rush in the 1860s
when the Royal and Princess theatres in Dunedin were open every night from
Monday to Saturday (54). These early theatrical enterprises set the template for
what was to become the established pattern in New Zealand theatre. Drama was
popular, but the plays were directly imported from, or displayed the

overwhelming influence of, the Eurocentre.

The earliest surviving script of a New Zealand play is Kainga of the Ladye Birds
which is described on the title page as ‘4 New Grand SEMI-MAORI
CHRISTMAS PANTOMIME.” The pantomime was premicred at the Academy

of Music in Wellington on Boxing Night 1879 (Farrell, ‘Nineteenth Century New
Zealand Drama’ 64). The script is a curious hybrid cobbled together from a
hotchpotch of theatrical traditions borrowed from the Eurocentre.'® Apart from
the Ladye Birds themselves (who, as the title page explains, are ‘FOUNDED ON
THE OLD NURSERY CHANT") there are seventy-five parts in all (63) including
roles for: spirits, demons, a clown, a harlequin, a pantaloon, a Corps de Ballet, an
‘Army of Cadets,” ‘a fiery spirit from Taupo’ and ‘a fire worshipper from
Tongariro’ (63-64).

The play was printed in Wellington at the office of the New Zealand Times and

the title page notes that the ‘Pantomime Dialogue’ and the ‘Songs’ were written

by ‘Grif.” It has still not been firmly established who ‘Grif® might have been.'’

1 No script of this play has survived (Farrell, ‘Nineteenth Century New Zealand Drama’ 61).

16 It may also be said that the play owes something to the spectacular burlesques being mounted in
Melbourne and Sydney theatres at that time.

" Fiona Farrell speculates that ‘Grif may have been a pseudonym for R.W. Cary, who is
mentioned on the title page of the script as the producer and director of the show. Cary also took
the part of Koura te Kino the ‘Demon of Colonial Finance’ (‘Nineteenth Century New Zealand
Drama’ 63). She goes on to surmise that whoever the playwright was, he almost certainly took his
pseudonym from a New Zealand novel of the time, Grif: A Story of Colonial Life (1865) by
Benjamin Farjeon, which was probably adapted for the stage in Dunedin in 1886 (61-63).
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His script, however, is an intriguing record of what the young ‘settler colony’
regarded as entertainment. The show was very popular; not only was it hailed as a
‘glorious success’ (72), but on the opening night the Academy of Music had a full
house (64).

All of the major characters are given Maori names but the ‘SEMI-MAORYI’
description of them on the title page is apt: they are ‘Maori’ in name only. When
Matatu appears, for example, after making a fleeting reference to ‘Te Whiti’ he
launches into a list of what appear to have been the hotly debated issues in the
capital at that time. He refers to, amongst other things, the decline of the racing
club, protection for local industry and the tax on ‘grates and fenders’ and ‘tongs’
(‘Grif” 6). Just as incongruously, another ‘Maori’ character, Rangitira, emerges
from her ‘flax-bush’ to remark on the need for the ‘five million loan’ in

circumstances where the ‘money market’ has been a ‘little tight’ (7).

‘Grif’s” knowledge of the indigenous culture is sketchy at best. He knows barely
enough to make his characters token ‘Maori’; they obviously function as
mouthpieces for Pakeha concerns. This is hardly surprising, however, since at the
time the play was written there were no urban Maori communities (Kiernander
38).'"* All the ‘Maori’ parts in the play are played by Pakeha (Farrell, ‘Nineteenth
Century New Zealand Drama’ 63-64).

The script reveals New Zealand as a colonized culture thanks not only to ‘Grif’s’
borrowings from the theatrical traditions of the Eurocentre,'® but also to the way

he supplies his ‘Maori’ characters with the trappings of prestige from ‘the centre’

Howard McNaughton, however, in The Oxford History of New Zealand Literature in English
identifies ‘Grif® as Mr Griffen of Wanganui (325), citing as evidence page twenty of the Otago
Witness, published on the 25th September 1880.
" In his Introduction to the printed text of The Land of the Moa (1895), Adrian Kiernander
remarks upon the lack of interaction between the Maori and Pakeha communities in the early days
of the ‘settler colony’:
By the mid 1890s few New Zealand city-dwellers in either the North and South
islands probably had much first-hand familiarity with Maori life as there were no
Maori communities in the cities themselves. Most Maoris had retreated from
contact with white settlers, many of whom were [. . .] fairly recent arrivals from
Britain (38).
' The choice of Boxing Day for the premiére also reflects the influence of the culture of the
Eurocentre.
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in order to award them status with his audience. For example, the character of
Tumanako has already been Europeanized before he even appears: he is identified
on the title page of the script as ‘HARLEQUIN PRINCE TUMANAKO’ and is
referred to in the dialogue as ‘his Royal Highness’ (‘Grif” 9). Tumanako,
according to the stage directions, lives in a ‘Palace’ which is entered by ‘Golden
Gates’ (12) and when the entertainments begin they take place in his ‘[s]uperb
ball-room’ (14) where the company dance ‘QUADRILLES’ (18) in the best

tradition of the English aristocracy.

Meanwhile, outside the ‘Golden Gates’ the Company has been joined by the
‘Army’ of ‘Naval Cadets’ who enter to the strains of the ‘Lilliputian March,’
accompanied by Miss Irwin and Miss Wyatt, who then play the ‘double Hornpipe’
(12). All this was obviously highly regarded by the audience of the time. The
Evening Post reported that this scene in particular was popular with the audience:
‘the little fellows gained a perfect tomado of applause’ (Farrell, ‘Nineteenth

Century New Zealand Drama’ 69).

The fact that references to the Royal Navy, along with its musical traditions, were
included in the proceedings at all, provides a fascinating snapshot of a young
‘settler colony’ still reliant upon, and trusting in, the protection of the Eurocentre.
The whole process of colonization is, in fact, never questioned in this script.
‘Grif” ostensibly sets his play in a rural landscape. At the beginning of the action
the dawn comes up to reveal ‘[t]he Parihaka bush’ (‘Grif” 17). Later in the script
‘Grif” makes the claim that his setting is about to become a prime example of
racial harmony in New Zealand:
When through Parihaka a railway we see,

The Pakeha and Maori will forever agree (19).

The assumption is that colonization (expressed in the image of the railway) will

bring peace and benefit to the indigenous people.®® ‘Grif,” along with his

2 Although ‘Grif’ mentions Te Whiti and the ‘West Coast natives’ who have ‘proved a trouble’
(6) he appears to have been unaware of the true nature of race relations at the time he was writing.
Only two years later, this setting which he claimed would become the place where ‘Maori and
Pakeha will forever agree’ (19), in fact became the location for one of the most notorious disputes
between Maori and Pakeha in New Zealand history.
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audience who so approved the show, appears to have assimilated without question

the traditional relationship between Eurocentre and ‘the outer margin.’

A less egregious example of the pantomime’s blinkered vision is its inability to
identify a national ‘voice.” The most patriotic song in the play, ‘Zealandia the

9%

Free,” is sung to the ‘Air, “Erin my Country”’ (19) suggesting a society trying to
locate itself in the New World whilst still having its roots firmly embedded in the
Old. As Fiona Farrell pertinently remarks, ‘Kainga of the Ladye Birds is not

2

“great art.” It is not even “good art”” (‘Nineteenth Century New Zealand Drama’

72). Itis, however, very sensitive litmus paper for the social climate of its time.'

One of the first significant expressions of a national dramatic ‘voice’ in the theatre

is to be found in Alan Mulgan’s Three Plays of New Zealand (1922).2* The

theatre historians Peter Harcourt (18), Howard McNaughton (New Zealand Drama

28) and John Thomson (New Zealand Drama 1930-1980 6) all herald this

publication as the inception of authentic New Zealand drama. In his Preface to
the first printed edition, Professor James Shelley”® appears to endorse their
opinion: ‘It is to be hoped that these interesting beginnings presage the

development of an adequate means of expressing the growth of our national

2! The Land of the Moa written by George Leitch opened in the capital sixteen years later than
Kainga of the Ladye Birds but displays similarities with the earlier text. It also has a large cast
which includes ‘Maori’ characters, and on the opening night it attracted an audience of over a
thousand people (Kiermnander 27). As with the pantomime, the audience were impressed by its
spectacle and particularly admired the scene on the Pink Terraces (28) which included ‘several
pools’ represented by ‘rice and spangles,” bordered by ‘rata and pohutukawa bush in crimson
Sflower’ with a backcloth ‘painted for day and moonlight effects’ (Leitch 138). Leitch, like ‘Grif,’
displays a sketchy knowledge of Maori. Roto, ‘a handsome young Maori’ is cast as a romantic
hero wearing ‘[g/rey riding pants, tanned gaiters and boots |. . .] a bright sash around his waist.’
Roto also has ‘gold rings in his ears’ (79). In his Introduction to the printed version of the text
Kiernander notes, ‘[i]f Leitch’s depiction of the Maori customs and language was often inaccurate
[. . .] most of the audience seems not to have noticed or cared’ (41).

2 Alan Mulgan was a man of many parts, a journalist who was also a poet and an historian. His
books include Maori and Pakeha: A History of New Zealand (1922), From Track to Highway: A
Short History of New Zealand (1944) and his autobiography The Making of a New Zealander
(1958) (Thomson, ‘Bibliography’ 845).

23 Professor James Shelley was very influential in the development of drama in New Zealand. He
emigrated from England in 1920 and became Professor of Education at Canterbury University. He
was particularly revered in Christchurch where he founded the Canterbury Repertory Society and
the Canterbury University Drama Club (Harcourt 31). The Little Theatre, which became the home
of the Canterbury University Drama Club, was built entirely by students, under Shelley’s direction
(62). Shelley also invented the ‘box scheme’ which supplied drama scripts and art reproductions,
along with notes of explanation, to all those who requested them. This service later developed into
the Country Library Service and still later into the National Library Service (64). In 1936 he was
made Director of Broadcasting (31).
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consciousness’ (4). Thematically, Mulgan’s plays are concerned with the social
problems of the new ‘settler colony’ and Shelley draws attention to the tension
that exists between the Old World and the New: ‘The re-valuations involved in
the struggle between the memory of old traditions and the presence of new

conditions’ (4).

The first play in Alan Mulgan’s anthology ‘For Love of Appin’ (1920) depicts
this ‘struggle.” It is particularly interesting for its ‘re-valuations’ of ‘the margin’
in relation to ‘the centre.” The central characters Angus Buchan (who was born
on a tenant farm in the Scottish Highlands) and his wife (who was born in
Bermondsey) both represent ‘the margin’ of the working class in relation to the
Eurocentre. Early in the play Mrs Buchan describes the living conditions in a
poor suburb of London: ‘I was brought up one of a family of eight in two rooms
[...] Four of the eight died’ (9). She goes on to explain how her husband
emigrated to New Zealand after he and his family were driven off their land by the
aristocratic power in their local community:

Angus’ family ‘ad been on a farm for ‘undreds o’ years. [...] Then

the lord or the dook or somebody who owned the place wanted more

room for a forest to keep deer in, and turned Angus’ father an’ mother

out and pulled down the ‘ouse’ (11).

Angus Buchan remains homesick for the land of his birth and longs to see again
‘the sight o’ the heather’ (25), but his wife perceives that in ‘the colonies’ (19) the
traditional relationship between ‘the margin’ and ‘the centre’ may be subject to

what Shelley terms ‘re-valuations.’

At the beginning of the play she emphasizes that her standard of living is now
much higher than it would have been if she had stayed in the place where she was
born. She and her husband own five hundred acres and in the previous year their
farm cleared a profit of ‘a hundred pounds’ (9). Moreover, the very first scene
reveals that the class system of the Eurocentre — the mechanism by which the
unequal sharing of national wealth is maintained — is already breaking down in the
new ‘settler colony.” The play is set in the humble living conditions of the

Buchan household ‘the kitchen-living room in a small farmhouse in the back-
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blocks of New Zealand’ (7). Nevertheless a local farmer, Harding, although he is
an ‘educated man’ (8) who has ‘spent two years in England’ (9), calls in and has a
cup of tea. Harding has come to ask if Angus is available for ‘a day’s mustering’
(8). Despite the signs of his higher education, it is noticeable that he and Mrs

Buchan are on equal terms and there are no social barriers between them.

This scene foregrounds the major theme of the play, which explores how the
relationship between ‘the centre’ of power and those who have traditionally been
relegated to ‘the margin’ is subject to change. To use Spivak’s phraseology, ‘the

oppressed’ may at some time find themselves at ‘the [. . .] center’ (25).

These ‘re-valuation[s]’ are further illustrated by a catalyst in the form of a
‘swagger’ (13) who asks the central characters for a ‘shakedown’: ‘I’d be obliged
for something to eat and a corner to sleep in’ (15). Angus quickly deduces that
the stranger was trained to be ‘a gentleman.” Like Harding, this man indicates
that he has been ‘educated’ by speaking without any trace of a regional accent.
Angus’ accent ensures that the stranger can immediately locate the ‘part of
Scotland’ that Angus ‘came from’ (17), but his own manner of speech makes him
unidentifiable with any particular region. It does, however, make him
immediately recognizable to the working class characters as a man who is used to
privilege. This is evidenced once again when the stranger makes reference to a
play he saw in London and quotes from Tennyson (16). As is the case with

Harding, education is equated with a knowledge of the Eurocentre.

The climax of the plot comes in the discovery that ‘the swagger’ is, in fact,
Duncan, the son of the ‘Black Laird’ (18) who drove Angus and his family from
their home in Scotland. The positions of the Eurocentre and ‘the margin’ are thus
reversed — Angus Buchan and his wife now have the power to drive the son of the
laird from their home and into the cold wet night without food or shelter. In the
key speech of the play, however, Mrs Buchan makes a plea that the animosities
which have been forged in the Old World be reconciled in the New:

I’ve got sense enough ter know that what makes this country much

better to live in than England is that there ain’t no gentry on the one

side, and poor touching their ‘ats on the other; that there ain’t lairds



21

and tenants an’ deer forests. [...] Anyway, you’ve climbed up and
‘e’s come down, an’ yer can both meet as equals — yer couldn’t ha’
done that in England. [...] You take my advice an’ make it up — not

as Scotchmen, but as New Zealanders (21-22).

Alan Mulgan’s text defines ‘the margin’ of the new ‘settler colony’ as being
synonymous with Atwood’s concept of ‘The Frontier’: it is a ‘place’ of ‘new’
possibility ‘where the old order can be discarded.” The ‘Utopia, the perfect
human society’ (31-32) that the playwright envisages is equated with an

egalitarian distribution of national wealth and opportunity.24

‘For Love of Appin’ is not without its flaws. The meeting between the central
characters and the ‘swagger’ appears contrived. Alan Mulgan is unsure of Mrs
Buchan’s Cockney accent and does not quite bring it off. Nevertheless, Harcourt
rightly considers it ‘to have been a considerable step towards a drama with an
identifiable New Zealand personality’ (18), and believes that it ‘deserves to be
remembered as a play that marked a turning-point in our development as a

country with atheatre of its own’ (30).

Such challenges to the culture of the dominant Eurocentre were rare and, with the
gift of hindsight, they appear to be very significant. It must be remembered,
however, that they made relatively little impact on the theatre climate of the time.
Alan Mulgan’s career as a playwright was short-lived. Drama in New Zealand
flourished throughout the 1920s and the 1930s but, as Harcourt points out, it
continued to mimic the Eurocentre and in particular theatre in England:
[[}t was a time when hundreds of New Zealanders were actively
engaged in amateur theatricals. Their blinkered concentration on the
West End of London persuaded many would-be writers to set their
own sights on that Emerald City; others, even just before the turning-
point in the mid-1950s, saw England as a more universal setting than

their little corner of the world (50).

2% Works such as ‘For Love of Appin’ place Alan Mulgan in the working class theatre movement.
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In the decade after Three Plays Of New Zealand was published, the career of the

playwright Merton Hodge provided the most prophetic example of the benefits
and dangers inherent in the adoption of the theatrical version of ‘The Kiwi
Cringe.” Hodge was born in Gisborne and trained to be a doctor in Dunedin.
When he went to Otago he noted ‘it rained and it rained and it rained [. . .] it
might have been Scotland itself” (44). Whilst still a student he became fascinated
with the stage and developed the habit of going backstage to make the

acquaintance of the actors who were performing with the touring companies.

After working his way to England as a ship’s doctor, he spent time in Edinburgh
where he ‘hated the wind and hated the rain’ (44). The city that was the original
namesake of his own university town ostensibly became the setting for his play

The Wind and the Rain. Hodge had utilized the friendships forged backstage in

Dunedin to introduce himself into the theatrical London scene and in 1933 his
play opened in the West End and became a brilliant success, running for over a
thousand performances, a record at that time for a London play. It was
subsequently a hit in other capitals, including New York, Paris and Berlin
(Harcourt 44-6; McNaughton, New Zealand Drama 30; Thomson, New Zealand
Drama 1930-1980 22).%

In some respects The Wind and the Rain is clearly autobiographical. The central

characters are medical students and one of them, Gilbert, even speculates that he
might become ‘a ship’s doctor, and see the world’ (16) as Hodge himself had
done. In other and more significant respects, however, the playwright appears to
be at pains to negate his own origins and to mimic the theatre of the Eurocentre.
Harcourt pertinently notes that the weather described in the title is much more
likely to refer to Hodge’s experience of his five years in Dunedin than to his stay

in Edinburgh (44); nevertheless, the playwright chose to set The Wind and the

2 QOverseas touring companies were very influential in New Zealand theatre from the 1880s
onwards, ‘bringing with them not merely one or two ‘“name” actors, but complete casts,
productions and in many cases scenery and properties as well’ (Downes 87). The most influential
of these, run by J.C. Williamson, was known as ‘The Firm’ and dominated Australasian theatre
(88). ‘The Firm’ was particularly renowned for its productions of Gilbert and Sullivan to which
Williamson held the exclusive performing rights for Australia and New Zealand (81). George
Leitch, who wrote The Land of the Moa, was in brief partnership with Williamson in 1886
(Kiernander 13). ‘The Firm’ also toured New Zealand with a production of The Wind and the
Rain in 1935 (John Thomson, New Zealand Drama 1930-1980 23).
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Rain in ‘a Scottish university city’ (7). Added to this, the majority of the

characters are British and the playwright condones the British class system.

Although lighthearted in tone, this text, unlike Alan Mulgan’s, appears to accept
the traditional relationship between various representations of ‘the margin’ and
the Eurocentre. The only working class character, Mrs McFie, remains peripheral
to the plot and her lower station in life is evidenced by her strong Scottish accent
and by her being there only to serve the privileged class who are at the centre of
the action. Hodge’s stage directions suggest that, as medical students, the central
characters are not particularly well off — the ‘floor’ of their ‘student’s study’ is
‘covered with a well-worn carpet of a dingy shade of green’ (9) — but Mrs McFie
waits upon these able-bodied young men, cooking their meals for them (30, 114)
and bringing in the coal (46). Unlike ‘For Love of Appin,” where working class
characters are placed centre stage and are ‘the centre’ of power, in Hodge’s text
they are marginalized and treated as inferiors. The lower status of the working
class ‘margin’ is illustrated in a telling exchange when Dr Paul Duhamel first
meets Charles Tritton and pretends to be an Englishman. ‘[E]ssaying a dialect’
he declaims ‘Eh, laad, come from Lancashire.” Confronted with the possibility
that Paul might be ‘from’ an inferior class, Charles becomes ‘a little embarrassed’

(25) in his company until he realizes that Paul is playing a joke.

As in Alan Mulgan’s ‘For Love of Appin’ the central characters indicate that they
are ‘educated’ by speaking without a regional accent and by reference to overseas
travel. An intimate knowledge of the capitals of Europe carries particular
prestige. When Paul meets Charles and tells him that he was born in Paris (25),
Charles responds that he, too, has ‘been there [to Paris] quite a lot with my
mother’ (26). Similarly, when the play opens Gilbert has just ‘[b]een to Paris!’
Mrs McFie, however, as another indication of her station in life, has never

travelled abroad (11).

A different representation of ‘the margin’ then enters in the person of the central
female lead, Anne Hargreaves. When Charles first meets Anne, he assumes that,
like everyone else, she must be ‘from’ the Eurocentre — ‘Do you come from

London?’ — but Anne replies that she originates from ‘a very long way from here.
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New Zealand.” Immediately before this revelation Anne has identified herself as a
Caliban to Charles’ Prospero: ‘I’m that awful thing . . . a colonial!” She then
interprets the relationship between ‘the margin’ she represents and the Eurocentre:
‘I don’t expect you’ve ever heard of it outside a butter advertisement!’ (47). The
subtext suggests that the value of the colonized is defined primarily by the amount

of produce they can supply to the colonizer.

In accordance with Anne’s description of the country of her birth being ‘a very
long way’ from the Eurocentre, Charles’ perception of New Zealand is that it is on
the limit, so distant that one country in the Antipodes is indistinguishable from
another: ‘My mother’s brother lives in New Zealand, or Australia, or somewhere.’
Charles goes on to assume that because he has a relation living in the southern
hemisphere then Anne must know him, even though, as she tries to point out,
‘[t]here are quite a lot of people living over there, you know. You can’t know
everybody’ (47). Charles is so Eurocentred that this thought has obviously never
occurred to him. It is possible that Hodge is being ironic in this key exchange
between Anne and Charles, but, taken at face value, his script appears to dismiss
‘the margin’ of his homeland as inferior. The play ends, for example, with Anne
deciding to give up her plans to return to her family and the man she expected to
marry in New Zealand and to marry Charles instead (113). The implication is that

happiness is to be found at the Eurocentre.

Hodge is representative of a world-wide movement of artists who were willing to
eradicate their cultural heritage from their work in order to become assimilated
into the dominant cultural ‘centre.” Ashcroft, Griffiths and Tiffin view this as a
mimicry which ensures the maintenance, in Said’s phraseology, of the ‘relative
upper hand’ (7) of the colonizer:
[W]hen elements of the periphery and margin threatened the exclusive
claims of the centre they were rapidly incorporated. This was a
process, in Edward Said’s terms, of conscious affiliation proceeding
under the guise of filiation [. . .], that is, a mimicry of the centre
proceeding from a desire not only to be accepted but to be adopted
and absorbed. It caused those from the periphery to immerse

themselves in the imported culture, denying their origins in an attempt
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to become ‘more English than the English’ (Ashcroft, Griffiths and
Tiffin 3-4).

The passage from Fanon that Cross quotes in ‘The Kiwi Cringe’ offers an
explanation for the acclaim awarded to Hodge: ‘[that he had been] elevated . . . in
proportion to his adoption of the mother country’s cultural standards’ (10).
Hodge’s brilliant success overseas did much to re-enforce ‘The Kiwi Cringe’ in
budding New Zealand playwrights of his generation. John Thomson remarks on
the reluctance of New Zealand dramatists to write about their own experience of
life: ‘If playwrights had contemplated the question “Who are we?” they had done
so in terms of European heritage and seen their characters as displaced British

citizens’ (New Zealand Drama 1930-1980 54). This compulsion to persist in

‘denying their origins’ (Ashcroft, Griffiths and Tiffin 4) is to be found not only in
Hodge but in the work of even the most avant-garde New Zealand dramatists of
the time such as Eric Bradwell and J.A.S. Coppard,”® both of whom produced
innovative theatre which reflected the influence of psychoanalysis on dramatic

structures.

Bradwell’s ‘Clay’ (1936), for example, focuses on five different aspects of a
woman’s mind. The woman herself, ‘raised considerably from the level of the
stage,” remains unspeaking throughout and ‘until the end she makes no move
other than occasionally wearily burrowing her head still further in her hands’
(11). In its emphasis upon the subconscious mind, the script is clearly influenced
by August Strindberg’s ‘A Dream Play.’*’ ‘Clay’ was highly unusual in the New
Zealand theatre of the day and McNaughton judges the play to be well ahead of its

26 Both Eric Bradwell and J.A.S. Coppard wrote plays for the British Drama League playwriting
competitions. In 1932, Betty Blake opened a branch of the British Drama League (B.D.L.) in New
Zealand (Harcourt 68; Thomson, New Zealand Drama 1930-1980 12; McNaughton, New Zealand
Drama 28) and it began to run annual competitions, particularly for one act plays. New Zealand
themes for locally written plays were not required but were encouraged, though many of the
playwrights still chose an overseas setting for their work (Thomson, New Zealand Drama 1930-
1980 13). Coppard’s first success, ‘Sordid Story,” was premiéred at the Scottish Drama Festival in
1932, where, as Howard McNaughton remarks, it ‘made an impressive impact’ (New Zealand
Drama 35). In 1939 it won first prize in a B.D.L. Festival in New Zealand (Thomson, New
Zealand Drama 1930-1980 24). The one act play competitions provided the major outlet for New
Zealand plays for the next thirty years.

27 The influential Swedish dramatist August Strindberg outlined his experimental intentions in the
Preface to ‘A Dream Play’: ‘[T]he Author has sought to reproduce the disconnected but apparently
logical form of a dream. [. . .] The characters are split [. . .]. But a single consciousness holds
sway over them all — that of the dreamer’ (193).
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time: ‘[T]he most significant technical advance in all pre-World War II New
Zealand drama, anticipating the convergence with radio and stage techniques
which was to distinguish much New Zealand drama in the 1960s’ (New Zealand
Drama 34).

Nevertheless, despite its experimentation, ‘Clay’ is a ‘Cringe Play.” Although the
stage directions provide no specific setting, references in the script reveal that
Bradwell, too, has chosen to set his play in the Eurocentre. At the beginning of
the action, when the characters are still in England, Stephen asks Lona, his wife-
to-be, who wants to be an artist, ‘My dear, if you really wanted to sculpt [. . .]
couldn’t you do it just as well in England?’ (15).® Bradwell, like Hodge, peoples
his play with characters who are effectively, in Thomson’s phraseology,

‘displaced British citizens’ (New Zealand Drama 1930-1980 54). This script, like

The Wind and the Rain, assumes that the Eurocentre, particularly Paris, is ‘the

centre’ of culture. Lona feels that in order to become a sculptress she must be
trained on the ‘Continent’ (15). Stephen marries Lona, and to oblige his wife,
takes her on honeymoon to Paris and pays for her to be trained by a French tutor
(18). Lona does not feel as though she has earned a reputation as an artist until

she has been praised by the French critics (21).

The superiority of the Eurocentre is also evidenced in the charisma of its citizens.

The equivalent of Paul in The Wind and the Rain is Carl, Lona’s lover in ‘Clay.’

Carl (whose mother was Belgian (25)) is described as being ‘[r]ather mysterious [.
. .] [r]ather attractive [. . .] [r]ather thrilling’ (23). In the words of Ashcroft,
Griffiths and Tiffin, Bradwell displays ‘a mimicry of the centre proceeding from a

desire not only to be accepted but to be adopted and absorbed’ (4).

Bradwell, even more than Hodge, appears to have ‘adopted and absorbed’ the
prejudices of the colonizing power. No representative of ‘the margin’ enters this
play. All the characters are privileged and speak with upper class accents, which,

according to Hodge and Bradwell (and even Mulgan), are indicators of a superior

28 John Thomson notes that there were advantages for New Zealand writers who wrote ‘Cringe
Plays’ with ‘settings which were unobtrusively English.” He goes on to remark that Bradwell was
‘rewarded’ for this by having a volume of his plays published in London in 1935 (New Zealand
Drama 1930-1980 21).
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education. Bradwell’s characters are particularly Anglicized. Lona tells Stephen
at the end of ‘Clay’ that she loves him ‘so terribly, terribly, my dear’ (42) and her
son, Roger, calls his mother ‘Mater’ (46). Superior status is once again evidenced
by an interest in the arts, particularly in theatre. Lona herself is a sculptress and
when Carl courts her he suggests, ‘I thought to-night that you might like to see a
theatre’ (24). The assumption in Hodge’s and Bradwell’s texts is that wealth and
privilege are indicators of a superior race who originate in the Eurocentre. In
‘Clay,’ for example, when Lona asks what is the ‘fee’ for her artistic training, her
husband replies (laughing): ‘Rather fabulous. But fortunately we can afford it’
(18-19). Both The Wind and the Rain and ‘Clay’ thus reveal a subtext which

suggests that well-heeled upper class Europeans are the appropriate subject for

theatre.

Another experimental New Zealand playwright of the 1930s, J.A.S. Coppard,
who, like Bradwell, showed an interest in the subconscious mind, took issue with
this assumption. Coppard’s first successful play, ‘Sordid Story’ (1932), adopts
non-realistic techniques to investigate the protagonist’s motivation for murder.
The stage directions state ‘/t/he Play takes place in the Mind (represented by the
stage set) of an individual’ (296). Within ‘the Mind’ the senses (the eye and the
ear) and the emotions (fear, jealousy and anger) appear as individual characters
with their own idiosyncratic appearance and costuming (298-299). In another of
Coppard’s plays, ‘Candy Pink’ (n.d.) the heroine, Gloria, is accompanied on the
stage by Black and White, two other ‘characters’ who, the stage directions
instruct, ‘represent, one for and one against, the eternal argument between right
and wrong’ (5). Within these non-naturalistic settings Coppard displays a
persistent interest in ‘the margin.” The protagonist of ‘Sordid Story,” most
unusually in New Zealand playwriting of the time, is a working class anti-hero
‘who may best be described as a back-street city type, devoid of any finer instincts

or feelings’ (296).

Coppard was interested in making social commentary by means of the exploration

of ‘the margin’ as is illustrated in another of his plays, ‘Machine Song’ (1939),
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which appears to have been influenced by German Expressionism.?’ In this play,
as in ‘Sordid Story,” all the human characters are from ‘the margin’ of the
working class. In ‘Machine Song’ the protagonist, Joe Smith, is a factory worker
whose life is enslaved by the machine he works at, grinding bolts for door locks.
Though Joe longs to be outside among the ‘trees [. . .] an’ green grass’ which he
has ‘seen [. . .] on Sund’ys’ (274) he cannot escape the daily grind. In the end,
prompted by the character of Rebel who has ‘walked on grass [. . .] slept under the
trees’ (290), Joe smashes his machine (293).

Despite his interesting ideas regarding ‘the margin,” however, even Coppard has
eradicated all reference to the country of his birth. ‘Sordid Story,” ‘Machine
Song’ and ‘Candy Pink’ do not have specific settings but Coppard opts to give his
characters working class English accents.®® Added to this ‘Machine Song’ is

located in a heavily industrialized landscape which is atypical of New Zealand.

The cultural dominance of the Eurocentre, therefore, had the effect of convincing
New Zealand playwrights to write about what they did not know. Inevitably, in
‘denying their origins’ and in their attempts to become ‘more English than the
English’ (Ashcroft, Griffiths and Tiffin 4) they made mistakes. Coppard’s Joe
Smith, for example, like Mulgan’s Mrs Buchan, speaks with a working class
English accent that never quite rings true.’’ Ashcroft, Griffiths and Tiffin,
however, recognize that the colonizer’s attempts to subdue the national ‘voice’ of

the colonized could not, in the end, continue to be effective:

2 Thomson, however, points out that Coppard claimed he was not aware of German
Expressionism even though his plays appeared to be influenced by it (New Zealand Drama 1930-
1980 24).

McNaughton notes that ‘Machine Song’ displays striking similarities with Elmer Rice’s The

Adding Machine (1923) (New Zealand Drama 36).

3% In his Preface to Five New Zealand Plays the editor, Thomson, recognizes that ‘Candy Pink’ is

not a New Zealand play in the full sense, though he also acknowledges that it is based on a ‘true

New Zealand incident’ (n. pag.).

3 In 1938 in Radio Record (the forerunner of The Listener) an English stage personality, Lydia

Sydney, warned that adopting ‘The Kiwi Cringe’ was more likely to result in failure than success:
Your amateur playwrights make one great mistake. Why will they not set their
plays in New Zealand? They know the life here, but New Zealanders’ plays with
English settings which I have read would never by any chance be produced because
they are too full of glaring errors about manners and customs (Harcourt 73).
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[T]he alienating process which initially served to relegate the post-
colonial world to the ‘margin’ turned upon itself and acted to push that
world through a kind of mental barrier [. . .]. Marginality thus

becomes an unprecedented source of creative energy (12).

This thesis proposes that playwrights who have regarded their position on ‘the
margin’ as an ‘unprecedented source of creative energy’ have instigated the
metamorphosis of New Zealand drama. To use Atwood’s imagery, they have
welcomed ‘The Frontier’ as ‘a place that is new, where the old order can be
discarded’ (31). In terms of Mason’s ‘theory,” they have viewed their position on
‘the periphery’ as a ‘fertile’ and ‘productive’ place with the capacity to ‘develop’

colonial drama in English into ‘a new individual’ dramatic tradition.

This thesis focuses on the work of five playwrights: Bruce Mason, James K.
Baxter, Mervyn Thompson, Renée and Robert Lord, each of whom has produced
a body of work which has made a significant contribution to the development of a
representative New Zealand ‘voice’ on the stage. The analysis of selected plays
by these playwrights confines this discussion to a period of approximately forty

years, from 1953 until 1992.

In their common desire to identify and express a national theatrical ‘voice,” these
dramatists form a rebellious influence, often at odds with mainstream theatre at
the times in which they were writing. In terms of the unifying metaphor, they
represent the young rocks of the Pacific Ring of Fire that push up against and
challenge the shield areas of the dominant Eurocentre. In accordance with the
process of geomorphological metamorphosis, these playwrights worked towards a
‘transformation’ (Holmes 56) in New Zealand drama. It was, however, a
‘transformation’ of style and content rather than of structure. Just as the elements
of the new rocks are the same as those in the shield areas, so the new plays were

derived from structures that originated in the Eurocentre.

At the same time each of these playwrights has developed his or her own
individual view of what constitutes the distinctive flavour of New Zealand life.

For this reason the work of each of the five is expressed through a set of
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secondary metaphors. Each chapter heading identifies an image from that writer’s
formative years, which has acted as a springboard for the formation of their
individual view of New Zealand society. Each chapter then goes on to identify the

particular facets of ‘the margin’ on which each of the five focuses.

This thesis pays a great deal of attention to the effects that biographical influences
have had upon the artistry of these chosen playwrights. During the course of my
research, I have discovered overwhelming evidence, much of it archival, which
verifies that each of these playwrights adheres very closely to their own life
experience. This should not be surprising. Their determination to rebel against
the hegemony of the Eurocentre caused them to dismiss its traditional themes and
conventions. Deprived of ready-made material, they turned almost inevitably to
their own life experience which they sought to mythologize. It could be argued
that autobiography becomes a means, perhaps the only means, of discarding ‘the

old order’ (Atwood 31).

As the writing of this thesis has progressed I have become interested not only in
identifying and analysing the various components of ‘the margin’ that these
playwrights have chosen to focus upon, but also in investigating the reasons that
caused them to display a sustained interest in their chosen peripheries. The
second of these interests in particular has taken my discussion into psychological

territory.

The body of work that has been written on the subject of drama in New Zealand to
date remains very limited, particularly in the area of critical analysis. Though
numerous studies have been produced on the relationship of ‘marginalized’
literatures in relation to the colonizing ‘centre’ on a world-wide scale, no lengthy
discussion has been attempted in relation to New Zealand drama. This thesis

attempts to redress the balance.
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CHAPTER 1

BRUCE MASON: THE BOY IN THE FLAXBUSH

A: THE LESSONS OF THE FLAXBUSH

1 INTRODUCTION

Bruce Mason was born in 1921. His mother was an English war bride and his
father was descended from immigrants from the earliest days of British settlement

in Wellington (Dowling, Introducing Bruce Mason 1-2; McNaughton, Bruce

Mason 3). When Mason was five the family moved to Takapuna and this
landscape and its inhabitants would have a profound effect on the mature writer’s
work. To a large extent the content of his oeuvre is autobiographical. Often his
characterizations are drawn from life and he consistently re-works a portrait of his
adolescent self. The Takapuna landscape is transformed into the myth of Te
Parenga, which forms the backdrop to his most influential work. In an interview
with Howard McNaughton Mason explained how ‘Te Parenga’ came into being:

[ invented the name, and then looked it up in a Maori dictionary to see

if it had any meaning. It did, ‘the bank’. And this was appropriate for

what I had in mind: a bank, rising from a beach on the North Shore of

Auckland (‘The Plays of Bruce Mason’ 107).

In ‘Beginnings,” an autobiographical essay, Mason recalls how, ‘as a child on our
verandah,’ he learned of the transformative power of theatre through the comic
genius of his father:
I could never hope to convey the experience of seeing my father
suddenly metamorphosed into a figure of wild, outrageous comedy.
[. . .] He would spring into our calm evenings utterly transformed and

more hilarious than any actor I have ever seen (148).
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Here Mason recalls his father as a performer whose theatrical instinct was so acute
that it ensured perfect empathy between himself and his audience. This memory
made its way into “Sunday at Te Parenga” the first section of ‘The End of the
Golden Weather,” Mason’s most successful solo performance work.! In this
monologue, as playwright and mature actor, Mason re-creates one of his father’s
‘party turns.” He re-enacts his father as a performer whose timing is such that he
leaves his audience ‘[g]asping, [. . .] scream[ing] for more,” with a stage presence
so powerful that even when he returns to his everyday self, a man with ‘the
mildest of airs,” they still ‘gaze at him with astonishment and awe’ (Bruce Mason

Solo 11).2

Achieving a rapport between his artistic and his public selves, which Mason’s
father forged so effortlessly, became for his son a life-long endeavour fraught
with the utmost difficulty. In 1976, in reply to a student enquiry ‘[h]Jow did you
manage to become such a well known playwright, actor, adjudicator and critic,’
Mason replied tersely, ‘by one means only: persistence in the face of every odd’

(Every Kind of Weather 244-245).

In many ways the most pertinent image that emerges as Mason, the mature writer,
looks back on the budding artistry of his childhood, is that of the boy in the
flaxbush. In ‘Not Christmas, But Guy Fawkes,” another of his solo performance
pieces, Mason tells his audience,
I could not have been more than seven or eight when I first scooped a
hole in the flaxbush and made a rough seat there. I would sit by the
hour, unseen, scribbling in tattered exercise books. (Bruce Mason Solo

88).

The flaxbush becomes a refuge and also a place from which the young writer can
observe unnoticed the comings and goings of the outside world. In the same play

he remembers, ‘I wrote at no other time but in the flaxbush and only when there

"' In one of his last interviews Mason told Helen Paske that he had performed ‘The End of the
Golden Weather’ 968 times (15) in every New Zealand centre except Alexandra and Blenheim
(14). At the time of this interview, in 1981, ‘The End of the Golden Weather’ was the most
;)erformed piece of New Zealand theatre (15).

Mason’s solo performance works ‘The End of the Golden Weather,” ‘To Russia, With Love,’
‘Not Christmas, But Guy Fawkes’ and ‘Courting Blackbird’ are collected in Bruce Mason Solo.
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were adults in front, unaware that I was there’ (88). Already the boy is beginning
to form an impression that any artistic creativity, such as writing, would be
frowned upon in that adult world, that it would be ‘something arcane: if not
precisely forbidden, then heavy with the possibility of discovery and guilt. Like
masturbation, then. No, not like: this is what it was, a secret and guilty joy’ (88).>

From the beginning then, this activity is associated with covert sexual excitement.

Even at that early age, Mason sensed that writing would become his obsession in
life:
Yet here, even here, | saw dimly the form, felt faintly the pressure of
Vocation. That I was to be some kind of artist is implicit in
everything I thought or wrote and more: it is implicit in the situation
itself, I alone in the flaxbush, possessed — God knows why — of the

Word, and Them Out There to consume it (89).

In ‘Beginnings,” Mason recollects that this early sense of ‘Vocation’ to be ‘some
kind of artist,” allied to a natural academic ability, ensured that he was set apart
from the rest of his community. The sense of being marked and treated
differently informs his account of his schooldays. Mason was the Dux of his
primary school (146).* On his first day at secondary school, during the traditional
initiation ceremony, he remembers that whereas each new boy had a ‘trickle of
water’ (146) poured over him, he, on the contrary, had ‘water sloshed in my face
so that I could scarcely breathe.” Then, he ‘looked up to see the whole school
booing’ whilst one boy ‘screamed’ at him ‘That’s how we treat swots!’ (147).
The victimization continues in the description of his sixth form year when he was
ridiculed by the Headmaster at assembly and in front of the whole school for not
attending rugby practice (146). Artistic and academic interests were considered to
be effeminate. In the same essay Mason records his father exclaiming in ‘baffled

exasperation’ in his son’s ‘fifteenth year,” ‘God, boy, you haven’t one single

3 This observation is repeated, almost word for word, in ‘Beginnings’ (144).

* He went on to graduate with a B.A. from Victoria University College in 1945, after serving with
the New Zealand Army in New Zealand between 1941 and 1943 and the Royal New Zealand
Naval Volunteer Reserve, based in the United Kingdom, between 1943 and 1945.
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manly pursuit!” (145).> The pursuit of his natural abilities, therefore, left the
young Mason with a sense of ostracism which, as a mature writer, he expressed
once again in the image of the flaxbush:
If I were a neurotic little boy, then my neurosis had its roots in the
world around me. We are the world we live in. [ in my flaxbush and
the people on the lawn form a context; if I could not communicate
with them, then it was because they refused communication with me,
or the likes of me. And the reasons for this refusal have occupied me

ever since (147).

Thus the image of the boy in the flaxbush becomes a seminal metaphor employed
by Mason to express the paradoxes which lie at the heart of his craft. The
obsession with the creative process which brings fulfilment, allied to a sense of
sexual excitement, becomes at the same time the root cause of his being regarded
with disapproval by many members of the society in which he lives. The activity
of writing, the means by which he will try to communicate his point of view of the
world, will at the same time isolate him and ensure that he pursues his chosen
‘Vocation’ amidst a sense of loneliness. Also contained within the metaphor is
the desperate need of the artist to connect with the very people who appear to be
destined to reject him. As a mature writer in ‘Not Christmas, But Guy Fawkes,’
Mason identifies the purpose of his chosen ‘Vocation’: ‘{HJow to reach them?
How to cross the twenty feet or so of paspalum lawn and make them listen?’

(Bruce Mason Solo 89).

Significantly, writing is associated in the young Mason’s mind, from the age of
‘seven or eight’ (88), with being positioned ‘alone’ and apart (89). His mother’s
position of being an immigrant in a foreign country may have exacerbated his
dilemma, as Mason himself observes: ‘I owe to her, I think, an early sense of
geographical displacement which, for all I know, was what turned me to literature

at an early age’ (Dowling, Introducing Bruce Mason 2). This compounded sense

3 From his early adolescence Mason also displayed a natural talent as a pianist. In ‘Beginnings’ he
writes that he ‘worked hard and made rapid progress as a musician.” This artistic accomplishment,
however, was frowned upon in his community. In the same account Mason comments, ‘I was
appalled to discover that when I began to show off about it that this prowess secured for me not the
awed respect that I had hoped for but the most withering contempt’ (145).
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of ‘displacement’ ensures that Mason’s artistry takes place at the periphery, while

those who are being written about remain ‘in front’ (Bruce Mason Solo 88). In

other words, from the very beginning of his creative life, Mason places himself on

‘the margin’ in relation to the perceived ‘centre’ of his community.

In “Christmas at Te Parenga,” the third section of ‘The End of the Golden
Weather,” Mason, already obsessed with the ‘Vocation’ that was to become his
craft, acts out one of his first encounters with the conundrums of his chosen genre.
The aspiring playwright, now a young teenager, has gone to enormous trouble,
arranging ‘for weeks’ (21) beforehand a theatrical performance which is to be
presented to his parents and their friends on Christmas night.® He has written his
own play, devised a varied bill, and even made all the costumes himself, including
a ‘rope wig which took days to tease out’ (24). It all goes horribly wrong. His
brother, who has been dragooned into the project, sabotages the performance by
fluffing his lines, acting the clown in the wrong places and deliberately
misleading the audience. They, in return, pay hardly any attention to what is
being presented on the stage. Their minds are elsewhere. As Mason, the fraught
young performer, ‘stand[s] close to the curtain to hear what they are saying about
the concert, and about me,” he overhears, ‘No, it’s funny; haven’t heard from
Joyce this year . . .” (22). Even when they appear to pay attention, his audience
still don’t seem to understand. When they are asked, for example, to guess the
subjects of ten elaborate tableaux, the prize has to be awarded to Auntie Kass, the
only one who ‘has two right’ (24). Clearly, the budding playwright has failed to

communicate with his audience.

Frustration leads the young Mason into a physical fight with his brother on the
stage. The embryonic writer and actor ends the evening exhausted and in tears,
while those around him appear to remain blithely unaware of his torments. This
only increases his overwhelming sense of isolation. He watches his sister, for

example, remain ‘quite unruffled’ and ‘calmly marking’ (24) the inadequate

® In ‘The End of the Golden Weather: A Television Script,” which is included at the end of Bruce
Mason Solo, Mason emphasized that he had written the characters of his parents and his brother
and sister exactly as he had known them (199).
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responses to the tableaux from an audience that misinterprets and makes fun of all

his efforts.’

“Christmas at Te Parenga,” however, ends on a poignant note, with the image of
two siblings on the beach, Mason ‘silent, still grappling with wedges of fury,’
while his brother, in a moment of sudden insight, blurts out, ‘I was . . . scared’
(25). This ‘hint of the complexity of human motive and behaviour’ dispels the
teenage writer’s despair. He becomes ‘suddenly calm.” This part of ‘The End of
the Golden Weather’ concludes with the two brothers reconciled, walking hand in
hand along the beach ‘under the wide and healing arch of the stars’ (25).
Playwriting, it appears to Mason, despite the frustrations, can result in personal
fulfilment and in empathy from the most unexpected quarters. The balm of an
unexpected empathetic response to his craft was one that the mature playwright

experienced only rarely throughout his career.

Mason had written earlier on ‘the complexity of human motive and behaviour’ in
relation to the shared theatrical experience in “The Conch Shell.” Once again, this
work is based on an autobiographical experience from his early life and is set in
the mythologized landscapc of Te Parenga. It started as a short story which was
first published in Landfall in 1958 and was later re-worked into the dramatic
monologue which forms the fourth and final section of ‘Not Christmas, But Guy

Fawkes.’

Both versions focus on an ashamed recollection of the eleven-year-old
protagonist’s schoolboy bullying of an outsider, Ginger Finucane, a classmate of
Irish parentage, who is rejected and relegated to ‘the margin’ by his schoolmates
because of the ugliness of his appearance and the poverty of his background.
Bowing to peer pressure, the young Mason copies the behaviour of the majority
by pushing Ginger into the sea, soaking his victim’s new suit of clothes and

almost breaking his glasses. Ginger cunningly seizes this as an opportunity to

" Mason’s sister’s response to drama is as lukewarm as his brother’s, though it is expressed in a
different way. He has asked her to mark the answers to the tableaux. When Auntie Kass is about
to be awarded her prize, the young performers discover their mishap. His sister, unperturbed,
announces to one and all, ‘Auntie Kass has won the prize but naughty Uncle Jim is eating it!” The
young Mason, on the other hand, is still emotionally involved and can ‘hardly hear because I am in
tears again’ (Bruce Mason Solo 24).
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turn the tables by dangling before his oppressor’s frightened eyes the threat of the
police and the Children’s Court.

Events take an unforeseen turn when Ginger pursues his revenge by forcing his
tormentor to take him back to the Mason home, where Ginger in turn becomes the
bully, forcing the schoolboy Mason to perform various outrageous acts against his
will. One of these involves going into the parental bedroom and dressing up in
Mason’s mother’s clothes. The escapade, which began as a punishment, now
rapidly develops into the antithesis of this. In ‘beads, earrings [and] assorted
baubles’ the boy Mason suddenly has the sensation that ‘the muse of comedy had
been summoned, and these were her celebrations, surely the weirdest rites ever

held in her honour’ (Bruce Mason Solo 131). This shared theatrical experience

results in bonding. In that moment Mason realizes that he ‘knew suddenly that I

liked Ginger Finucane, liked him as much as I had ever liked anyone’ (131).

Unlike the majority of the events described in “Christmas at Te Parenga” this
shared theatrical experience results not in a burden of misery but in a new-found
happiness. The young prankster records ‘[a] wave of laughter ran through me,

like a sudden warmth on my limbs’ and ‘I felt wisp-light, airy, liberated’ (131).

The delight that results from the evocation of the comic muse recalls the boy’s
earlier experience of the transformative power of theatre as demonstrated by his
father, but this recollection portrays the experience in a more complex light. The
older Mason, looking back, recognises that the sense of being °‘liberated’ is
instigated by acts of rebellion, such as cross dressing, which also involve the
breaking down of social barriers. The camaraderie of Mason and Ginger, dressed
as women and smoking up large, is broken only by Mason’s mother, who,
returning unexpectedly with the shopping, stares at her son ‘aghast’ at the sight of

‘her blue felt hat askew on my head, her fox fur awry on my shoulders’ (132).

This episode indicates the significance of recollection in Mason’s work; this is

indicated by the fact that he re-worked it three times in three different genres.®

% In the dramatic monologue Mason narrates throughout in the first person as if he is recalling an
adolescent experience and this is the version I refer to. In the short story published in Landfall
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The gist of all three is that the boy in the flaxbush has allied himself with ‘the
margin’ while the parent represents ‘the centre,” who regard the rebelliousness of

his artistic expression with dismay.

Thus the boy in the flaxbush has learned, by his own account, two important
lessons about the shared theatrical experience. The attempt to communicate with
those of his own community results for the most part in frustration and isolation.
‘(HJow to reach them? How to cross the twenty feet or so of paspalum lawn and

make them listen?” (Bruce Mason Solo 89) remains the perpetual conundrum in

his relationship with the middle class community into which he was born. In
refreshing contrast, playacting can also lead to bonding and liberation in the

company of those from ‘the outer margin.’

This thesis as a whole focuses on five playwrights who have written about ‘the
margin’ of New Zealand society. Mason is the subject of this first chapter, not
only because he is New Zealand’s first professional playwright, but also because
he is the first playwright to produce a body of plays which persistently challenged
the traditional relationship between the Eurocentre and ‘the margin.” He also re-
defined the culture of New Zealand by insisting on the value of characters who
had previously been relegated to an inferior position on ‘the outer margin,” both in

literature and in the theatre.

In a career that spanned thirty years, Mason laid the foundation for New Zealand
drama to capture the complexities of a representative national ‘voice.” The other
four playwrights built upon his groundbreaking efforts. Like him, they also rely

upon autobiographical experiences to authenticate their portraits of ‘the margin.’

Mason becomes Ross and his mother Mrs Stone. These character names are repeated in another
version of The Conch Shell subtitled A Play for Television housed in the J.C. Beaglehole Room in
the Victoria University of Wellington Library. The narrative remains essentially the same in these
other versions.

“The Conch Shell” concludes with the adult Mason in London visiting Ginger, who has now
become a Shakespearean actor, backstage. Dr Mason remembers that when she and her husband
were in London they went to a production of Shakespeare, that one of the actors was someone
Bruce had known since childhood and that Mason went backstage to talk with him. She also
recalls that Mason’s friend had completely eradicated his New Zealand accent (Dr Diana Mason
Personal Interview 17 Sept. 2001).
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Like him, they employ theatrical structures derived from the Eurocentre. All four

continue the thematic revolution in New Zealand theatre that Mason initiated.

Mason was the first New Zealand playwright to make a career of rejecting ‘The
Kiwi Cringe.” In challenging the dominance of the Eurocentre he wrote thirty-
four plays in all and was working on his thirty-fifth when he died — ‘only two less
than Shakespeare,” he remarked significantly in one of his last interviews
(Dowling, ‘David Dowling Interviews Bruce Mason’ 167). Comparing himself to
Shakespeare was one of this playwright’s last rejoinders to the prejudice that ‘the

margin’ he represents is inferior.
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2 THE STORY OF BEAUTY AND THE BEAST

In 1965 Mason premiéred his solo performance work The Waters of Silence,

which he translated from Le Silence de la Mer written in 1941 by the French
author Jean Bruller under the pseudonym ‘Vercors.”” Mason’s adaptation
provides a clear example of how the lessons of the flaxbush have influenced the
mature playwright’s point of view. Mason re-named the ‘Vercors’ prose piece

and turned it into a dramatic monologue. The story of Beauty and the Beast is an

essential component within this work. [ interpret the re-telling of this fairy story
as the metaphorical expression of Mason’s view of his function as a playwright,
which I will now illustrate by comparing Mason’s translation with the French

original.

In the ‘Vercors’ text, a Nazi soldier, billeted with an old man and his niece, is
seen through the resentful eyes of the old man as a symbol of the German
occupation of France during the Second World War. Mason makes a vital
adaptation when he changes the point of view to that of the Nazi soldier. Also,
although Mason translates the original text almost word for word, the slight
changes that he does make all serve to soften the German character. For example,
in the French version the physical appearance of the Nazi is more stereotypical, as
‘Vercors’ emphasizes the blondness of the Nazi and adds the detail of a gold tooth

(Le Silence De La Mer 29). These physical features are omitted by Mason. In the

adapted script the soldier repeatedly addresses his hosts as ‘Monsieur’ and
‘Mademoiselle,” appearing more deferential and polite than in ‘Vercors.” In the
Mason version, but not in the original, the soldier attempts to humanize his
relationship with his hosts and to make closer physical contact with them by

offering to fill the old man’s pipe and to hold the niece’s wool for her while she

 This text has now been translated into seventy-two languages (Edge 11). The author, Jean
Bruller, wrote it during the Second World War when France had suffered the worst military defeat
in its history and was occupied by German troops. Bruller served with the French army and his
battalion was stationed at the foot of the Vercors massif (15). When the French army was defeated
Bruller refused to work in occupied France and returned to his village where he eventually came
into contact with the literary circles of the French Resistance (Thody 16). Occupation resulted in
rigorous censorship. ‘Vercors,” in collaboration with Pierre de Lescure, set up the Editions de
Minuit which published and distributed material written by Resistance writers (18). The first
printing of Le Silence de la Mer ran to only 350 copies, which were all handsewn (Edge 26) and
which were produced and distributed under conditions of the greatest security. The book aroused
so much interest that many more hand-made copies were produced (11).
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knits (The Waters of Silence 2). Also in Mason, but not in ‘Vercors,’” the Nazi

shows more consideration to his hosts by offering to dine alone and to eat in the

kitchen after they have finished their meal (1-2).

Mason was in active service in the navy during the Second World War and served
in the escorts to the Arctic convoys, which sailed between England and Archangel
along the western coast of what was then the U.S.S.R. Though he rarely spoke of
his combat experiences and though he did not write about them, it is certain that
he must have seen many ships torpedoed (Dr Diana Mason Personal Interview 17
September 2001). It is testimony to Mason’s compassion that, twenty years later,
he chose to portray on the stage a sympathetic characterization of the enemy
whom he had once fought against and whom he had seen cause so much suffering

among his comrades."°

Moreover, Mason explained in an interview with McNaughton how he identified
himself with the German soldier:
[H]e’s so much my sort of person ... a bit of a goat in so many
respects. So gormless and guileless, and, in the face of massive
evidence against it, so convinced of the ultimate goodness of people.
His visit to Paris, and his utterly washed-out and disillusioned return is
similar to the moment where the boy in Golden Weather gets a boot in

the face (‘The Plays of Bruce Mason’ 108-109).

The fundamental shift in point of view between the original narrative and the

dramatic monologue in The Waters of Silence, allied to the interview statement,

make it clear that Mason not only sympathises with, but sees himself as, what
Frantz Fanon has termed ‘the other’ (13). Suffering ostracism in his own

community as a boy, Mason allies himself with the likes of Ginger Finucane and

' The extreme reaction that the sight of a Nazi uniform still had the power to provoke is illustrated
in a story told by Dr Mason. She recalls that when she and her husband went on a trip to Lima and
Mexico City, Bruce intended to perform The Waters of Silence for some people they were staying
with. When he changed into his costume, which was an authentic Nazi uniform, however, their
host was so shocked and upset that the performance never took place (Personal Interview 17 Sept.
2001).
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the Nazi soldier, who, like him