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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.
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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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