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ABSTRACT
This thesis is concerned with the representation of landscape in nine Australian plays. The
introduction examines the functions and effects of landscape discourses within Australian
culture generally, and on the stage in particular. The introduction is followed by three
chapters, each of which examines three plays. In the sequence in which they are discussed,
the plays are: At Dusk (1937) by Millicent Armstrong; Pioneers (1919) by Katharine
Susannah Prichard; The Drovers (1919) by Louis Esson; The Fields of Heaven (1982) by
Dorothy Hewett; Too Young For Ghosts (1985) by Janis Balodis; Inside the Island (1980)
by Louis Nowra; Bran Nue Dae (1990) by Jimmy Chi and Kuckles; The Kid (1983) by
Michael Gow; and Aftershocks (1991) by Paul Brown and the Workers' Cultural Action
Committee. The readings proposed here proceed on the understanding that landscapes are
systems of representation rather than autonomous topographical entities. Landscapes are
thus conceivable as textual formations, constituted of discourses and inscribed with a
variety of ideologies. In the context of these readings, 'discourse' refers both to the spoken
(dialogic) and the visual (scenic) modes of dramatic expression. A wide range of thematic
concerns and dramaturgical forms is encompassed by these nine plays; accordingly, a
variety of reading strategies is applied to them. In each of the plays examined, landscape
and character are shown in a dynamic, mutually determining relationship, even in those
realist works in which landscape is rendered as 'background' to the primary sites of
interpersonal action. With regard to its structure, the thesis traces a movement from early
realist one-act plays set in bush landscapes, to more recent, non-realist works of full-length
set partially or wholly in cities. This structure might be characterised as a movement from
the landscapes of 'nature' to the cityscapes of 'culture'.
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NOTE ON EDITIONS
This thesis examines nine plays in detail. Of these, only Dorothy Hewett's The Fields of
Heaven (1982) remains unpublished. The following bibliographic information is provided
in relation to the playtexts used in this study:
Armstrong, Millicent, At Dusk (earliest known date 1937). Published in T. Inglis Moore
and W. Moore, eds, Best Australian One-Act Plays (Sydney: Angus and Robertson, 1937),
pp.35 1-365.
Prichard, Katharine Susannah, Pioneers (1919). Published in T. Inglis Moore and W.
Moore, eds, Best Australian One-Act Plays (Sydney: Angus and Robertson, 1937), pp.87115.
Esson, Louis, The Drovers (1919). Published in Playwrights' Advisory Board, Six
Australian One-Act Plays (Sydney: Mulga Publications, 1944), pp.5-19.
Hewett, Dorothy, The Fields of Heaven (1982). Unpublished. The script consulted in this
thesis is a version revised by the author for the 1983 Sydney Theatre Company production
of the play. This manuscript was obtained from Hewett's agent, Hilary Linstead and
Associates, Suite 302 Easts Tower, 9-13 Bronte Rd, Bondi Junction, NSW 2022,
Australia.
Balodis, Janis, Too Young For Ghosts (1985) (Sydney: Currency Press, 1991).
Nowra, Louis, Inside the Island (1980). Published in Louis Nowra, Inside the Island and
The Precious Woman (Sydney: Currency Press, 1981), pp.11-91.
Chi, Jimmy, and Kuckles, Bran Nue Dae (1990) (Sydney and Broome: Currency Press and
Magabala Books Aboriginal Corporation, 1991).
Gow, Michael, The Kid (1983) (Sydney: Currency Press in association with the Nimrod
Theatre, 1983).
Brown, Paul, and the Workers' Cultural Action Committee, Aftershocks (1991) (Sydney:
Currency Press in association with Belvoir Street Theatre, 1993).
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Landscape: Orientations
This thesis offers readings of landscape in a selection of Australian plays. Given this
focus on landscape, it might seem paradoxical to begin by claiming that there is no such
thing as a landscape. Nevertheless, the arguments throughout the thesis rest on the
understanding that landscape does not exist as an objective, a priori entity, a material thing
in itself. For while 'landscape is related to land', it is distinct from it, and can most
usefully be understood as a socio-cultural rather than a topographical phenomenon.
Landscapes are systems of representation, culturally constructed and ideologically
conditioned. It has become a theoretical commonplace to observe that all representation is
re-presentation, necessarily involving the transformation of the object being represented
through its inscription with the cultural dispositions inherent both in the subject who
represents and in the medium of representation. Informed by this idea, this introduction
begins with a fairly wide-ranging consideration of discourses of landscape operating
within cultures generally, and within Australian culture specifically. This early part of the
discussion will lay the foundation for the readings of theatrical landscapes which follow.
Landscape implies a viewer, a human presence whose description or representation
always bears the traces of a culturally constructed, historically specific subjectivity. To
encounter a landscape is always, ultimately, to encounter a human presence. Rendering
landscape, whether as words, objects or images, thus becomes the practice of altering the
'disposition of Nature to.. .[a particular] point of view'. I This tendency has been
discernible throughout the history of landscape representation in modem Western culture,
a history which begins, at least in its conventionally received accounts, with the advent of
Dutch schools of realist landscape painting during the seventeenth century.2 With the
Dutch landscape art tradition, and later with the rigid systematisation of landscape
painting by the Royal Academy in England, the interestedness of landscape representation
becomes clearly apparent. Judith Wright, one of Australia's most celebrated creators of
landscape, has remarked on this, observing that 'landscape' is 'a painter's term, implying an
outside view, a separation .... What we see in the landscape, then, is a partial, inadequate
and temporal vision, reflecting our own interests.13 There is a vast corpus of descriptive
and interpretative literature concerning the European landscape painting tradition. It is not
within the scope of this discussion to consider this work in detail, other than to make this
key point: European landscape artists have for centuries been interested in depicting
external 'reality', but the nature of that reality has only rarely been conceived exclusively
Raymond Williams, The Country and the City (London: Chatto and Windus, 1975), p.123. Cited in
Susan Keogh, Land, landscape and Such Is Life', Southerly, 49, 1 (March 1989), p.55.
2 The term 'landscape' derives from the Dutch land-schap,
literally land-ship. See Hayward and Sparkes,
eds, The Concise English Dictionary (Hertfordshire: Omega Books, 1984), p.657.
Judith Wright, 'Landscape and Dreaming', Daedalus, 114, 1 (Winter 1985), p.32.
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in terms of objective description. Far more common has been a conscious mediation of

the physical world through the artist's own impressions and sensibilities. Reality has been
filtered, that is, through a moral, philosophical, political or aesthetic consciousness which
is historically conditioned. This duality, this concern to depict the objective world in

terms of subjective experience, forms the basis of the expressive realist tradition, not only
in landscape art, but in poetry and prose as well.
Catherine Belsey, in an account of the foundations of the expressive realist ethos,
cites the Victorian theorist John Ruskin, the first art critic and historian to make a
significant analysis of the conventions of landscape art established in the seventeenth

century.4 Writing in the 1840s, Ruskin was persuaded by the (then) popular literary
notion that 'true' art involves the fusion of Aristotelian mimesis and the expression of the
Romantic poet's perceptions and emotions:
By the mid-nineteenth century the expressive realist theory had become
widely established in relation to literature, but painting, and particularly
landscape painting, found its first major post-Romantic theorist in Ruskin.
Ruskin insists that the landscape painter 'must always have two great and
distinct ends: the first, to induce in the spectator's mind the faithful conception
of any natural objects whatsoever; the second, to guide the spectator's mind
to those objects most worthy of its contemplation, and to inform him of
the thoughts and feelings with which these were regarded by the artist
himself.'.. .There is no doubt in Ruskin's view that the second aim is the
more important...
Some more detailed observations concerning the relationship between landscape, painting
and the stage will be made in the final part of this introduction, in the section introducing
the plays discussed in Chapter One.
A range of familiar tropes arises as a result of the fundamentally subjective nature of

many (especially Western) forms of landscape representation. Pathetic fallacy,
anthropomorphism and personification all result from a solipsistic and rationalistic worldFor a fuller discussion of Ruskin's work on the landscape painting tradition, see Cosgrove and Daniels,
eds, The Iconography of Landscape (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988), pp.4-8.
Catherine Belsey, Critical Practice (London: Routledge, 1980), p.8. The quotation from Ruskin is from
Volume III of his Works (London: George Allen, 1903-12), pp.133-139. The French poet Baudelaire,
writing in the mid-nineteenth century, offers an account which similarly emphasises the essential
subjectivity of landscape representation: '[I]f such and such a collection of trees, of mountains, of waters,
and of houses, which we call a landscape, is beautiful, it is not so through itself but through me, by my own
favour, by the idea or feeling I attach to it. It is enough to say, I think, that any landscapist who does not
know how to translate a feeling through an assemblage of vegetable or mineral matter is not an artist.' See
Baudelaire, The Salon of 1859, cited in Burton Pike, The Image of the City in Modern Literature (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 1981), p.46.
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view which holds that the human subject animates the universe. Landscape is invested

with qualities such as hostility and mournfulness, for example, by means of the projection

of these qualities from a distinct human subject at the organising centre

-

in effect the

creating centre of the landscape.
-

This realisation that it is humans who bring landscapes into being has been especially

influential in recent decades, not only in relation to artistic representation, but across many

areas of inquiry concerned with the ways in which cultures generate and exchange
meanings. Amongst these areas of inquiry are literary criticism, semiotics,
postcolonialism, human geography, art history and performance theory. A considerable
amount of scholarship exploring landscape as a socio-cultural construct has recently

emerged from the interdisciplinary field of human geography. Theoretical work in this
area, much of which is produced in the United States, is predicated on the notion that

landscape is 'the product of [the] intentional human working of space'.6 One of the central

concerns underpinning this work is 'the problem of representation as it pertains to the
geographical world .... [W]hat it is that we do as geographers when we represent

landscapes, real or imagined, through our writings.... [T]he one thing that we believe
geographical writing is not is a faithful duplication of an external reality.'7 The most
recent developments in human geography have drawn on the traditions of Marxism and
structuralism, with the work of the French theorist Henri Lefebvre being particularly
influential in identifying 'landscapes of power'.8 Denis Cosgrove has also made a

significant contribution to the field, having developed a typological framework for the
analysis of symbolic landscapes.9

In Australia, landscape has been amongst the most important and complex of

figurative systems deployed in constructions of Australianness. Many of those

characteristics conventionally held up as essentially Australian, such as mateship,
individualism, stoicism and anti-authoritarianism, are constructed in relation to landscape,

and particularly to the bush. Overwhelmingly, novels, poems, paintings, letters and

journals from the colonial period figure the colonial experience through reference to the
6 Grahame Griffin, 'Landscape and the Representation of Space in Australian Popular Culture: A Study in
Cultural Geography', in Chambers and Cohen, eds, Australian Cultural Studies Conference 1990
Proceedings (Faculty of Humanities and Social Sciences, University of Western Sydney, Nepean, 1991),
p.171. Griffin does not use the term 'human geography', but refers both to 'cultural geography' and 'social
geography' as sub-disciplines of geography, and associates them with recent 'humanistic' developments
within the discipline as a whole.

7 Barnes and Duncan, eds, Writing Worlds: Discourse, text and metaphor in the representation of

landscape (London: Routledge, 1992), p.xii.
8 See for example Henri Lefebvre, The Production of Space
(trans. Donald Nicholson-Smith) (Oxford:
Blackwell, 1991); and Writings on Cities (ed. and trans. Eleonore Kofman and Elizabeth Lebas) (Oxford:
Blackwell, 1995).
9 See Denis Cosgrove, 'Geography is Everywhere: Culture and Symbolism in Human Landscapes', in
Gregory and Walford, eds, Horizons in Human Geography (New Jersey: Barnes and Noble, 1989), pp.118135.
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'new' landscape, the character of which is defined in terms of its difference from that of

the familiar landscapes of Home

-

that is, Europe, and usually England. This is not to

suggest that European responses to the Australian environment have ever been singular or

uniform. As this discussion will argue in more detail below, the landscape has been
ambivalently encountered throughout the history of white Australia as a canvas upon

which have been projected contradictory feelings clustered around the poles of attraction
and repulsion. Anthony J. Hassall observes that many novelists, for example, have either
'turned back from Australia to the landscape of "home" in Europe, or plunged into its and
interior in the hope of solving their alienation by immersion'. 10 This notion of immersion
coincides with what Randolph Stow has termed 'to die of landscape', and is a theme
which recurs in several of the plays examined in this thesis.
Discourses of landscape not only influence, but in many instances actually define,
Australians' cultural experience. Images of the outback, for instance, function as a

generalised metaphor for a presumed authentic Australia which is invoked within a
myriad of social, political, and economic activities. 12 Ross Gibson has suggested that the
'idea of the intractability of Australian nature is essential to the national ethos',13 while
Robert Kenny argues that landscape 'has dominated writing, music, painting and film in

Australia. It has been the mainstream. Even history has been related mainly as
landscape."4 Amongst the most vigorous and contentious analyses of the functions of

landscape discourses in Australian culture is that proffered by Tony Fry and Anne-Marie
Willis. In 'Criticism Against The Current',15 Fry and Willis state that the 'figure of

landscape has pervaded both high and popular culture in Australia for nearly a century,

dominating discussions of national identity'. At the heart of their arguments is the

conviction that in the absence of a fully developed political nationalism in Australia, a
cultural nationalist discourse

-

which relies centrally on images of landscape

-

has

0 Anthony J. Hassall, 'Quests', in Laurie Hergenhan, ed., The Penguin New Literary History of Australia
(Ringwood: Penguin, 1988), p.396.
1 Randolph Stow, cited in David Tacey, 'Dissolving into Landscape', Island, 56, 1 (Spring 1993), p.46.
12 J. Douglas Porteous, commenting upon the wide-ranging metaphoric associations of landscape, observes
that 'the very word landscape has superseded the previously overused situation in mediaspeak; we are
asked, for example, to visualize the effects of an event upon the existing 'political landscape".' Also
commonly invoked are cultural, intellectual, and economic landscapes, while the specific notion of scape'
extends to townscapes, cityscapes, Van Gogh's wheatscapes, L.S. Lowry's seascapes, Freud's dreamscapes,
and so on. See J. Douglas Porteous, Landscapes of the Mind (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1990),
pp.3-4.
13 Ross Gibson, 'Camera Natura: Landscape in Australian
feature films', in Frow and Morris, eds,
Australian Cultural Studies: A Reader (Sydney: Allen and Unwin, 1993), p.21 1.
14 Robert Kenny, 'A Secret Australia', epilogue essay in Ken Taylor, A Secret Australia (Melbourne:
Rigmarole, 1984), p.92.
15 Tony Fry and Anne-Marie Willis, 'Criticism Against The Current', Meanjin, 48, 2 (1988), Pp.223-240.
The quotations from this article cited here are from pp.223-226. It is worth noting that several
commentators have challenged aspects of Fry and Willis' arguments. See for example Grahame Griffin's
'Landscape and the Representation of Space' (cited above); and Stephen Muecke, Textual Spaces:
Aboriginality and Cultural Studies (Sydney: New South Wales University Press Ltd, 1992), pp.164-166.

become, de facto, the nation's primary medium of political and economic power:

"Australia" and landscape have become indivisible. Nation becomes synonymous with

landmass....' The Australian landscape tradition, which Fry and Willis see as 'politically
reactionary ... and at times explicitly racist', has provided the basis for an 'imagined

community' of national identity. However, to 'say that a nation is imagined does not mean

that it is illusory. Imaginaries have real material force, and the nation as imagined has

been the basis for nationalism, perhaps the most forceful politico-cultural ideology of
modern history.'

One of the implications of Fry and Willis' arguments is that the emotional resonances
of landscape imagery for Australians have powerful economic effects. Discourses of

nationalism and cultural achievement, expressed through landscape, facilitate the

economic exchange of commodities. Even a cursory survey of popular cultural products,

such as movies, music, tourist souvenirs and popular art reveals the extent of this

commodification of landscape. Advertisers are particularly attuned to the economic
potency of the Australian landscape, continually co-opting outback imagery in the service

of selling anything from beer and hamburgers, to cars, to national spirit.16

Fry and Willis' arguments are focused primarily on Australian landscape painting, a

tradition generally held to have had its 'authentic' origins with the Heidelberg school in the
1880s. More recently, it has been movies which inscribe landscape with a nationalist

ideology in order simultaneously to reflect and to define Australianness. As
commentators such as Graeme Turner and Ross Gibson have shown,'7 many Australian

films are, ultimately, about the Australian landscape. Cinematographer Geoff Burton

claims that his attraction to make a film based on Bruce Chatwin's book The Son glines lies

16 Consider, for example, the ways in which the following advertising copy for PGH bricks and payers
makes an emotive appeal to the nationalist spirit. Augmented by sweeping shots over the Macdonnell
Ranges, the colours of which are artificially enhanced through tinted camera lenses, a rugged male voiceover declares: 'We took the colours and textures that were rugged, warm and beautiful. We fired local clays
and shales, until they captured the magic like no other. If your hearts in the country, these are the bricks
you'll want. PGH bricks and payers.' Of course if your national allegiances lie elsewhere, you'll opt for a
different brand of paver. Similarly, advertisements for BHP's Colorbond series of house products rely for
their effect precisely on this imagined national connection to the landscape: 'Reminiscent of the yellowed
grasses of the broad Australian plains Wheat COLORBOND reflects our sweeping, earthy landscape... .The
warm, grey tones of Birch Grey COLORBOND capture the complexity of nature to provide a subtle patina
that is equally at home in the city or the country.' See BHP Steel's New Colorbond: 12 Profiles in Colour
(December 1992). On the uses of landscape imagery in Australian advertising, see Peter Spearritt and Ann
Stephen, 'The Selling of the Land', The Australian (February 22-23, 1992), pp.26-30.
17 Ross Gibson has written extensively on representations
of landscape in Australian films. He notes the
prevalence of a type of 'lyrical panoramic cinematography' which focuses on landscape. Such films, he
argues, attempt 'to persuade us that, because human beings haven't cluttered the ground with their artefacts
and connotations, the continent still stretches out as the text of some divine and immanent (as opposed to
social and arbitrary) system of native, Australian meaning. If you want the real Australia, look at the earth,
not the people. The landscape extends unsullied, the handiwork solely of nature, inscribed and subscribed
with innate messages. Quintessential Australia hasn't yet been papered over by an alien Anglo-Saxon
culture. So the story goes.' See Ross Gibson, 'Camera Natura', p.213. For an analysis of Australian cinema
and its relation to national identity, see Graeme Turner, National Fictions: Literature, Film, and the
Construction ofAustralian Narrative (Sydney: Allen and Unwin, 1986).
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in 'the notion of landscape-as-character'.18 Interviewed during the making of the film
Country Life (based on Checkov's Uncle Vanya), producer Robin Dalton remarked that

'[t]he uncredited "character" in the film will be the [Australian] landscape. The land itself

plays a part by preventing the characters from ever being able to recreate the English
world they see themselves as belonging to.'19
In all of these cases, the extraordinary emotive power of landscape imagery is used to

elicit the range of desired responses in audiences. For many Australians, the landscape is
inextricably tied to a deeply-held sense of themselves as Australians, even though such

sentiments normally derive less from lived experience than from culturally constructed, or

invented, paradigms of Australianness. It is widely acknowledged that national identity is

a series of inventions,20 disseminated, naturalised and legitimated to a large extent

through the agency of what Roland Barthes (writing in the 1950s) termed 'mythologies'.2 i
But nationalism is no less 'real' for being grounded in myth, and as the above examples are
intended to indicate, landscape imagery has real material effects.

One of the key principles underlying the work presented in this thesis is that

landscapes can be understood as texts. Indeed, it is by virtue of this conception of

landscape that the readings offered here are enabled.22 Before going on to offer some

examples of textualised landscapes, it might first be useful to distinguish two broad forms
of landscape text. First, there is a whole range of cultural products

-

books, paintings,

films, or of particular interest in this context, theatrical performances

-

which, in

representing landscapes, textualise them; such texts incorporate real or imagined physical

environments into their own particular systems of meaning, which are in turn
intertextually related to the broader meanings of landscape circulating within cultures.

These forms of textual representation, however, can be distinguished from actual physical

environments cities, farms, gardens, 'the outback' and so on which are themselves also
conceivable as texts: organised systems of meaning underpinned by ideologies. In the
process of being 'written' or encoded with meanings, and then 'read' or decoded, such
-

-

18 See Leilani Hannah and Raffaele Caputo, 'The Sum of Us' (an interview with Geoffrey Burton), Cinema
Papers, 100 (1994), p.33.
19 Robin Dalton, cited in Robert Wilson, 'Greta's Country Life full of drama', Daily Telegraph Mirror
(December 14, 1993), p.3.
20 See for example Richard White, Inventing Australia (Sydney: Allen and Unwin, 1981); and Paul Foss,
'Theatrum Nondum Cognitorum, in Botsman, Burns and Hutchings, eds, The Foreign Bodies Papers
(Sydney: Local Consumption Publications, 1981), pp.15-38.
21 Roland Barthes, Mythologies (London: Jonathan Cape, 1972). Mythologies was published in English in
1972, but first appeared in French as a series of articles in the 1950s.
22 The reading strategies employed here can be compared with those adopted by John Fiske et al. in Myths
of Oz: 'In Myths of Oz we say we are "reading' Australian culture. The analogy with reading books is a
fruitful one. It encourages a close analysis of the kind that is normally reserved for literary texts, extending
it to cultural products such as film and television and to cultural practices, rituals and behaviours.' See
Fiske, Hodge and Turner, Myths of Oz (Sydney: Allen and Unwin, 1987), p.ix.

spaces become landscapes.23 The distinction here is not qualitative, though, and is most

useful for the purposes of classification. Both types of landscape text lend themselves

equally to reading, and neither is any more or less dependent than the other on a
systematic arrangement of signs for its production of meaning:

A landscape is a cultural image.... [It] may be represented in a variety of
materials and on many surfaces in paint on canvas, in writing on paper,
in earth, stone, water, and vegetation on the ground. A landscape park is no
-

more real, nor less imaginary, than a landscape painting or poem. 24
Of course, no landscape text's meanings are fixed or universal; all textual signification is

necessarily plural and negotiable, according to differences amongst individual reading

subjects and amongst whole 'reading formations'.25 The term 'text', then, is 'appropriate to

describing landscape as a "field" within which an open-ended process of signification
takes place'.26

The textualising which generates 'landscape' produces almost unlimited forms, and

occurs within a vast range of socio-political contexts. As suggested above, a landscape

text can take the form of, or be found within, a book, a theatrical performance, a garden or

a city. In a larger historical and political sense, though, the entire process of Australian

colonisation was centrally dependent upon the textualisation of the land: invasion

proceeded as series of linguistic, material and ideological (re-)inscriptions. 'To live in a

place and give it a name is to know it, and to claim it as one's own. This was the political

practice of the colonisers of Australia; ownership tended to proceed de facto through the

practice of renaming, of writing over the original names of the country.'27 Systems of

23 A substantial body of literature exists concerning the ideologies inscribed in such landscape texts as
cities and gardens. Michel de Certeaus 'Walking In The City, for example, has been widely influential, and
is cited in my discussion of Michael Gow's The Kid in Chapter Three of this thesis. With respect to
gardens, a special issue of Meanjin (47, 3, 1988) includes several essays on the political and ideological
significances of various types of garden text. Michael Crozier, for example, asserts that 'the 'openness" of
the garden in the first half of the eighteenth century was quite often coupled with a strong moral, even
political, iconology .... The tradition of historia painting and landscape, realised on canvas by Claude
Lorrain, was translated into a three-dimensional garden walk in which the emblematic landscape had to be
'read'.' Michael Crozier, 'The Idea of the Garden', Meanjin, 47, 3 (1988), p.401.
24 Cosgrove and Daniels, p.1.
25 The notion 'reading formation', taken up again in the final chapter of this thesis, is introduced in Bennett
and Woollacott, Bond and Beyond: The Political Career of a Popular Hero (London: Macmillan, 1988).
Reading formations are defined as 'those specific determinations which bear upon, mould and configure the
relations between texts and readers in determinate conditions of reading. It refers, specifically, to the intertextual relations which prevail in a particular context, thereby activating a given body of texts by ordering
the relations between them in a specific way such that their reading is always already cued in specific
directions that are not given by those "texts themselves" as entities separable from such relations.' See
Bond and Beyond, p.64.
26 James S. Duncan and Nancy G. Duncan, 'Roland Barthes and the secret histories of landscape', in
Barnes and Duncan, p.28.
27 Stephen Muecke, p.6.

thought and behaviour, practices of social and economic organisation

-

notably land

clearance and farming were brought to Australia from Europe, altering the environment
and producing a kind of 'landscape palimpsest', a new text written over the old. However,
-

to judge by the public forms of colonial discourse, many colonists apprehended New
South Wales as though it were completely new, untextualised, a space at the beginning of
history. According to Ross Gibson, the explorer Thomas Mitchell did 'not intend to read
the country as if it were a thoroughly edited text that already contained lessons for
survival; rather, he [saw] it as a pristine surface receptive to the stories brought from the
established systems of Old World thought and behaviour.'28 Thus the Australian 'tabula
rasa' was inscribed with signs farms, buildings, roads and so on to make the landscape
readable according to European epistemologies.29 This process of re-inscription as a
means of claiming possession of the country has continued throughout more than two
-

-

hundred years of white Australian history. Bruce Clunies Ross has commented upon the
'preoccupation of the Jindyworobaks and modern poets such as Judith Wright and Les
Murray with naming and describing an environment for which no adequate European
poetic formulations exist, and thereby taking possession of the country imaginatively'.30
The colonial conception of Australia as an unwritten text, while perhaps a necessary
adjunct to the imperial enterprise, was born of a combination of ignorance and arrogance.
For it has become clear in the period since invasion that the country was already densely
textualised when the Europeans arrived. 'For Aborigines, every part of the country they
occupied, every mark and feature, was numinous with meaning.'3 '
As for the emptiness of Australian space, we have learned, mostly from
the contrary experience of Aboriginal people, to be wary of assuming
that a landscape is empty only because it does not contain what our European
eyes have been trained to find there. A place may be crowded with meanings
we do not apprehend because they are in a language we have not learned. 32

28 Ross Gibson, South of the West: Postcolonialism and the Narrative Construction of Australia
(Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 1992), p.15.
29 The European textualising of Australia
took many forms. Veronica Brady offers this interesting
example: 'All over the land were bone-piled spots where 'lazy Abo's" had been taught not to steal the white
man's bullocks.' Here is a text which is very much subject to 'radical iterability' the variety of readings
which occurs within different reading formations. Read by whites, the 'bone-piled spots' would stand as an
assertion of white dominance. But 'seen through Aboriginal eyes, the white man is not a figure of
civilization but of brutality ...dominating by violence'. See Veronica Brady, 'The Environment: A Bran Nue
Dae or a Very Ancient One?', Westerly, 36, 4 (December 1991), p.103.
30 Bruce Clunies Ross, 'Literature and Culture', in Laurie Hergenhan, p.6.
31 Judith Wright, 'Landscape and Dreaming', p.31.
32 David Malouf, 'Making Better Australians', The Australian (September 17-18, 1994), p.29.
-
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So Aboriginal landscapes were, and are, at least as densely inscribed with complex sociocultural meanings as those of Europeans. And today, there is a renewed vigour with
which Aborigines produce elaborate landscape texts, both in the earth and in other media.
Jennifer Biddle has written of the semic density of Aboriginal painted texts, arguing that
they are complex semiotic constructions of landscape, rather than simple imitations of

it. 33

Textual representation proceeds within a particular set of historico-cultural
determinations and within available modes of discourse. To represent a landscape, as
suggested earlier, is to textualise it, a process necessarily involving the selection of ways
in which to render it, even though the choices made often seem natural or inevitable. This
is in the nature of discourse, since 'discourses have a naturalizing power which is largely
unseen'.34 Texts make concrete the 'ideological sediment'35 of discourse, and ideologies,
such as nationalism, capitalism or imperialism, are deeply inscribed in all discursive
practices, including that of landscape representation. 'Neither landscapes, nor the cultures
within which they are produced, maintained, transformed, and interpreted, are natural or
pre-given, and they cannot be described without reference to ideological systems.'36
'Discourse', then, means a signifying system which is ideologically inscribed. It is 'the site
where social forms of organization engage with systems of signs in their productions of
texts, thus reproducing or changing the sets of meanings and values which make up a
culture'.37 And because discourses are the bearers of ideologies, they function as primary
agents of social power; discourse theory, as a consequence, has been regarded as an
especially important area of inquiry for theorists interested in analysing and
problematising the mechanisms of power within cultures. Post-structuralists in particular
have been concerned to identify and position those social power relations which enable, or
impede, various discursive practices. Similarly, this thesis is centrally interested in

33 See Jennifer Biddle, 'Dot, circle, difference: Translating Central Desert paintings', in Diprose and

Ferrell, eds, Cartographies: poststructuralism and the mapping of bodies and spaces (Sydney: Allen and
Unwin, 1991), pp.27-39. Here, it is worth briefly contrasting the essentially Western separation of Self and
the world with the alternative world-view of Aborigines. David Tacey is critical of the 'Western
subjectivist view, with its grotesque inflation of the perceiving subject and its refusal to grant [as with
Aboriginal consciousness] autonomous psychic reality to the larger universe'. See David Tacey, 'Australia's
Otherworid: Aboriginality, Landscape and the Imagination', Meridian, 8, 1 (May 1989), p.60. Veronica
Brady argues that "[r]eality"...is a social construction, and reality for Aboriginal people does not involve
the same separation of self from the world which we assume in our culture'. Veronica Brady, p.100. These
concerns are developed in Chapter Three of this thesis, in the essay on Jimmy Chi's Bran Nue Dae.
34 Barnes and Duncan, p.9.
35 The phrase is Roland Barthes'; it is cited by James S. Duncan and Nancy G. Duncan in 'Roland Barthes
and the secret histories of landscape', in Barnes and Duncan, eds, p.18.
36 James S. Duncan and Nancy G. Duncan, '(Re)reading the landscape', Environment and Planning D:
Society and Space, 6 (1988), p.1 17.
37 Hodge and Kress, Social Semiotics (Oxford: Polity Press, 1988); cited in Stephen Muecke, p.22. The
problematics of discourse have been etensive1y theorised. For an initial consideration of some key issues
pertaining to discourse, the writings of Michel Foucault are very useful. See for example 'Politics and the
study of discourse', in Ideology and Consciousness, 4 (Summer 1978), pp.7-26.
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analysing the ideologies inherent in the range of landscape discourses which figure in the
plays examined.

The single most important ideological tension revealed by the readings offered here

is that which is generated between two highly complex signifiers: 'culture' and 'nature'.

Most of the plays examined in this thesis are propelled by a nature/culture dialectic in

which culture (in all the cases here associated with European civilisation) is shown not

only to be separate from nature (identifiable with the natural environment and, in several

of the plays, with Aborigines), but usually to be in an antagonistic relationship to it. It

probably goes without saying that these two words, 'nature' and 'culture', are
extraordinarily complex in terms of their etymologies and connotations. Raymond

Williams considers 'culture' to be 'one of the two or three most complicated words in the
English language', while 'nature' is 'perhaps the most complex word in the language'.38
Having acknowledged the difficulties inherent in the two terms, however, it can also be

asserted that the oppositions between the range of concepts indicated by them are

fundamental to Western consciousness. As Deborah Bird Rose contends: 'For several

millenia now, the Western tradition has been dominated by various human-centred views

of the cosmos. Nature has progressively been defined as ever more distant from human

culture.'39 Stephen Horigan asserts that the conception of culture as opposed to nature has
'been handed down from the Enlightenment to the contemporary human sciences, and

remain[s] a central part of modern social theories'.40 And in describing the broad

theoretical orientations of cultural geography, Graeme Griffin says that the discipline

'takes as its starting point the dialectical relationship between nature and culture'.4'

This ideological opposition has undoubtedly had a vital influence on the unfolding of

modern history generally. The ethos of 'progress', for example, is to a large extent

dependent upon a belief in the 'improvement' of nature through culture. In Australia, the
'primitive dialectic of nature and culture'42 has been particularly powerful, because the

nation's colonial experience is deeply tied into this opposition. As Helen Gilbert observes,

the dichotomy of culture and nature 'lies at the heart of imperialism'.43 Historically,

European imperial aggressions have been legitimated, or justified at least, by a
38 Raymond Williams, Keywords (London: Fontana, 1983), p.87, p.219. For a detailed discussion of the
nature/culture dialectic, see for example Stephen Horigan, Nature and Culture in Western Discourses
(London: Routledge, 1988).
39 Deborah Bird Rose, Exploring An Aboriginal Land Ethic', Meanjin, 47, 3 (1988), p.
379.
40 Stephen Horigan, pp.3-4.
41 Graeme Griffin, p.171.
42 Ross Gibson, 'Camera Natura', p.216.
43 Helen Gilbert, Fish or Fowl: Post-Colonial Approaches to Australian Drama', Australian-Canadian
Studies, 10, 2 (1992), p.134. Ross Gibson remarks that the nature/culture dialectic is necessarily the one
that has shaped the history of land in modern Australia. For white Australia is a product of the Renaissance
mentality that is predicated on the notion of an environment that is other than and external to the individual
ego. This is the mentality that the English colonial office sent to the continent.' See Ross Gibson, South of
the West, p.8.
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conventional wisdom which holds that indigenous societies (associated with nature) are
inferior to those of a more advanced Europe, and that in being incorporated into imperial
culture such societies will be improved. Ideological convictions of this type were, and to
an extent continue to be, enormously influential in Australia:

Most of the settlers were, and many non-Aboriginal Australians are still,
absolutely convinced that our European culture is the only culture worthy
of that name and superior to all others. We are civilised, we believe, and all
others non-civilised, if not savages. If we try to assimilate others to our ways,
the argument goes, that is only for their own good."
The particular manifestations of the nature/culture binary, and their implications for the
theatrical representation of Australian landscapes, will become apparent as each of the
plays is considered in detail.
This project traces a broad movement from plays set in bush landscapes (nature) to

plays set in cities (culture).45 Implicated in this movement is the binary relationship
which is deeply ingrained in Australian culture generally, and which is made manifest in

Australian drama particularly, between the city and the bush. 'The argument about the

city and the bush which broke out in the pages of the Bulletin [in the 1880s] was a variant
of an ancient opposition in European culture, which [has become] the focus of a complex
and unresolved debate in Australia.'46 The debate might indeed be unresolved, but it is

clear that in conventional representations of Australia, The Bush has traditionally fared far
better than The City, against which it has normally been defined; to a significant extent,

that is, the bush has been heroicised at the expense of the city. Considering the deep

(imperial) faith in the institutions of culture, this might seem something of a paradox.
Given the standard imperial valorisation of culture, it would seem logical that the city
the essential site and sign of 'civilised' culture

-

-

should be privileged, and the bush

impugned. However, in Australia, as in the West generally, nature and culture do not
stand in a simple opposition, where nature is 'bad' and culture 'good'. For while the
dominant tendency of imperialism is to privilege culture, in Western societies an inverse

formulation is also apparent in which Nature is idealised, and associated with a yearnedfor condition of prelapsarian grace. The affirmation of nature over culture is made
evident, for example, in the tradition of European Romanticism, in which exotic lands and
peoples frequently conform to images of the rustic, idyllic Arcadia of classical Greece.
44 Veronica Brady,

p.100.

The same general structure occurs, incidentally, in Suzanne Falkiner's The Writer's Landscape, a
detailed study of the place of landscape in Australian literature, which is divided into two parts: Wilderness
and Settlement. (Sydney: Simon and Schuster, 1992).
46 Bruce Clunies Ross, p.15.
45
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Rousseau's virtuous Noble Savage, untainted and unburdened by civilised culture, is

characteristically associated with such Romantic landscapes.

Nature and culture, then, have co-existed in a complex dialectical relationship
throughout modern European history. In Australia, as a consequence, two opposite
attitudes to the land have prevailed since settlement:
On the one hand [has been] the belief that human beings will fulfil the
perfect ideal of which they are capable when they are removed from
the temptations and corruptions of civilisation and placed in an unspoilt,
natural world; on the other, the belief that civilisation is a restraint on
barbarity and improvement on nature; if it is removed, human beings
revert to savagery.47
Accordingly, representations of the Australian landscape have been subject to a set of

ambivalent attitudes ranging between attraction and repulsion, aspiration and anxiety.

The landscape becomes 'the projective screen for a persistent national neurosis deriving
from the fear and fascination of a preternatural continent'.48 According to Anthony J.
Hassall, Judith Wright 'crystallised both these hostile feelings towards the landscape, and
the Quiros-like dreams of a brave new world, in "Australia's Double Aspect", the classic

essay which introduces her Preoccupations in Australian Poetry (1965)'.49
This 'double aspect' has also been evident on the Australian stage. Dennis Carroll
observes that much of the early Australian drama especially is informed by this
ambivalence: 'In some of it, we find the attitude that the outback will reveal its secrets to
man, even nurture him, if he develops the skills and life rhythms in harmony with it. But

very often, too, the outback mesmerises man and brings about his defeat.'50 Indeed, in

some of the plays to be examined here, these two different functions of landscape are
manifested simultaneously. In Esson's The Drovers, for example, the death of Briglow
Bill is figured both as a tragic 'death by landscape' and as a liberation, an entry into an
imagined fertile version of the landscape which, in the play, is depicted as barren and

hostile. The specific functions of landscape in this play, and in the others to be discussed

in this thesis, will be introduced in the final section of this introduction. First, though, it

will be instructive to trace some of the historical and ideological forces which have given

rise to landscape as a presence in drama, and then to consider some of the ways in which
landscapes function as semic economies within the specific context of the stage.
Bruce Clunies Ross, pp.4-5.
48 Ross Gibson, Camera Natura', p.212.
49 Anthony J. Hassall, p.396. See Judith Wright, Preoccupations in Australian Poetry (Melbourne:
Oxford
University Press, 1966), pp.xi-xxii.
50 Dennis Carroll, Australian Contemporary Drama (rev. ed.) (Sydney: Currency Press, 1994), p.5.
47
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Stagescapes
Landscape is a system of signs, and as such, it carries with it the range of
problematics inherent in any form of representation. The real physical world, rendered as

landscape, is necessarily transformed by the very fact of being re-presented. In the
present context, however, a whole new set of problems and possibilities arises when

landscape is made the subject of theatrical representation. Theatre is one of the most

densely coded mediums of communication, since everything on the stage is taken to be a

sign. As Petr Bogatyrev, one of the first theorists to chart the elementary principles of

theatrical semiosis, argues: '[O]n the stage things that play the part of theatrical

signs ... acquire special features, qualities and attributes that they do not have in real life.'51

So a stage landscape, in theatrically re-encoding a signifying system which already

circulates within the wider culture, can be understood as a representation of a
representation. In these terms, the stage landscape is a specialised form of landscape text
intertextually related to those other landscape texts circulating within cultures more

generally. But because of the intricacy of meanings which stage signs are able to
generate, this intertextuality works in highly complex ways. The ideologies inscribed in

landscape in the broader culture are not simply reflected, but can also be refracted through

the 'prism' of theatrical representation, so that the stage landscape stands in a dialectical

relationship with those landscape texts which have wider cultural currency. Such

refraction occurs most obviously when non-realist stage signs self-reflexively draw
attention to themselves as signs, as will be discussed later in this section.

Theatrical discourse encompasses the full range of communicative media, or semiotic

codes, of theatrical representation: linguistic, kinesic, gestural, sartorial and so on. For the
purposes of this discussion, though, theatrical discourse can simply be divided into two
broad categories: spoken and seen. Thus in this context 'discourses of landscape' refers to

the ways in which landscape is represented through both spoken (dialogic) and staged

(visual) discourses, as well as to their interrelation.52 However, it is important to make
51 Petr Bogatyrev, 'Semiotics in the Folk Theatre', in Matejka
and Titunik, eds, Semiotics of Art: Prague
School Contributions (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1976), pp.35-36; cited in Keir Elam, The Semiotics of
Theatre and Drama (London: Routledge, 1980), p.7.
52 Michael Issacharoff characterises theatrical space according to a distinction between mimesis and
diegesis; that is, between imitative representation and description or narration: In the theater, mimetic space
is that which is made visible to an audience and represented on stage. Diegetic space, on the other hand, is
described, that is, referred to by the characters. In other words, mimetic space is transmitted directly, while
diegetic space is mediated through the discourse of characters, and thus communicated verbally and not
visually.' Michael Issacharoff, 'Space and Reference in Drama', Poetics Today, 2, 3 (1981), p.
215.
However, as Mark Gauntlett notes, the distinction is not always a useful one, since Issacharoff uses 'diegetic
space' to refer only to offstage, imaginatively constructed space. While the relationship between onstage
and offstage is an important consideration in some of the work here, spoken discourse is analysed for the
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clear that the readings offered here proceed almost exclusively on the evidence of the
printed texts of the plays, rather than of any particular productions of them. The analyses
of 'staged' or 'seen' discourses, then, are determined by what is indicated or implied in the
playtext concerning the appearance of things on the stage. The readings here are thus
based on what Keir Elam refers to as the 'dramatic text', a tangible written document, as
distinct from the 'performance text', which is generated by actors in a performance space.
A dramatic text is 'a linguistic transcription of a stage potentiality', and so is 'radically
conditioned by its performability'.53 And the particular ways in which dramatic texts
transcribe their stage potentialities are determined to a large extent by the dramaturgical
conventions to which they conform; playtexts are inscribed with the theatrical conventions
of the stage for which they were written. On one level, these conventions are reflected in
an individual work's form and style. The printed text of a realist play, for example,
characteristically provides much more detailed didascalia

-

extra-dialogic information

concerning set design, blocking, character histories and so on

-

than a non-realist text.

Whilst acknowledging the theoretical complexity surrounding the concepts of form and
style, I wish to introduce here a simple, general division between two formal types: realist
and non-realist. It must of course be acknowledged that there is a formal 'sub-type' of
realism called naturalism, which is distinguishable from realism according to specific
historical and ideological determinations. However, the arguments surrounding this
distinction cannot, and in fact need not, be engaged with here, so some broad
dramaturgical tendencies are indicated by the general term 'realism'.
Chapter One of the thesis comprises readings of three one-act realist works.
Chapters Two and Three each consider three plays as well, but these are full-length, nonrealist works. This broad formal division is a useful way of organising some of the
arguments offered here, but it should be made clear that these arguments are not structured
exclusively around formal considerations. The work is, for example, also organised
chronologically, moving from the early twentieth-century works of the first chapter to the
more recent plays in Chapters Two and Three. As noted above, there is also a general
movement from 'bush' plays to 'city' plays. The main point to be made in this regard is
that dramaturgical, thematic and historical considerations are interdependent. Theatrical
conventions do not simply emerge and evolve as if in a vacuum, but are historically and
culturally determined. Developments in society at large, such as technological advances,
and even changed attitudes towards 'reality' itself, directly influence the means of formal
representation across all forms of cultural production.
ways in which it works to define both seen and unseen (onstage and offstage) theatrical spaces. See Mark
Gauntlett, 'Playing on the Margins: Theatrical Space in Othello', Essays In Theatre/Etudes Théâtrales, 10, 1
(November 1991), pp.17-29.
53 Keir Elam, p.209. The phrase 'linguistic transcription of a stage potentiality' is quoted by Elam from
Paola Gulli Pugliatti, I segni latenti: Scrittura come virtualita in King Lear (Messina: D'Anna, 1976), p.18.
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The categories 'realist' and non-realist' as will be seen, are neither absolute nor

mutually exclusive. In the present context, though, the categorisation has particular

resonances, given the historical predominance, particularly in the twentieth century, of

realist dramaturgy on the Australian stage. Some of the observations concerning realist

landscapes made in Chapter One, then, have a broader application in relation to Australian

stage realism more generally. This present discussion will go on to consider some

characteristics of, and differences between, realist and non-realist modes of signification.
First, though, it will be useful to offer a broad historical account of the development of

realism as a theatrical form, in order to consider the particular implications of this

development for landscape representation in realist drama. Of particular interest in this
regard is the emergence, during the seventeenth century, of landscape as a presence

distinct from, and 'background' to, an interior domestic world which is frequently made
the site for an exploration of the individual human consciousness.

Fundamental changes in European social relations after the Middle Ages precipitated

equally fundamental changes in theatrical representation. Arnold Hauser, in 'The Origins

of Domestic Drama', describes how the 'new' European drama of the seventeenth century

reflected the interests of the emerging bourgeois classes.54 In reaction against the
dominance of aristocratic neo-classical tragedy, the drama of the revolutionary
bourgeoisie took on a new domestic focus, which came to express a nascent bourgeois
class consciousness. One of the distinguishing features of the new form was its
individuation of character. Central characters, who had conventionally been constructed

as the emblematic, noble types of tragedy, tended less often to be drawn as princes and
kings, but became instead 'ordinary' people. Middle class dramatists compensated for the

loss of a protagonist's high social standing by deepening and enriching character,
providing it with psychological motivation. Accordingly, the entire drama's perspective

shifted to one which renders the world from the point of view of the individual, conceived
as the final indissoluble unit in the universe.
The emergence of bourgeois drama, together with its concomitant individuation of

character, is important in this context for the extent to which it underpins the development
of realist dramaturgy. Stage realism, both as an ideological impulse and as a set of formal

techniques, has its origins in those generalised historical tendencies identified by Hauser,
and others, as bourgeois domestic drama.55 Georg Lukacs characterises these tendencies

of the 'new' drama emerging in the seventeenth century as bourgeois, historicist and,
54 Arnold Hauser, 'The Origins of Domestic Drama', reproduced in Eric Bentley, ed., The Theory of the
Modern Stage: An Introduction to Modern Theatre and Drama (rev. ed.) (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1976),
pp.403-419.
55 As Raymond Williams insists, however, it is important
to avoid the diagnosis of realism as simply and
epochally bourgeois; its essential characteristics were at once shared and taken further by the new
opponents of the bourgeoisie, the working class and socialist movements. See Raymond Williams,
'Realism, Naturalism and their Alternatives, Cinetracts, 1,3 (1977-78), p.3.
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importantly, individualist: 'The new drama is.. .the drama of individualism, and that with a

force, an intensity and an exclusiveness no other drama ever had.156 And Darko Suvin is
explicit in identifying bourgeois individualist drama with the conventions of realism:
[Individualist, illusionistic] dramaturgy's basic convention is that it...
directly reproduces, mirrors, or 'gives us' the empirical societal world
which is its exclusive subject matter .... This is a departure from most (or all?)
previous dramaturgic models throughout history which were basically
analogical.57
Bourgeois drama, then, is individualistic and illusionistic. It cherishes the illusion
that it is able directly to reproduce the objective world.58 Clearly, as is shown more fully
below, the illusionistic impulse has important ramifications for the ways in which the
physical world is to be depicted, especially when it comes to representing landscapes in

detail and on a large scale. But bourgeois drama's individuation of character also has
crucial implications for the theatrical representation of landscape. Suvin, on the one hand,
sees this individuation as engendering a conception of the individual as separate from the
environment; the type of reality which is therefore external to the subject who perceives it
is simultaneously the subject matter of individualism and its world view.59 Hauser, on the
other hand, claims that bourgeois drama shows character as a part and function of the
environment, so that rather than controlling concrete reality (as in classical tragedy),
character is in fact controlled and absorbed by it.60 Whereas these two formulations
56 See Georg Lukacs, The Sociology of Modern Drama', reproduced in Eric Bentley, pp.425-450. The
quotation here appears on p.430.
57 Darko Suvin, To Brecht and Beyond (Sussex: The Harvester Press, 1984),
pp.5-6. Suvin goes on to
describe such drama, still the dominant paradigm in Western theatre, as an unburied corpse that menaces us
with a universal epidemic', p.7.
58 These tendencies towards realist representation emerged for 'historically clear but still very strange
reasons (Darko Suvin, p.5). That is, as suggested earlier, changes in modes of formal representation do not
simply occur arbitrarily, but are socially determined, and hence reflect and participate in ideologies. One of
the ideological foundations of this desire for exact reproduction, according to Hauser, is that dramatists such
as Diderot and Lessing in the eighteenth century believed that the faithful reproduction of facts would lead
automatically to the dissolution of social prejudices and the abolition of injustice. Diderot, writing in the
mid-eighteenth century, called for 'exactness in the description of the milieu and fidelity to nature in the
scenery (See Arnold Hauser, p.408). He was one of the first dramatists to hint at the notions of fourth wall
'exclusion of the audience and the concealment of the fictitious nature of the representation. In this,
Diderot anticipates by about a century the demands made of the stage by the champions of the Free Theatre
movement writers such as Brahm, Antoine, Zola and Strindberg. Instances of realist dramaturgy are
certainly in evidence prior to the emergence of the bourgeois drama; however, the crucial moment is the
development of realism as an integrated form, which must be distinguished from earlier realistic scenes,
episodes and insertions. Williams locates this moment in the eighteenth century, during which time
bourgeois drama made three decisive innovations: contemporary settings; secularity; and social
inclusiveness, encompassing the lives of all people, not only princes. (See Raymond Williams, 'Realism,
Naturalism', p.3).
59 Darko Suvin, p.23.
60 Arnold Hauser, p.409.
-

[I

appear to contradict each other, they ultimately identify the same thing: that is, the

isolation of the individual from the environment, allowing in turn the perception of

character as determined by environment. She or he is at once, therefore, separate from

and a part of the environment. This accords with Lukacs' observation that in bourgeois
drama 'the concept of the external world grows more relative than ever', so that
distinctions between environment and individual are blurred.61

The realist individuation of character thus had important implications for the ways in

which the physical world was to be represented. Amongst the most significant of these

was the emergence of landscape as background to a drama enacted by individual human

subjects located within an interior setting. According to the conventions of the realist
'room play', individual subjects are located 'in here', while nature, and the determining
world of conditions, are 'out there' somewhere:

Nature became, by and large, a 'setting for action', its backdrop; it was
turned into landscape, it was fragmented into metaphors and comparisons
serving to sublimate individual and private affairs and adventures not
connected in any real way with nature itself.62
Thus it is important to make clear that the external environment, as background to the
realist domestic interior, is not simply geographical, but very often has a socio-historical

character as well. That is, in accordance with that nineteenth-century impulse
conventionally identified as Naturalism (but which in this context can be understood as a
realist tendency), it becomes impossible to understand character and action unless the full

physical and social environment which shapes them is directly presented

-

indeed, as a

kind of character and action in itself.63 Thus the realist stage landscape often comes to

stand for, or to embody, the societal world of history and conditions. As such, the

background acquires a range of values and becomes a determining presence, influencing

events by virtue of both naturalistic and metaphysical agency. Understood by Suvin to be
the defining formal device of individualist dramaturgy, background becomes the sign of

the moral and political character of the societal world. The 'apparently neutral, formal

category ['background'] in fact defines the historical limitation, the ideological and finally

political nature of practically all individualist drama' from the eighteenth century to the

present.64

61 Georg Lukacs, p427.
62 Mikhail Bakhtin, The Dialogic Imagination (ed. M. Hoiquist) (Austin: University of Texas Press,
1981), p.217.
63 See Raymond Williams, Realism, Naturalism', p.2.
64 Darko Suvin, p.28.
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In analysing the relationship between the domestic interior and the external landscape

in realist drama, it is worth considering the extent to which realism constructs the

relationship between individuals and the world, between consciousness and history, as a

dynamic one. For realism's dominant tendency is to show humans as determined by, but

not determining, their environment. In this way, realist dramaturgy often implicitly

endorses the view that human subjectivity, and social relations in general, are given, fixed

and natural even in plays which overtly endorse social change. However, as will be seen
-

with regard to the plays discussed in Chapter One, the external environment

-

the

landscape can also be shaped by the individual consciousness. Bill Dunstone, discussing
-

the early Australian realist drama Brumby Innes, makes this important point:

[There are] subliminal structures in which the environment is a metaphor
for the psyche rather than a determinant of it. Rather than character
simply receiving the influences of the environment, psychological processes
which originate in the subject are unconsciously displaced outwards

into metaphors of place. In this sense, the characters impose their own

subjective realities on the landscape.65

Dunstone's observations can be applied, to varying degrees, to the three plays examined in

Chapter One. Their chief significance here is that they identify a mutually determining,
dynamic interrelation between 'in here' and 'out there', so that individuals and landscape

can each be understood to influence the ways in which the other is perceived and
rendered.

Thus far, the focus of this discussion has been on realist dramaturgy. However, this

thesis as a whole is interested in reading landscapes which are constructed within a variety

of dramatic forms and styles. Accordingly, it is important to consider, briefly, some
aspects of both realist and non-realist modes of signification. (Again it has to be

acknowledged that the modes and processes of theatrical signification constitute a

densely-theorised area, especially with regard to semiotic theory, and that this discussion
need engage with this theory in only a fairly limited way.) The general distinction

between these two broad categories is that realist signs tend to function 'transparently',

whilst non-realist signs tend towards various types of self-reflexive 'opacity'. That is, the
65 Bill Dunstone, Another Planet': Landscape as Metaphor in Western Australian Theatre, in Bennett
and Hay, eds, European Relations: Essays for Helen Watson-Williams (Perth: Centre for Studies in
Australian Literature, University of Western Australia, 1985), p.75. In Dunstone's terms, the inner world of
consciousness has an impact on the external world of action, and as such, touches on notions of 'the
landscape of the mind'. In Australia, this is a concept commonly associated particularly with the works of
Patrick White, whose literary as well as dramatic landscapes are 'a projection of, and an interpretation of,
his characters' spiritual quality. See Katharine Brisbane, 'Australian Drama, in Geoffrey Dutton, ed., The
Literature of Australia (rev. ed.) (Ringwood: Penguin 1982), p.269.

realist stage sign, whether it be a tangible object or a word-sign, conventionally occludes

its own status as a sign, referring beyond itself and the stage to a real possible world
which is suggested by the drama. Such signs are not, then, primarily meaning-objects in

themselves, but substitutes for the real-world objects and concepts to which they refer.66

Conversely, non-realist signs (that is anything which does not imply a direct likeness, or

iconic resemblance, to a real-world referent) are able to draw attention to themselves as

theatrical 'sign-vehicles', whilst also referring to an extra-sign reality.

Realistic or illusionistic dramatic representation, therefore, severely limits the

'mobility' or flexibility of the sign-relationship.67 Certainly, the realist sign can be over-

determined by a range of possible meanings, including symbolic meanings, and is thus
able to signify beyond the purely denotative level. However, in constructing the illusion

of a real possible world beyond the stage, the realist sign relies upon being overlooked, as
it were, as a signifying object; as a consequence, the conventions of realist representation

tend to fix and delimit the ways in which the world can be depicted, and therefore in

which it can be read. Non-illusionistic representation, on the other hand, enables greater

flexibility in the semic potential of its signs, since the non-realist sign has a greater
capacity to transform, fracture or multiply the meanings it generates.

None of this is to suggest that a stylised, minimalist, or otherwise non-realist stage

landscape must necessarily 'mean' more than a landscape which is rendered iconically. It

is simply to make the point that landscapes are constructed and function differently

according to the stylistic conventions to which they conform. Thus the distinction here
between realist and non-realist forms of signification not only allows, but ultimately

compels, the use of different strategies for the readings of landscape in this thesis. In the

first instance, the forms of the playtexts are different, and render their information in

different ways. The realist plays in Chapter One, for example, provide to a much greater
degree than the plays discussed in the other two chapters detailed and specific directions
which require a specific type of staging. In the fashion of most realist dramas, the Chapter
One playtexts all begin with a detailed description of the scene; and in all three works,
-

-

significantly, this setting remains the sole location for the duration of the play. Each of

these works calls for a mimetic representation of location, ranging from a domestic
66 Such signs 'do not attract attention to themselves but direct it to
an extra-sign reality .... Husserl spoke
about the transparency of any semantic object (sign) including sounds and graphic signs. In particular,
paintings can also be considered as semantically transparent signs: what one perceives is not the physical or
material side of the picture but the world to which the author has given symbolic expression in the painting.
As I have argued, though, this is true mainly in relation to the realist (iconic) sign. See R. Zuber, Sign
Transparency and Performatives', in Chatman, Eco and Klinkenberg, eds, A Semiotic Landscape:
Proceedings of the First Congress of the International Association for Semiotic Studies, Milan, June 1974
(The Hague: Mouton Publishers, 1974), p. 576.
67 The mobility of the stage sign is described thus by Keir Elam: 'What has been termed the "generative
capacity" of the theatrical sign the extraordinary economy of communicational means ... is enhanced by a
quality variously characterized by the Prague structuralists as its mobility, dynamism or transformability.'
See Keir Elam, p.12.
-
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interior (in At Dusk) to an open plains landscape (in The Drovers). Realist description of
this type functions as a relatively objective record from which locations can, imaginatively
and practically, be reconstructed. It is relatively easy, then, for a reader to conjure a
mental image of the location which, in general terms at least, accords with that envisaged
by both the playwright and other readers. The later playtexts explored in the thesis, by
contrast, provide far less scenic detail, and where such information is provided, it is to
suggest rather than explicitly to describe a variety of stylised, self-reflexively
theatricalised locations. This, it should be stressed, is a tendency discernible in these
plays as a broad grouping, and the discussions in the main body of the thesis will deal
more precisely with individual cases.
In general terms, though, and to borrow here from a distinction articulated by Roland
Barthes, the realist works in Chapter One can be characterised as 'readerly' rather than
'writerly' texts.68 In occluding its processes of signification, and referring as if
transparently to a real possible world beyond the stage, the realist text can be understood
as readerly or lisible

-

by which Barthes means a text 'easily' decoded, and which

constructs for the reader the relatively passive subject position of receiver, rather than
producer, of meanings. Non-realist texts, conversely, which do not attempt a mimetic or
iconic rendering of the world, are more writerly or scriptible. By referring to their own
signs as units in a signifying economy, and not directly to a real world beyond the stage,
non-illusionistic texts mediate in and problematise the audience's experience, inviting an
active engagement with the text's production of meanings, which are thus 'written' even as
they are being 'read'. There are important implications arising from this in terms of a
theatrical text's political dimension, implications perhaps most conventionally associated
with the general concerns of 'Brechtian' theatre:
[Brecht] insisted that the theatre use its 'artificiality' to explore the realms
of the social, that it be aware of its power to represent our images of
historical existence, and that it expose its own apparatus, its own production
of time and space.69
By foregrounding its own processes of signification, then, Brechtian drama seeks to
engage its audience as active participants in an exchange, as producers of meanings. In so
68 This distinction between 'readerly' and 'writerly' texts appears in Roland Barthes, S/Z (trans. R. Miller)
(New York: Hill and Wang, 1975). The notion is paraphrased by Raman Selden thus: 'A realistic novel
offers a "closed" text with a limited meaning. Other texts encourage the reader to produce meanings... .The
first type of text allows the reader only to be a consumer of a fixed meaning, while the second turns the
reader into a producer. The first type of text is called "readerly' (lisible), the second "writerly" (scriptible).
The first is made to be read (consumed), the second to be written (produced).' See Raman Selden, A
Reader's Guide To Contemporary Literary Theory (Sussex: The Harvester Press, 1985), p.76.
69 Sarah Bryant-Bertail, 'Space/Time as Historical Sign: Essay on La Célestine, in Memory of Antoine
Vitez', Journal of Dramatic Theory and Criticism, 5, 2 (Spring 1991), p.105.

22

doing, audiences are made aware of their own capacity to interact with to shape and to
change history and culture.
-

-

One final set of observations needs to be made with regard to the matter of reading
and writing in the works discussed in this thesis. Thus far, this part of the discussion has
considered these processes in terms of audiences' responses to theatrical sign systems.
The central point has been that the realist works tend to position their audiences as
readers, and therefore as relatively passive receivers of meanings; the non-realist works,

on the other hand, in foregrounding and pluralising their processes of signification, allow
greater scope for audiences actively to produce their own meanings. However, a different
point also has to be made with regard to the reading and writing of landscapes in these
plays. For discernible within all the works considered here are various processes of

reading and writing of landscape by the plays' characters themselves. That is, within both

the realist and non-realist works, characters can be understood to receive (to read) the
landscapes they encounter; they see meanings in landscape which prompt a variety of

responses. Of more significance, though, is that these responses commonly take the form
of an active transformation of the landscape by characters, who can thus be understood as
the writers of new landscapes. By re-writing the physical world according to their own

cultural conditioning, and their own systems of belief and knowledge (through clearing
land, for example, or building houses), characters become active producers of meanings,

and in some cases, destroyers of old meanings. These manifestations of written

landscapes, whilst being most closely examined in Chapter Two, are evident to varying
degrees in all the plays examined in the thesis. The implications of the notions of reading

and writing for the larger project of this thesis will be made clearer with specific reference
to the plays themselves.

The Plays
One of the key preoccupations in Australian drama is the presence and agency of

landscape. In a broad overview of nearly two hundred years of Australian drama,

Katharine Brisbane identifies 'the tyrannous landscape' as the source of Australians'

'national romantic paranoia'. Brisbane contends that up until Patrick White's exploration
of the 'country of the mind' in his early dramatic works, 'our playwrights had diagnosed
the Australian landscape as the root cause of our spiritual isolation'.70 Certainly it can be

shown that Australian playwrights have been, and continue to be, remarkably attracted by

the theatrical potentials of both urban and rural landscapes, physical spaces understood as

primary determinants of Australians' psychic and cultural experience.

70 Katharine Brisbane, p.289 and p.269. According to Brisbane, the single exception to this preoccupation
amongst dramatists with landscape as the source of Australians' 'spiritual isolation' was Sydney Tomholt.
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However, critical responses to Australian drama have typically been constrained by a
somewhat limited and limiting conception of landscape's potency as a theatrical presence,
accountable in part by a disproportionate focus on interpersonal relationships:
Although the ideological functions of nature ... have been widely
discussed in reference to fiction and poetry, and, more latterly, film,
analyses of our drama have tended to subordinate landscape to other
thematic and generic concerns or to read it merely as a scenic device
which at best heightens narrative emplotment and at worst recedes as
a naturalised backdrop for signal events.7'
The arguments in this thesis will establish that landscape figures far more substantially in
Australian drama than simply as a 'naturalised backdrop'; indeed, it is a common concern
with the relationship between landscape and character which might be identified as one of
the few enduring hallmarks of Australian writing for the stage.
As well as the introduction and conclusion, this thesis consists of three chapters, each
of which comprises discussions of three works. Discussions of individual works within
chapters are referred to as 'essays'. Common to all the essays is a concern with the plays'
discursive constructions of landscape, with the ways in which dramatic landscapes are
textualised so as to function as meaning-systems. However, each chapter is also informed
by its own internal logic, according to which particular relationships historical, formal
and thematic are identified amongst the plays. To some degree, the works considered
-

-

here are intended to represent larger Australian dramatic types and concerns, and
observations from particular essays and chapters can certainly be extrapolated and applied
to other plays not considered here. However, the 'internal dynamics' within individual
chapters are quite specific, and the scope for drawing general conclusions about the nature
of landscape representation on the Australian stage on the evidence of the work presented
here is necessarily limited. It should also be reiterated that the readings in this thesis are
not based on productions, but solely on the printed text of each play, which is in all cases
a published script, except for Dorothy Hewett's unpublished work The Fields of Heaven,
discussed in Chapter Two.
The three plays examined in Chapter One are At Dusk by Millicent Armstrong;
Pioneers by Katherine Susannah Prichard; and The Drovers by Louis Esson. These are all
realist one-act works of the early twentieth century. Each belongs to the 'bush drama'
tradition which flourished in the first half of this century, and whose characteristic
concern was with the physical rigours imposed on struggling landholders by an
71 Helen Gilbert, 'Ghosts in a Landscape: Louis Nowras Inside the Island and Janis Balodis' Too Young
For Ghosts', Southern Review, 27, 4 (December 1994), p.432.
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unforgiving bush environment. In broad terms, then, the three works discussed in Chapter
One can be understood to stand for the bush drama genre as a whole.72
The realist 'bush play' remained a dominant type of locally produced drama
throughout the early twentieth century until a generalised urban consciousness, as well as
other theatrical styles, became more influential from about the 1950s. Realism has 'served
Australian playwrights well', according to John McCallum, 'producing ... the strong short
works of Louis Esson, the great bush dramas of the thirties and forties, and the urban
dramas of the fifties'.73 Yet even though Australian realism has accommodated both
urban and rural settings and concerns, the bush plays have been somewhat privileged in
theatre histories. Moreover, the realist bush dramas perpetuated a romantic privileging of
'the bush' at the expense of 'the city', a traditional dialectic in Australian popular culture
which has been evident throughout the nation's history. However, as will be argued
below, the inclusion of the three 'urban plays' discussed in Chapter Three of this thesis is
virtually obligatory, given the significance with which urban landscapes

-

cityscapes

-

have been invested in Australian drama.
One of the abiding difficulties for dramatists in Australia has been the problem of
staging the Australian landscape whilst conforming to the conventions of realist
dramaturgy. Peter Fitzpatrick has remarked upon this problem through reference to a
scene from David Williamson's 1987 play Emerald City. Sleazy entrepreneur Mike
McCord, convinced that Australian investors must embrace a new internationalism,
exhorts the merchant banker Malcolm to 'stuff the gumnut clique' of parochial nationalists.
Fitzpatrick suggests:
In one sense the 'gumnut clique' was 'stuffed' from the beginning on the
stage; the rich evocations of the outback, and the archetypal conflicts of fire,
flood and famine which could fill the wide screen, proved resistant to the
naturalistic conventions and proscenium stages which constituted the
dominant dramatic tradition.74
Whilst there is no single scenic type to which all realist (or naturalistic) plays conform,
there are conventions for depicting objects and spaces which are characteristic of realism,
and one of the standard conventions of the form is to situate action within a built interior

-

in other words, within a room. Accordingly, playwrights interested in exploring the
72 There exist hundreds of early Australian bush dramas, many of which were never published. However,
many can be found in various special collections, most notably the Campbell Howard Collection of
Australian Plays in Manuscript, held in the Dixson Library, University of New England, Armidale, New
South Wales; and the Hanger Collection, held in the Fryer Library, University of Queensland.
John McCallum, Buzo (North Ryde: Methuen, 1987), p.13.
74 Peter Fitzpatrick, 'Views of the Harbour: The Empty City in Contemporary Australian Drama', in Anna
Rutherford, ed., Populous Places.' Australian Cities and Towns (Sydney: Dangaroo Press, 1992), pp.48-49.
'
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relationship between landscape and the individuals situated within a realist room are
compelled to adopt certain strategies for conveying the impact of landscape without
necessarily showing it directly, and it is an aim of this thesis to explore some of the
implications of such strategies. Clearly, in bush plays such as At Dusk and Pioneers
which invest so much in the influence of landscape, the room convention imposes
substantial restrictions. In fact, as John McCallum has remarked, tensions between an
interior domestic setting and the vast Australian landscape became one of the
distinguishing features of the outback drama genre. In these plays:

• .

.individuals increasingly retreated into the bleak, rough, pathetically

decorated corrugated iron shacks which have become the chief scenic
stereotype of the genre. In these settings the land is represented by the
red glow projected on the cyclorama through the upstage centre door....
A perennial problem in Australian realism is that the land is too important
and too vast a protagonist to be adequately represented in this way.

'

The interior settings in both At Dusk and Pioneers are specified as timber, rather than
corrugated iron; and the landscape in Armstrong's play is described but never seen, whilst
in Prichard's play it is rendered iconically, presumably on a painted canvas, rather than as
an impressionistic 'red glow'. Nevertheless, McCallum's remarks are important in
identifying the inside/outside structural logic in both these works.
As well as its focus on the implications of the 'room' convention for representations
of landscape, the first chapter is concerned to examine other types of realist scenography.
The three plays in Chapter One are especially interesting as a group because they
demonstrate between them three of the basic scenic types enabled by realism: a wholly
enclosed domestic interior (as in At Dusk); a domestic interior opening out to views of
landscape through windows and doors (as in Pioneers); and a wholly exterior setting (as
in The Drovers). As a result of its concentration on realist works, Chapter One is more
fully focused on issues of staging than the subsequent chapters. This is because stage
directions and scene descriptions are typically much more detailed and specific in realist
dramatic texts, and so provide more solid foundations from which to make observations
about the appearances of the plays. The CURTAIN direction at the end of each of the
Chapter One plays, for example, implies production on a proscenium arch stage. It will
become clear that this has important consequences for the arguments in Chapter One,
especially as the proscenium arch's framing of action in The Drovers is likened to the
John McCallum, "Something with a cow in it": Louis Esson's imported nationalism', in Australian
Drama 1920-1955: Papers presented to a Conference at the Universiiy of New England, Armidale,
September 1-4, 1986 (Armidale: Department of Continuing Education, University of New England, 1986),
p.50.
'
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framing of a painting. This point is elaborated in the chapter itself, but it can briefly be
observed here that the essays on both Pioneers and The Drovers draw comparisons
between aspects of the plays in performance and framed paintings. Each essay is
informed, for example, by the idea that landscape, whether in the physical environment,
or in the form of a painting, does not exist without an observer':
Although the land exists, the scape is a projection of human consciousness,
an image received. Mentally or physically, we frame the view, and our
appreciation depends on our frame of mind. At one time, in the confident
late eighteenth century, we felt quite able to categorize landscapes as
picturesque, beautiful or sublime.... [T]he word picturesque, as applied
to landscapes, meant literally 'like a picture', that is, well-composed.76
While these ideas concerning framing do not directly inform the discussion of At Dusk, it
is argued in that essay that the play's action is contained by the domestic interior. The
effects of this are in some senses analogous to the ways in which both paintings and 'stage
pictures' are contained within their respective frames.
Some introductory observations can now be made with more specific reference to
each of the plays examined in this thesis. The first essay discusses Millicent Armstrong's
At Dusk, a 'bush gothic' published in William Moore and T. Inglis Moore's 1937
anthology Best Australian One-Act Plays. Although Armstrong is not as well-known
today as some of her contemporaries (such as Louis Esson, Vance Palmer, Katharine
Susannah Prichard, George Landen Dann, Dymphna Cusack and Betty Roland), she was
nevertheless a distinguished playwright in her time, and was particularly adept at the oneact form. Her unpublished play Fire won the Daily Telegraph Drama Competition in
1923, and in 1934, Drought won the international Rupert Brooke One-Act Play
Competition. Armstrong had a selection of Plays in one act published in 1958,
comprising Thomas, Penny Dreadful and Drought.77 Having returned to Australia after
World War One, during which she served in France as a nurse, Armstrong was granted a
farm under the Returned Soldiers' Settlement Scheme; Rees speculates that here she may
have suffered the hardships that went into one-acters like Fire and Drought.
Set inside an isolated bush homestead around the turn of this century, At Dusk is a
ghost story. As with other works by Armstrong, landscape figures here as a powerful
76 J. Douglas Porteous, p.4. Ross Gibson makes the related point that nineteenth-century painting 'served
to locate the viewer in a situation where s/he could feel scopic control over an entire scene rendered
completely comprehensible and consumable for the individual who, in bourgeois ideology, was necessarily
the centre of the universe. See Ross Gibson, 'Camera Natura', p.218.
77 M. S. Armstrong, Plays in one act (Sydney: Edwards and Shaw, 1958). Leslie Rees dismisses Drought
as a 'slim piece about the land' (see Rees, p.207), but it was popular in England where it received many
productions.
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determining presence, a threatening force encircling the domestic interior. But while the
brooding bush landscape is rendered as an active force, its agency is accounted for in
metaphysical rather than naturalistic terms, to the extent that it can be understood as
'personified' in the ghost-figure of Coglan, around whom the plot revolves but who
remains unseen throughout. Both Coglan and the landscape, then, separate manifestations
of the same dark power, are constructed entirely as offstage presences, their nature
mediated by the discourse of the characters. By rendering them less knowable and more
mysterious, this very invisibility heightens the threat they pose.
The bush landscape in At Dusk is a centrally important presence, but the play is set
entirely indoors. No views are provided onto the external world which is described in
considerable detail but never seen. Yet while the onstage action is confined within the
physical structure of the room, there is an impulse discernible in the play to explore the
world beyond; certainly action is directed outwards, whilst also being motivated for the
most part from outside the room. There emerges, therefore, a dialectical tension between
the domestic interior and the wider external world which both contains and invades the
house. The physical division between 'in here' and 'out there' comes to stand for a more
generalised tension between individual human consciousness (whose site is the room) and
the external world of history and action (embodied in the landscape and the wraith-like
figure of Coglan). And as the essay on At Dusk contends, this structural opposition can be
understood as a matter of ideological conflict, a polarisation of consciousness and
conditions. A similar tension informs the structural dynamic in Katharine Susannah
Prichard's Pioneers
Written in 1919, Pioneers is based on an episode from Prichard's novel The Pioneers,
which won the Colonial Section of the prestigious Hodder and Stoughton novel
competition in 1915. In its evocation of two mid-nineteenth-century settlers hewing an
existence from the Gippsland wilderness, the play engages the political thematics
characteristic of many of Prichard's seventeen plays. Although Prichard did not ever see it
staged, Pioneers was produced by the Pioneer Players in 1923. At least this occurred
during the playwright's lifetime; her best-regarded play Brumby Innes was not staged until
1972, forty-five years after it was written and three years after the Prichard's death.78
Like At Dusk, Pioneers is set indoors. Unlike the bush homestead in Armstrong's
play, though, the rough timber hut in this play opens out to views of the surrounding
landscape through windows and doors. The exploration of the external landscape, then, is
given scenic as well as dialogic expression, and the exterior world is actualised onstage
(even if only as a painted backdrop). Framed by window and door are views extending
from the newly-cleared land surrounding the hut to the pristine forest beyond. And for the
78 Brumby Innes was staged by the Australian Performing Group in association with the Aboriginal
Nindethana Theatre in 1972; this production was subsequently filmed for television.
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pioneers, this image of the 'conquest' of wilderness and the creation of productive
farmland is both picturesque and comforting: Early arrivals here came with an image in
their heads of what a real landscape should be. One, that is, that had been redeemed from
wildness by the efforts of man. It should be cleared, fenced, ploughed, made fruitful or
recreated in the artful wilderness of a park.'79 By being transformed from wilderness into
a productive landscape, and by being 'framed' within the characters' discourse, the
environment is not only commodified, but becomes a visible expression of the cultural
tradition represented by the pioneers.80
There is in the play a mutually determining dynamic between interior and exterior
worlds, between character and landscape. That is, the pioneers are shown transforming
(and in effect creating) the world beyond their hut; at the same time, the protagonist Mary
is subject to the powerful determinations of the environment, which is depicted as an
autonomous living entity, seemingly able to 'sense' Mary and condition her state of mind.
Her relationship to the bush, therefore, is much more ambivalent than that of her husband,
since she is acutely conscious of the power of the surrounding landscape's 'life-force'.
And this recognition of the landscape's power is ironically underscored in the play by
Mary's humane sympathy for two escaped convicts. For just as she understands the
natural order of the bush, so she recognises natural, as opposed to strictly legal, justice,
and she understands the barbarity of the man-made prison system of which she herself
was once a captive. Accordingly, she helps the two convicts, who escape into the
wilderness.
That Pioneers was ever staged is attributable largely to Prichard's friends Louis and
Hilda Esson, the driving forces behind the Pioneer Players. It is arguably with Esson's
own one-act plays that the 'birth of modern Australian drama occurred'.8' Certainly the
Pioneer Players was the first company to devote itself exclusively to the presentation of
new Australian drama, and despite its limited successes and relatively brief life, the
company's importance as a ground-breaking theatrical enterprise is widely acknowledged.
Esson himself wrote plays some with urban settings and sensibilities, others set in the
-

bush82 and encouraged other dramatists throughout his adult life. Yet it is the relatively
-

early The Drovers which many regard to be Esson's finest achievement, and even to be the
79 David Malouf, p.29.

80 One of the tenets of this tradition, and one which is explored in the play, is described thus by Hegel:
'Man (sic) realizes himself through practical activity, since he has the impulse to express himself, and so
again to recognize himself, in things that are at first represented to himself as externally existent. He attains
this by altering external things [landscaping] and impressing on them the stamp of his own inner nature, so
that he rediscovers his own character in them.' See G. W. F. Hegel in E. F. Carritt, ed., Philosophies of
Beauty (Oxford: Clarendon, 1931), pp.16'-'62.
81 Dennis Carroll, p.3.
82 Of Esson's 'urban plays', The Ti,,ie Is Not Yet Ripe (1912) and The Bride of Gospel Place (1924) are
representative; Dead Timber (1911) and Mother and Son (1921), as well as The Drovers, represent the
outback plays.
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first important play in modern Australian drama.83 It is, in Leslie Rees' opinion, a 'tragedy
of the stock route ... nearly perfect in point of dramatic irony, swift characterisation, clear
and definitely visualised background and lifelike dialogue'.84 T. Inglis Moore considered
The Drovers to have 'captured the very spirit of the outback life... .It has the bush flavour
of a pannikin of billy tea.'85
In contrast to Pioneers and At Dusk, Esson's play is set outdoors, on the edge of the
Northern Territory's Barklay Tableland. Thus The Drovers presents the outback
landscape directly, unmediated by windows or doors. Nevertheless, this drama is also
framed in performance not by the structures of a domestic interior, but by the stage itself.
-

Within the proscenium arch, the characters come gently to life, enacting their story with
the quiet solemnity and understatement which are the play's dominant tones. In this
context, the play in performance is comparable to a painting within its frame, as it relies
for much of its effect on the visual impression created by the stage picture as a whole.
And the picturesque image which is captured is more than a simple portrait of life on the
stock route; rather, it is a typified expression of a romantic, heroic ideal, a paradigm for
the kind of myth-as-History on which 'Australianness' has largely been invented. Thus
there is an examination in the essay of the ways in which the theatrical world of
performance frames the dramatic world of the play.
In the playtext of The Drovers there is actually a (con)fusion of the real world of
performance with the fictional world of the drovers. Indeed, it is one particular stage
direction, given towards the end of the play, from which the title of this thesis is taken:
'The drovers have disappeared on their journey across the long, dry stage.' As is argued in
more detail in the essay itself, the conflation here of the real and the fictional serves as a
metaphor for the fictionalising impulses characteristic of dominant (imperial) modes of
historiography. In a larger sense, the conceptual 'space' in which fictional dramatic
landscapes converge with actual conditions of performance, and with the material
conditions of culture, is also the space explored in this project.
In Chapter One, and specifically in the essay on Pioneers, the notion of 'writing' the
landscape is introduced; this idea is investigated more substantially in Chapter Two.
Indeed, the writing of landscape by characters is a principal concern in the second chapter,
and one which informs, and so links, each of the essays. More particularly, the idea is
examined in relation to instances of writing by outsider or invader figures. Each of the
Chapter Two plays explores an encounter between the Australian landscape and a
'foreigner' albeit 'foreigner' in a broad and unconventional sense at times. (Indeed the
very concept 'foreigner' is problematised in this chapter.) In the plays, outsiders are
-

83 Dennis Carroll, p.18.
84 Leslie Rees, A History of Australian Drama, I (Sydney: Angus and Robertson, 1978), p.134.
85 T. Inglis Moore, 'Introduction' to Moore and Moore, eds, Best Australian One-Act Plays (Sydney:
Angus and Robertson, 1937), p.xiii.
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shown engaged in various processes of writing, textualising the landscape in ways which
inscribe it with imposed because imported ideologies. The three plays examined in the
second chapter are Dorothy Hewett's The Fields of Heaven; Janis Balodis' Too Young For
-

-

Ghosts; and Inside the Island by Louis Nowra. These works were written within five
years of each other, in the early 1980s. As suggested above, these plays, like the plays in
the third chapter, can all be considered non-realist; the essays in Chapters Two and Three,
as a result, are focused on the hypothetical, negotiable, multivalent landscapes suggested
by the playtexts rather than on specific issues of staging.
The Fields of Heaven remains unpublished. The play was given its premiere
production at the Festival of Perth in 1982, and was subsequently staged (in a revised
version) by the Sydney Theatre Company early in 1983. The fact that neither production
was, in general, reviewed favourably might have disappointed those involved, but it
would probably have come as no great surprise to Hewett herself, whose plays have been
subjected to severe critical judgements throughout her career: '[T]here has been a
tendency to assume that because much of her work is based on personal experience, it is at
best idiosyncratic and at worst a form of self-display or personal therapy.'86 Nevertheless,
Hewett is recognised as one of Australia's foremost playwrights, and she has had
considerable successes, most notably with The Chapel Perilous (1972) and The Man
From Mukinupin (1979).87 Her plays are theatrically innovative, and many are
characterised by a romantic concern with the relationship between 'human sexuality, the
natural world and the transforming potential of the imagination'.88
In The Fields of Heaven, this relationship is explored more explicitly perhaps than in
any of Hewett's other work. One of the central figurative devices employed in the play is
that in which parallels are established between humans and the physical world;
specifically, the landscape and the play's heroine Louisa Barrow function simultaneously
as metaphors for one another. As a result, a set of resonances is generated between the
woman and the land, and both are constructed through reference to the rapacious 'alien'
Rome Bodera. The play thus interrogates the traditional trope of the land as the body of a
woman waiting to be conquered, an image 'so ingrained that it is no longer noticed':89
Land, the natural environment, is traditionally imaged as a woman....
Alternatively, women are imaged as land, as property to be fenced in and
jealously guarded against trespassers to ensure the yield of a crop of

86 Margaret Williams, Dorothy Hewett: The Feminine as Subversion (Sydney: Currency Press, 1992), p.xi.
87 Despite these successes, both The Chapel Perilous and The Tatty Hollow Story have been the subject of
legal action in Western Australia, in which state neither play is allowed to be sold.
88 Margaret Williams, p.114.
89 Suzanne Falkiner, The Writer's Landscape: Wilderness (Sydney: Simon and Schuster, 1992), p.1 18.

31

legitimate heirs.90
It has to be observed, though, that close analysis of the play exposes a number of both
dramatically and politically problematic aspects of its discursive construction of
landscape. The play's concentration on the relatively narrow love plot of the two central
characters, for instance, has the effect of diminishing the larger thematic concern with
environmental conservation. And in utilising this image of woman as land', the play also
endorses it to an extent. Moreover, the depiction of Rome as the egotistical outsider
inscribing the landscape with his own destructive expansionism seems to lead implicitly

-

and disturbingly to a suggestion that the Barrow dynasty somehow has an authentic
connection with the land; the absence of any reference to Aboriginality in the play further
-

complicates this suggestion. These concerns are elaborated in the first essay in Chapter
Two.
Although they might not at first be obvious, there are certain similarities between
Hewett's play and Balodis' Too Young For Ghosts. Each play, for example, has a large
historical scope and an epic structure; more importantly, each explores the ways in which
the confrontation between displaced 'outsiders' and an unfamiliar landscape can induce
crises of alienation. To some extent, Too Young For Ghosts might also be regarded as a
kind of self-examination for Balodis, who raised in North Queensland the son of Latvian
-

parents claims that he 'started writing as a way of defining how [he falls] between stools
in a cultural sense, and in a search for some place and identity in Australia'.91 In many of
-

his works, including Backyard (1980), Summerland (1984), Wet and Dry (1986) and
Heart For The Future (1989), landscape features as a centrally important presence. This
is especially true of Too Young For Ghosts, which was commissioned by the Sydney
Theatre Company but premiered by the Melbourne Theatre Company in 1985. It is the
first in a trilogy.
The play is driven by a complex set of thematic concerns, and is in fact considered
by some commentators to be too full of ideas. Such responses are prompted by the play's
elaborate structure, in which several discrete narrative strands are interwoven, evoking
together a variety of locations and characters and spanning more than a hundred years. In
following the stories of a group of displaced Latvian emigres through the North
Queensland landscape, Too Young For Ghosts engages some broad socio-political issues,
including multiculturalism and postcolonialism, whilst also exploring some more
personalised, but hardly less political, thematics. The Latvians' experiences of landscape
are placed in a complex interrelation with those of Ludwig Leichhardt, the Austrian
90 Susan Keogh, p.60.
91 See Veronica Kelly, "Projecting the inner world onto an existing landscape: an interview with Janis
Balodis', Australasian Drama Studies, 17 (October 1990), p.7.
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explorer who inhabits the same landscape but is separated by more than a century in
time.92 For both groups, the encounter with the 'new' country elicits responses
characteristic of many of the original European settler/invaders: What they saw when they
confronted the landscape of Australia was how much work would have to be done. It was
a landscape that was in their terms meaningless and would remain so till they had changed
and shaped and humanised it.' 3 Indeed for many, it was a landscape without a history;
for Leichhardt in the play, literally inscribing the landscape with the signs of his presence
becomes a means of incorporating the landscape into the course of (European) History.
By setting together in the same theatrical space the separate dramatic worlds of the two
groups of characters, the play problematises notions of space and time

-

discursive

categories which, in traditional Western epistemologies, have been constructed as
unassailable truths. These truths have in turn been amongst the ideological cornerstones
on which imperialist aggressions have proceeded; notions of linear time, for example,
underpin the imperialist ethos of 'progress'.
This post-colonial concern to re-situate the discourses and ideologies deeply
embedded in Australia's imperial history is also evident in much of Louis Nowra's work;
moreover, this concern is often expressed through reference to the figurative field of
landscape. Usually conveyed obliquely, through resonance and metaphor, Nowra's
political concerns centre on the mechanisms of power and more specifically, the abuses
-

of power. This recurrent interest (commonly figured as a form of teaching) is evident in
the majority of Nowra's plays, even though his theatrical oeuvre is enormously varied in
terms of subject, form and style. Indeed, Nowra ranks as one of Australia's most inventive
and versatile dramatists, and in the mid-1990s,
also one of the most prolific.
In most of Nowra's plays, landscape plays a vital part. Realised in a variety of ways,
it is landscape which accommodates the scale and complexity of his ideas. Nowra himself
has said that by 'placing figures in a landscape one provides not only a greater resonance,
but also an emblem rich in suggestive possibilities'.94 This claim is illustrated in works
such as Visions (1978); The Golden Age (1985); Capricornia (1988); and Radiance
(1993). Also evident in plays such as these is a concern with the dynamic relationship
between inner and outer worlds between consciousness and history a concern which is
-

-

apparent to various degrees in other plays examined in this thesis. Nowra's 'concern with
what the Romantics called the "landscape of the mind" is clearly primarily

92 The Leichhardt story has been mythologised in Australian fiction. Other examples of imaginative work
inspired by the actual experiences of Leichhardt include Henry Kendall's poem 'Leichhardt (1920); Francis
Webb's long poem 'Leichhardt In Theatre' (1952); Randolph Stow's poem 'The Singing Bones' (1957); and
Patrick White's celebrated novel Voss (1957).
93 David Malouf, p.29.
94 Louis Nowra, 'Inner Voices and the First Coil', Australian Literary Studies, 9, 2 (1979), p.
189.
Reproduced in Veronica Kelly, ed., Louis Nowra (Amsterdam: Editions Rodopi B.V., 1987), pp.46-55.
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psychological .... Yet this concern with inner landscape often seems ... to be blended with the
psychic territory of a culture....'95
This claim certainly applies to Inside the Island, in which the grotesque
psychological distortions of a group of hallucinating soldiers come to stand for an entire
national culture, itself horribly disturbed by a repressed violent past. The play's central
character Lillian is drawn as an emblematic figure, representing the alien and oppressive
British imperial tradition. As Veronica Kelly has argued, both Madame Lynch in Visions
and Lillian are:
.European self-styled aristocrats actually arriviste bourgeois posing as
-

oracles of all that is finest [who] attempt to impose 'culture' on a semi-

backward country; its landscape, 'exotic' animals, intractable nature and
'savage' inhabitants. The relevance is clear, not only to white post-colonial
history but to the present and future of our Aboriginal peoples, upon whom
land-rape and tutelage continue to be inflicted. 96
In Inside the Island, various processes of writing are made manifest. For example,
European agricultural practices (and specifically wheat-farming) imposed on the
Australian landscape are rendered as a form of writing. But writing in this play is not the
exclusive privilege of the imperial power. For the land itself retaliates against the alien
culture by writing its own crisis, through the infected wheat, into the bodies of the
maddened soldiers. The result is a form of collective hysterical display, wherein the men
physicalise both their own and the land's complex, repressed crises. As with the earlier
'bush plays', then, the land is rendered as an active and hostile force. However, Inside the
Island 'intends a revisionist corrective to earlier "outback" plays, and. ..it adopts a critical
attitude towards the dominant class and culture, particularly through the figure of Lillian
Dawson'.97
The six works examined in Chapters One and Two are all set in rural landscapes.
Urban locations in these plays, if referred to at all, are constructed entirely through
dialogue, and normally as distant, vaguely defined places peripheral to the drama. But as
a figure in Australian drama generally, 'The City' has always been important, even though
in criticism its significance has often been subordinated to that of rural settings,
understood as more authentically Australian and so more worthy of attention.98 It is true,
95 Gareth Griffiths, 'Australian Subjects and Australian Style', in Veronica Kelly, Louis Nowra, pp.91-92.

96 Veronica Kelly, A Mirror for Australia: Louis Nowra's Emblematic Theatre', Southerly, 41, 4
(December 1981), p.457. Reproduced in Veronica Kelly, Louis Nowra, pp.56-76.
97 Brian Kiernan, 'Visions, Inside the Island and The Precious Woman', in Veronica Kelly, Louis Nowra,
p.89.
98 According to Gareth Griffiths, the valorising of the bush' over the 'the city' in the early bush plays 'has
had a very distorting effect on Australian theatrical representation, and also on the theatre histories which
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however, that no substantial tradition exists within which Australians have explored the
character of their own predominantly urban culture.99 This has become less true in recent
decades; Richard White observes that increasingly through the 1950s, for instance,
photographs of Sydney's beaches and cityscape 'were challenging the familiar
iconography of outback Australia

-

the homestead, the sheep, the lonely gum and the

proud Aborigine'.100
In recent Australian drama, the city has become an increasingly important figure,
though its image has been an overwhelmingly bleak and disturbing one. The work
produced by a new generation of playwrights in the late 1970s and early 1980s,
sometimes referred to as the 'Second Wave' of Australian drama, is characterised in part
by its internationalist focus

-

a desire to 'look outwards from the island'. Political in

outlook and cosmopolitan in sensibility, the seemingly new dramatic perspectives of
writers like Nowra, Stephen Sewell, Alma de Groen and Michael Gow depict Australia in
previously unfamiliar ways. The country is located in a global context, and Australians
are depicted as being capable of, and subject to, the same excesses and terrors of modern
urban life as characters created in any other national corpus of drama or literature.
For Australians, as for Western cultures generally, 'the twentieth century is preeminently one of urban life; placeless, constantly in flux, future-shocked perhaps, a world
whose inhabitants are frequently rootless and often, in the sense of community
membership, homeless too'.101 Sometimes satirised as a place of suburban complacency,
the city in Australian drama is more often vilified as a site of violence, decay and
soullessness. In 'The Empty City in Australian Drama', Peter Fitzpatrick discusses six
'city-plays of the eighties', identifying in each of them an accumulation of 'images of
emptiness, anonymity and disorientation'.102 The work from which Fitzpatrick's article
takes its title

-

Sewell's Dreams in an Empty City (1986)

-

contains a description of

Sydney which both encapsulates and intensifies this more generalised vision of urban
dystopia: 'A city sprung from greed and ambition, built from human flesh, every building
record and perpetuate this distortion for future generations .... The re-evaluation ... of the work of the radical
playwrights associated with the New Theatre in this period [the 30s to the 60s] stresses the need to
acknowledge a continuity of radical writing, concerned with such issues as race, migration, and class
conflict in an urban environment; with the political development of Australia; and with the social
movements [which] have helped shape it, from industrial conflicts to two world wars and their profound
effect on social life in Australia. See Gareth Griffiths, City and Bush in Australian Theatre 1922-1988', in
Anna Rutherford, ed., Populous Places: Australian Cities and Towns (Sydney: Dangaroo Press, 1992),
p.35.
99 According to Fiske, Hodge and Turner, 'Australian society is the most urbanised in the world, yet
Australians believe, probably more strongly than any other Western nation, that they are naturally rural
people. Australian cities are recent, the Australian sense of an independent national identity is young and
still developing, and its differentness has long been mythologised in terms of landscape (nature) rather than
of culture. So the cities, on the geographic but also the symbolic fringe of the continent, have been
neglected as a resource out of which to construct a social or a national identity.' See Myths of Oz, p.122.
100 Richard White, p.163.
101 J. Douglas Porteous, p.9.
102 Peter Fitzpatrick, pp.50-51.
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the grave of a labourer .... The city, Chris, thrown up by finance and speculation, conceived
in bribery, corruption and murder. A sparkling empty edifice of dreams and
nightmares."03 Fitzpatrick's article makes the important point that, as with the large-scale
landscapes evoked in the bush plays, staging the city is a problematic matter: 'The strength
of naturalistic signification runs directly counter to the multiple locations and the
impersonal forms of power which the dramatizing of the city entails .... The city plays of
the 'eighties insist on a flexibility of staging .... They rely on token forms of social
placement, which are sometimes visible but, in Sewell especially, are more often left
simply to inferences from the dialogue."04 Not all of the plays discussed in Chapter
Three present an unrelievedly pessimistic view of the city; Fitzpatrick's point regarding
the need for scenic versatility, however, is illustrated in each of them.
The first of the plays discussed in Chapter Three, Jimmy Chi's 'musical journey' Bran
Nue Dae, depicts a journey away from a city (Perth) into a rural landscape. The second,
Michael Gow's The Kid, depicts a journey from a rural landscape into a city (Sydney).
The third, Aftershocks, depicts a series of journeys within a city (Newcastle), as well as a
number of very closely observed journeys within a particular location the remains of the
-

Newcastle Workers' Club. Between them, the plays attach to cityscapes a range of values,
predominantly but not exclusively negative. In each work, though, the city does induce
states of crisis in those who encounter it; indeed in all the plays, the cities themselves are
shown in various stages of crisis and even decay.
Jimmy Chi began working in earnest on Bran Nue Dae in Perth in 1986. Prior to
that, the musical had been an idea and a few songs composed by Chi in partnership with
Kuckles, the Broome band of which he was a member. That the idea came to fruition at
all owes much to the fact that Chi, a person of mixed race who was educated at a Catholic
mission school, 'had taken a walloping from his experiences of dislocation and imposed
aspirations','°5 and had emerged the more determined for them. The play was a long time
in development, but eventually had its premiere season at the Festival of Perth in 1990. It
had a subsequent sell-out national tour, and in 1991 won the Sidney Myer Award for
excellence in the performing arts. The play was remounted in Melbourne and Perth in
1993 with many of its original cast members. It was, until recently at least, playing as a
weekly cabaret at Broome's Cable Beach Resort, featuring the original 'Uncle Tadpole',
Chi's friend Stephen Albert.
The play's narrative concerns the flight of the central character Willie away from
Perth, the inhospitable, alienating city where he has just been expelled from boarding
school. His journey through the north-western coastal landscape, towards his home at the
103 Stephen Sewell, Dreams in an Empty City (Sydney: Currency Press, 1986), p.80.
104 Peter Fitzpatrick, pp.49-50.
105 Peter Bibby, 'Introduction', in Jimmy Chi and Kuckles, Bran Nue Dae (Sydney: Currency Press and
Magabala Books, 1991), p.viii.

36

Lombadina Aboriginal mission near Broome, becomes a metaphoric journey of growth
into young adulthood and self-discovery. The stages of the journey are punctuated in
performance by songs, the eclectic stylistic range of which reflects the diversity and
hybridity which are the basic conditions of contemporary Aboriginal identity. Thus the
play works through a synthesis of disparate cultural forms; specifically, it fuses the
European popular musical with the traditional Aboriginal song cycle. Indeed, much of its
effect is generated through an appropriation and ironic deployment of white discourse and
European cultural forms. The engaging performance style thus created is at once broadly
accessible and politically uncompromised.
As it is constructed in performance, the Western Australian landscape, including the
Perth cityscape, is textualised, and becomes densely encoded as 'cultural space'. Its
representation bears the traces of its authors' particular modes of seeing. In these terms,
the ways in which the varied landscapes of Bran Nue Dae are 'written' in performance
extend a tradition 'which in longevity dwarfs Western literature'; 106 the play's landscapes
can also be compared to other traditional types of Aboriginal landscape text. As Stephen
Muecke contends, 'there were different forms of writing in colonial Australia, Aboriginal
versus European, and.. .these forms of writing were competing for the major resource, the
land'.'07 As James and Nancy Duncan put it:
One would be hard pressed to think of a more highly textualised landscape
than the traditional Aboriginal one .... As Berndt shows, Aborigines went
about their daily lives surrounded by a physical environment which in one
sense was simply what it appeared to be rocks and trees and streams
-

-

but in another sense was a physical manifestation of a set of mythic beings.108
Finally, the play stands as both a celebration of Aboriginal survival and an indictment of
the socio-political processes which have conspired to make that survival unlikely. In
doing so, it subverts the essentialist white discourse of 'Aboriginalism':
Aboriginality in this play is presented as a mode of consciousness which
stems from a particular and shared sense of political, cultural and social
struggle. It emphasises cultural survival in the face of oppression and
celebrates the various ways in which the indigenous culture, through a
process of 'positive contamination', has become an integral part of new

106 Jack Davis and Adam Shoemaker, 'Aboriginal Literature', in Laurie Hergenhan, p.39.
107 Stephen Muecke, pp.6-7.
108 James S. Duncan and Nancy G. Duncan, '[Reireading the landscape', p.122. The references to Berndt
are from R. M. Berndt, 'Images of God in Aboriginal Australia', Visible Religion, 2 (1983), pp.14-39.
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cultural formations in the post-colonial society.'°9
Central to Bran Nue Dae is its opposition of 'city' and 'country', in which Perth is
demonised and the remote Lombadina mission idealised. In Michael Gow's The Kid, by
comparison, it is not only the city which is rendered unsympathetically, but the country as
well. The unspecified coastal 'North' from which the kids originate and through which
they travel is shown to be as moribund and spiritually void as the city which ultimately
claims them. The figure of landscape and the motif of the journey are both very
important, not only in The Kid, but throughout Gow's writing. They feature in Gow's
extremely successful Away (1986), as well as in On Top of the World (1986), Europe
(1987), and the ill-fated 1841 (1988). Gow was until recently Artistic Director of the
Sydney Theatre Company's 'Research and Development' wing New Stages. Following a
temporary respite from playwriting after the critical mauling of 1841, he returned to
writing plays with All Stops Out and Furious in 1991, and Sweet Phoebe in 1994.
The Kid engages a variety of contemporary social issues, including nuclear war,
youth suicide and the welfare state. These immediate concerns, however, are
contextualised within a much broader and more ambitious vision, in which the play's
dramatic world is invested with a quality of mythic transcendence. This enlargement of
the play's thematic scope is achieved principally by the use of intertextuality; throughout,
allusions are made to the European High Art tradition, and in particular to Wagner's
masterwork The Ring of the Nibelung. The grand vision of cosmic apocalypse presented
in The Ring thus underlies the 'surface' narrative of The Kid which, in Gow's own terms,
centres on 'these little cockroaches crawling about on the bottom of the world'.110 Thus,
as Veronica Kelly observes, The Kid attests Gow's 'continued interest in proffering mythic
contexts by which ordinary lives may be reclaimed for the kind of transcendental
significance denied to individuals in modern society'.11'
Sydney, the city in which most of the play's action is located, is simultaneously the
'real' Sydney of contemporary Australia, and an emblematic locale which embodies the
decaying culture of postmodern, post-industrial Western civilisation. Imaged as
impersonal and monolithic, the physical structures of the city actualise the oppressive,
hierarchical power relations imposed on the kids by the adult world. In these terms, the
discursive construction of the play's cityscape accords with this account of 'The City' by
Burton Pike:
109 Jacqueline Lo, 'Tropes of Ambivalence in Bran Nue Dac', unpublished paper, Drama Department,
University of Newcastle, 1993.
10 See May-Brit Akerholt, Interview: Michael Gow talks to May-Brit Akerholt, Australasian Drama
Studies, 12/13 (1988), p.8!.
III Veronica Kelly, 'Apocalypse and After: Historical Visions in Some Recent Australian Drama',
Kunapipi, 9, 3 (1987), p.76.

The city has been used as a rhetorical topos throughout the history of
Western culture. But it has another aspect as well, whose referent seems
to be a deep-seated anxiety about man's [sic] relation to his created world.
The city crystallizes those conscious and unconscious tensions which have
from the beginning characterized the city in Western culture. Only such
a crystallization can explain man's deep preoccupation with the city, or
account for the hypnotic attraction of its destruction since Troy, Sodom
and Gomorrah, and Carthage.112
Thus The Kid can be read as a reflection, expressed through a particularised and
contemporary dramatic world, on the collapse of the whole of Western civilisation. As to
whether the play stands as a prediction or a lamentation is debatable. Indeed, it might be
both: the physical world

-

the cityscape

-

is shown still to be functioning (albeit

tenuously), but the spiritual and moral fabric of the society it contains seems to have
disintegrated altogether. The apocalypse in this sense has already occurred.
Whilst not being invested with the same degree of universal significance as in The
Kid, this image of the city in the throes of destruction is also central to Aftershocks. One
of several key distinctions between this and the other 'city-plays' examined here, though,
is that Newcastle is rendered in a sympathetic light, in contrast to the negative portrayal of
cities in the other two plays. The origin of the city's crisis in this play is geological:
Aftershocks is about the collapse of the Newcastle Workers' Club in the earthquake which
struck Newcastle a few days after Christmas in 1989. More particularly, it is about the
effects of this calamity on the staff and friends of the Club.
The play was an initiative of the Workers' Cultural Action Committee, a subcommittee of Newcastle Trades Hall whose premises were part of the Club. It is an
example of 'verbatim theatre', a type of documentary drama in which dialogue consists
entirely of true stories told by real people, and gathered via taperecording, transcription
and editing. As distinct from the other plays examined in this thesis, some detailed
understanding of the process which generated the written text of Aftershocks is important,
because the text itself continually and self-reflexively foregrounds this process. Although
mediated by recording, editing and performance, the authenticity of the stories remains an
important issue in performance. The presentational mode of performance which the script
compels reflects a commitment to collaborative cultural production and to the expression
of voices often marginalised by public or official 'History'. In these terms, the play
accords with the characteristic concerns of the community arts movement. Moreover,
given that the physical and cultural contexts of any performance directly affect its
112 Burton Pike, p.4.
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perceived ideological meaning, it is instructive to consider the discursive terms of critical
responses to a production of Aftershocks staged outside the play's immediate community
context.
Insofar as the play's 'narrative' centres on the destruction of the Newcastle cityscape,
Aftershocks provides many useful points of focus in terms of its discursive construction of
landscape. Of particular interest is that the play proceeds as a series of detailed
negotiations amongst characters. The city

-

and particularly the Club, a symbolic locus

within the city is communicated by a community of voices working co-operatively. As a
-

result, space is rendered from a variety of perspectives, all of which are highly subjective,
so that locations tend to be inscribed with the particular ways of seeing of the individuals
who 'speak' them into being. No single character, however, dominates the narrative, and it
is ultimately the Workers' Club community as a whole which emerges as the author of the
drama. In performance, though, these various points of view are unified only in reception,
so that the audience is also made an active participant in the imaginative construction of
the play's cityscape.
Between them, the nine plays discussed in this thesis demonstrate a diverse range of
formal conventions, thematic concerns and ideological orientations. Common to each,
however, is a fundamental investment in the dramatic potency of landscape. The aim of
this study is to analyse the ways in which these various discourses of landscape are given
theatrical life, and to situate the stage landscapes in relation to ideologies of landscape
operating within culture more generally. The work is predicated on the assumption that
landscapes, both within cultures generally and within the theatre particularly, are textual
forms. Since texts make concrete the 'ideological sediment' of discourse, the
methodological approach here is to 'read' these stage landscapes, according to the ways in
which their representations are inscribed in their respective playtexts.

