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 Chapter 1  An introduction to the New Zealand 
Curriculum: Drama (Whakaari)

Drama and theatre have a vibrant history in New Zealand, from the performative nature of Māori 
storytelling on the marae to the arrival of Europeans who brought with them their own plays and 
drama, to the development of New Zealand plays by Māori, Pākehā and Asian writers. For many people 
arriving as immigrants in the country from all over the world, drama has provided a way to interact 
with others, tell stories, refl ect on lives and honour cultures. 

As the New Zealand Curriculum explains:

Arts education explores, challenges, affi rms, and celebrates 

unique artistic expressions of self, community, and culture. 

(Ministry of Education, 2017)

Drama can consist of scripted plays and of work that is created by the performers. It includes theatre 
that you watch, and theatre that you participate in. It can take place in any location where performers 
and audience can gather.

Drama (whakaari) is described as expressing ‘human experience through a focus on role, action, and 
tension, played out in time and space’ (Ministry of Education, 2017).

Through experiencing and learning about drama, students

learn to use spoken and written language with increasing control 

and confi dence and to communicate effectively using body 

language, movement, and space. As they perform, analyse, and 

respond to different forms of drama and theatre, they gain a 

deeper appreciation of their rich cultural heritage and language 

and new power to examine attitudes, behaviours, and values.

(Ministry of Education, 2017)

Learning objectives
In the New Zealand Curriculum, four main learning objectives are identifi ed for Drama. These objectives 
are explored at the relevant levels from Level 1 through to Level 8 of the Curriculum. (Levels 5, 6, 7 and 
8 relate to senior students in Years 11, 12 and 13.) 

The four learning objectives are:
• understanding drama in context – this requires investigating the purposes of drama in a range 

of contexts
• developing practical knowledge – this involves selecting and using the techniques (tikanga toi 

whakaari), elements (pae whakaari), conventions (huānga whakaari) and technologies (hangarau 
whakaari) of drama

• developing ideas – this involves researching, thinking and refi ning drama using a range of forms
• communicating and interpreting – this involves rehearsing, performing and responding to 

drama.
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As you work in Drama you will also develop the key competencies of the National Curriculum:
• thinking
• relating to others
• using language, symbols, and texts
• managing self
• participating and contributing.

Drama students and teachers can draw on a wide range of knowledge to inform the work they do. This 
can include social, cultural and historical knowledge, stories, art, music and even science and maths. 
Drama is an academic subject and an art form which can be studied by those wanting to become artists 
and performers – or lawyers, doctors and teachers, to name a few. It is a subject studied at University 
level from fi rst degrees to post-doctoral study. It can be a career or a lifelong hobby.

It is for those wanting to develop their competencies in critical thinking, confi dence, communication 
skills, collaboration and creativity − areas which are vital skills, according to the World Economic 
Forum (World Economic Forum, 2018). These Social and Emotional Learning skills ‘allow creativity, 
problem solving and communication and have at their heart social interaction’ (World Economic Forum, 
2018). You will learn and develop literacy skills as you read, create and perform plays.

Drama has always been a site of social interaction between writers and directors, directors and actors 
(kaiwhakaari), actors and audience (hunga mātakitaki) coming together in shared spaces to create, 
perform and respond to enacted stories which can inspire, challenge and even shock. 

The term actor is used to refer to anyone performing, regardless of gender.

Drama is not only a live embodied art form but is experienced through seeing fi lm, television, music 
videos and even video and computer games. The arts can bring economic advantage to a society, help 
create community and generate feelings of well-being, hauora and manaakitanga. ‘The presence of 
a network of relationships and a sense of connection and reciprocity is recognised as an important 
determinant of wellbeing’ (Cahill, 2002, p. 13).

As Erin Hurley suggests:

When one asks theatre people – actors, scenographers, scholars 

– why they do what they do, the response is often some variation 

on the theme of love. They’ll say they do theatre ‘because I had 

to’ or ‘because I couldn’t imagine not doing theatre’ or, simply, 

‘because I love the theatre’. 

(Hurley, 2010, p. 1)

Perhaps you recognise yourself and your own reasons for studying drama as you read this quotation. 
Studying drama is not easy and you may fi nd yourself justifying why you do it and reminding people 
that it is a challenging, tiring, practical and academic undertaking. 

Kupu hou (Vocabulary)
The New Zealand Curriculum uses specifi c terminology to discuss and describe drama and theatre. This 
book also uses Māori terminology.
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 Chapter 3  Devising a drama: Minnie Dean, 
New Zealand baby farmer

Developing practical knowledge

 In this chapter you will learn how to select and use techniques, conventions, and 
technologies to create a drama about Minnie Dean.

Developing ideas

 You will learn how to research, evaluate, and refi ne ideas to develop your drama about 
Minnie Dean.

Developing practical knowledge: What is devising?

 Devising is an embodied exploration of a theme or topic, a character or situation.

Devising a piece of theatre can be a stimulating and exciting 

journey towards the development of a performance which is 

a fusion of the unique talents and creativity of the group. It is 

not a direct journey, but one in which you will encounter well-

trodden paths, blind alleys and sudden surprises. 

(Farmer, 2015)

In this chapter you will explore the story of Minnie Dean the infamous ‘Baby Farmer’ who, in 
New Zealand in 1895, was found guilty of killing children in her care. She was the only woman ever 
to be executed in New Zealand. While the story takes place more than a century ago, it resonates for 
audiences today because of the changes that occurred in laws governing the care of children as a result 
of the case. ‘At a time when unmarried motherhood was scorned, the term “baby farming” expressed 
the public distaste for Dean’s socially necessary line of business’ (Johnstone, 2018). The story also 
reminds us that New Zealand still has a high rate of child abuse. 

Exploring the case of Minnie Dean can give audiences a fascinating insight into the social history of 
Victorian New Zealand. While women had gained the vote in New Zealand on 19 September 1893, 
many women’s lives were diffi cult and miserable – especially if they were poor and unmarried. Young 
women were ostracised if they fell pregnant while unmarried. There were no rules to ensure men had 
to support any children they fathered outside marriage. As Lynley Hood explains in her biography of 
Minnie Dean:

These women were caught in a vicious cycle: they couldn’t afford 

child care until they found work, and they couldn’t fi nd work 

unless they put their babies in care fi rst. 

(Hood, 1994, p. 92)

Women like Minnie Dean who offered to ‘adopt’ unwanted children (for payment) offered a way out of 
the dilemma. It is important to think about the story critically and consider whether Minnie Dean was 
guilty of the crimes of which she was accused. Many children were murdered by women – often their 
mothers or grandmothers – and according to Hood such women might face two years’ imprisonment. 
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Dean’s case was different because she offended the morality of Victorian society by dealing with 
illegitimate children and unwed mothers (Hood, 1994). Her trial forced the public to confront an aspect 
of their society they might not have wanted highlighted. One of the causes of death among children in 
Victorian New Zealand was the misuse of laudanum, an opiate used to calm crying children. This was 
readily available over the counter from pharmacists. Minnie Dean confessed that she had ‘“… always 
given laudanum to children to keep them quiet when travelling. I could not do without it, for a crying 
child is such an annoyance to other passengers” …’ (Hood, p. 119).

The trial was presided over by a judge and a twelve-man jury, with lawyers for the prosecution and 
defence. In those days, only men could sit on a jury and it was not until 1943 that the fi rst female juror, 
Elaine Kingsford, took part in a case at the Auckland Supreme Court (Ministry for Culture and Heritage, 
2018). 

Lynley Hood suggests that we should consider the story very carefully:

I know she could be careless, violent and neglectful under stress. 

I wouldn’t rule out the possibility that she killed some children 

accidentally – perhaps Eva Hornsby, perhaps Edith Carter, 

perhaps Willie Phelan. But what about all the evidence (from her 

neighbours, from the children in her care, from Minnie herself) that 

she was well-meaning, kind-hearted and loving? Do you really 

believe such a woman was capable of cold-blooded murder? 

(Hood, 1994, p. 158)

It would be very easy to devise a simplistic play that makes Minnie Dean a villain. This story offers you 
the chance to explore the social history of New Zealand and to examine issues concerning the care of 
children today. There are many resources available to help you discover the details behind the story 
and the era in which Minnie Dean lived. More recent books and articles explore other possibilities in 
the case and refl ect the changing attitudes to and 
conceptions of motherhood, morality and the care 
of children. As a result of Minnie Dean’s case, 
the 1893 Infant Life Protection Act was improved 
further in 1896 making it mandatory that anyone 
taking in a child under the age of four for more 
than three consecutive days had to register as 
a foster home and be checked by police (Frost, 
2017). 
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 Chapter 6  Devising Physical Theatre:
The Tangiwai disaster (1953)
and the Napier Earthquake (1931)

This chapter focuses on devising with Physical Theatre conventions, using documentary historical 
events in New Zealand. The two events that we will explore in this chapter are the Tangiwai Rail 
Disaster of 1953 and the Napier Earthquake of 1931. Both were national tragedies and a number of 
lives were lost in each. Both these disasters had a huge impact on many people.

When we devise theatre around a real event, it is of the greatest importance to be respectful of the 
material we are using. We need to try to make sense and give meaning to the work, so that our 
communicated intention engages the audience, through empathy, education and a sense of purpose.

Understand context

 In this chapter you will investigate and compare the treatment of similar themes in drama of 
past and present cultures.

Practical knowledge

 You will select and use dramatic elements, techniques, and conventions to devise your 
Physical Theatre piece and explore the use of relevant technologies.

Develop ideas

 You will initiate ideas and individually and collectively develop and refi ne your drama for 
your specifi c purposes.

Communicate ideas

 You will present and respond to drama and describe how dramatic elements, techniques, 
conventions, and technologies combine in your devised drama to create form and meaning.

Introduction to devising Physical Theatre
At its simplest, Physical Theatre is theatre where the primary means 

of creation occurs through the body rather than through the 

mind. 

(Callery, 2009, p. 4)

The method of working is based on the idea that theatre is about 

craft, celebration and play, rooted in collaboration, and made by 

an ensemble dedicated to discovering a collective imagination.

(Callery, 2009, p. 5)

When you devise you will be using this ability to work as an ensemble exploring ideas through play. 
Your devised piece should be an original drama, created by you. Original means that no one has seen 
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it before, because it has been perceived and created by you. Devising a piece of work takes time and 
is an ongoing cycle of discussing, exploring, selecting, rejecting, shaping, structuring and refi ning your 
drama. It will require you to be actively involved and participating in all stages of the creative process. 

Before you can devise using Physical Theatre you need to understand what type of theatre form 
Physical Theatre is. Physical theatre – also called ‘Total Theatre’ – can be defi ned as a ‘genre of 
theatrical performance that pursues storytelling through primarily physical means’ (Cash, 2019). 
Physical theatre relies on the practical, physical interpretation of ideas. Ideas are expressed through 
movement, gesture, mime, embodiment of objects – called metamorphosis – and the use of theatrical 
conventions such as whakaari ngū (mime), slow motion (neke akutō), choreographed movement, the 
use of Chorus or unifi ed movement, and manipulation of motifs.  

Although Physical Theatre expresses ideas through movement rather than through text, text and 
kōrerorero (dialogue) are both used in Physical Theatre performances, often to anchor the work and 
support the physical telling of the story or idea. Music is frequently used in Physical Theatre to enhance 
the wairua (mood) or intention of a sequence in the performance. Soundscape is also often employed 
while Physical Theatre sequences are performed, to assist with evocation of the setting and the mahi 
(action) of the piece.

Activity: Become a Physical Theatre detective
Resources

Here is a list of Physical Theatre practitioners and companies, with their website addresses.
• Berkoff – http://www.stevenberkoff.com/
• Red Leap Theatre – https://redleaptheatre.co.nz/
• Robert le Page – http://lacaserne.net/index2.php/
• Rash Dash – https://www.rashdash.co.uk/
• Frantic Assembly – https://www.franticassembly.co.uk/
• DV8 – https://www.dv8.co.uk/
• Massive – https://www.massivecompany.co.nz/
• Massive Nui Ensemble – https://www.massivecompany.co.nz/pathways/massive-nui-ensemble
• Co Theatre Physical – https://cotheatrephysical.co.nz/
• ZenZenzo – https://zenzenzo.com/
• Paper Birds – https://www.thepaperbirds.com/
• Volcano – http://www.volcanotheatre.co.uk/
• Indian Ink Theatre Company – https://Indianink.co.nz

Work in small groups. You are Physical Theatre detectives. Your mission is to fi nd out about a 
selection of these practitioners’ work and, through your research, to fi nd:
• four statements that defi ne Physical Theatre, using information from the practitioners and 

companies
• four Physical Theatre conventions that these practitioners use and share these with your fellow 

detectives.
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 Chapter 7  The School for Scandal (1777) by 
Richard Brinsley Sheridan (1751–1816)

  Theatre form: Georgian theatre and
(Restoration) comedy of manners 

Sheridan revealed the selfi shness, envy and hypocrisy of a 

brittle society with remarkable skill and a sure knowledge of 

theatrical effect. He captured the forms of fashionable speech 

and heightened them with fi ne phrases and sustained wit. 

He constructed a comedy of manners that had more striking 

situations in it than any other in English. His characters delighted 

an audience and made it think. 

(Price, 1971) 

Understand drama in context

 In this chapter you will investigate the form, purpose and context of The School for Scandal, 
an 18th-century English Comedy of Manners.

Develop practical knowledge

 You will learn about the techniques, conventions and technologies of this theatre form.

Communicate and interpret

 You will explore ways to perform the play today, bringing it alive for a 21st-century 
audience.

The historical context
The School for Scandal was fi rst performed at the Drury Lane Theatre in London on 8 May 1777. It is 
still performed today and perhaps in these days of social media it offers an interesting insight into how 
society in the 18th century spread gossip about people they liked and disliked. Because it was written 
more than 240 years ago it is out of copyright and can be performed royalty free. The text is available 
online through Project Gutenberg:

http://www.gutenberg.org/ebooks/1929
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Outline of the play
The play is written in the classical form of fi ve acts with two or three scenes each. It concerns a 
group of scandal mongers who live in London, led by Lady Sneerwell and her sidekick Snake. An 
acquaintance, Sir Peter Teazle, an elderly man who dislikes scandal and has until recently been a 
bachelor, has just married a young girl from the countryside who is trying to fi t in with this new society. 
Sir Peter appears to love his bride, but cannot bring himself to tell her this; he is unhappy, and so is she. 

Sir Oliver Surface, the rich uncle of Joseph and Charles and friend of Sir Peter’s, returns to England and 
sets about fi nding out the true characters of his nephews. To do this he disguises himself as a poor 
relative who needs help. Maria is in love with the penniless Charles Surface, but her guardian, Sir Peter, 
disapproves of him. Some of his concerns have been brought about through the slander mongering of 
Snake, suggesting that Charles is engaged in an affair with Lady Teazle. 

To bring characters together, the play uses disguise, trickery and overheard conversations as well as 
farce; for example, ‘The Screen’ scene (Act IV, scene iii), which is a ‘discovery scene’.

Why explore a play from this era?

In performing these plays with full belief in their unvarnished 

vitality, therefore, we are celebrating aspects of the human 

condition that are being lost in the modern world. That is theatre’s 

business: the giving and restoring of life. 

(Callow, 1991, p. 106)

A brief history of theatre in the 17th and 18th centuries
In 1642 King Charles I was executed and the theatres in England were closed, at fi rst temporarily and 
then, on 22 October 1647, permanently – by order of Oliver Cromwell. The country was now ruled by the 
Puritans, who disapproved of the theatre. They believed that Christianity required complete sincerity and 
that actors were dangerous because ‘the actor pretends to be other than himself, effectively participating 
in lies’ (Payne Fisk, 2001). Shakespeare’s Globe Theatre, along with others, was demolished. As a result, 
many people lost their jobs, including the young boy actors and those who sold food to the audiences. 
Actors were publicly whipped and anyone who attended a play was fi ned. Cromwell and his parliament 
banned music, dancing, singing and even Christmas. (However, some theatre did survive outside London.)

In 1660, after eighteen years of Puritan rule, the monarchy was restored and King Charles II came to 
the throne. ‘Most people heaved a sigh of relief: they had suffered quite enough of restraint’ (Nicoll, 
1968, p. 89). 

Restoration England was ruled by the élite, not by ‘the common man’, despite more power having been 
given to parliament. It was not a democratic country; ordinary people did not have the right to vote. Life 
was improving, though, as people began to experience greater comforts in their homes and in public 
places; for example, glass-paned windows, coal fi res, individual chairs and more elaborate clothing. 

The School for Scandal was written during the Georgian period (1714 to ca.1837), a hundred years after 
the Restoration (1660), but it is often referred to as a Restoration play. Sheridan’s comedy of manners 
depicts society as shallow and cynical. His characters display wit, wear exaggerated costumes, and use 
exaggerated gestures and language. 
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Director’s intention
director ringatohu

Activity: Identifying the director’s intention
One way of identifying the Director’s intention is to carefully analyse your response to the way 
the play has been performed. This helps you think about what the Director might have wanted to 
achieve.

Key moment Describe your response to the scene

Arrival of the Ghost on the ramparts

A good way to recreate your memories of your responses would be to create still images of the 
impactful moments from the play. You could use photographs from the performance to assist you.

The following statements are taken from an interview with the Director of the Pop-Up Globe’s 
production of Hamlet, David Lawrence, in the production’s Education Resources: 

https://popupglobe.co.nz/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/QA_Director_David_Lawrence_Hamlet_Pop-
up-Globe_S4.pdf

I always come back to Hamlet because I never tire of seeing 

what a new company of actors will do with it. I have never seen a 

production of Hamlet that didn’t have some magic in it. 

Shakespeare, his works aren’t about Kings, Queens, fairies or 

iambic pentameter; they’re about human beings with the same 

passions, desires, ambitions and needs as we have. 

I think they [the original 17th-century audience] came expecting 

to see a revenge tragedy in which a prince pursues justice for his 

Father’s murder.

(Pop-Up Globe Foundation, 2019)

Sometimes directors are explicit about their intention and sometimes you will need to think about what 
they are saying. Lawrence feels deeply about the play as he relates personally to the death of a father 
while a young man. This might mean that he empathises with the character of Hamlet and wants to 
show him sympathetically rather than as a wild, mad, murderous young man. Lawrence is interested in 
the play being a magical experience and perhaps he achieves this in the ghost scene. He seems to want 
the audience to connect to the story on a personal level.

Now bring together your responses and fi nd specifi c examples to support your statements. 
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Activity: Set and costume design
To help jog your memory after seeing a play, look for images in the education pack, reviews and 
programme.

Draw a diagram based on a photograph from the play of either the set or a costume. Notice the 
colours and textures that are used. Include them in your drawing. Think about how the costume and 
set were used and what effect this had in terms of setting the scene and supporting the mood and 
character depictions of the play.

Below is an image of Queen Gertrude’s costume from the Pop-Up Globe production of Hamlet. The 
costume was designed by Hannah Lobelson.

(Photo: J. Hood; reproduced with permission of Pop-up Globe Foundation)

Final thoughts
Seeing live theatre is really important for you to understand what is possible on stage. It will help to 
inspire you in your own work, as it should be creatively inspiring to see practitioners at work. You will 
feel and see other people around you responding to the performance. They may respond in different 
ways – which contributes to the excitement and impact of the performance. You have a right to connect 
to the performance in a personal way. You might cry when others laugh; this is absolutely fi ne. (Just 
remember to turn off your mobile phone and do not rustle your lolly wrappers!)

Theatre is a shared experience and has the power to transport you to different places, times and 
situations where you might never otherwise go. It is a magical live experience with a two-and-a-half-
thousand-year-old history!
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costumes: pūeru/kākahu 4, 86, 87–91, 104, 108, 
145, 160, 174, 200

counting 76
critical voice 21–23
curtseying 86–87

Daldry, Stephen 132, 139, 146
Dean, Minnie, New Zealand baby farmer 15–28
devising a drama 15–28, 31–46, 54, 59, 73, 77

documentary evidence 31–46, 50, 51
Physical Theatre 61–78
stories about the Great War 47–60

dialogue and language: kōrerorero, 
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