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Introduction

This book is a critical study of Patrick White’s plays and their theatrical productions
between 1961 and 2018. Recent revivals of the 1960s plays – The Ham Funeral,
A Cheery Soul, The Season at Sarsaparilla and Night on Bald Mountain – indicate
that artists, critics and spectators find White’s play texts open to contemporary
interpretation. These reinterpretations capture White’s theatrical imagination and
social commentary as never before, taking advantage of developments in theatre
technology and performance practice. The 1970s and ’80s plays – Big Toys, Signal
Driver, Netherwood and Shepherd on the Rocks – are, however, long overdue for
revival in a theatrical landscape now better suited to their experimental vision.

Over sixty years of productions of White’s plays, an archive of photographs,
letters and other contemporaneous documents (such as newspaper reviews) offer
unprecedented opportunities to track the historical trajectory of White’s theatre
and its once controversial and rejected images of modern Australia. The book’s
focus is therefore the theatrical productions of White’s eight plays over a sixty-year
period, rather than a genealogy of the playwright’s influences, although these are
referred to when instructive. It is principally a study of the theatrical practices
motivated by a body of work that is primarily concerned with Australian society
and culture. This focus will drive the analysis of the textual and thematic, but
also the scenographic and aural, elements of White’s theatre, in other words, how
Australian modernism looks and sounds on stage.

The historical span of the productions also allows for a simultaneous tracking
of the major shifts in theatre practice over time, for example, from text and
playwright-driven drama to contemporary collaborative, multimodal performance.
The concept of the performed text and the understanding that plays must be
performed to be fully experienced is now well accepted in Theatre Studies. As
this book argues, the syncretic complexity of linguistic, aural, corporeal, visual
and scenic systems, evident in the extent and detail of White’s extra-dialogic
commentary, contributes to the unique theatricality of his theatre. The later plays
in particular accorded a higher status to theatricality than to narrative and plot,
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much to the exasperation of plot-centred critics. Theatricality is therefore central
for renewed recognition of Patrick White’s contribution to Australian theatre.

In offering a critical study of White’s theatre, the book will nevertheless deal
with the narrative of White the playwright. One of the earliest narratives was
that White was a novelist who merely dabbled in playwriting – lured into, and
distracted from, important literary work by the call of theatre. As David Marr notes,
friends, acquaintances and literary figures, such as White’s New York publisher Ben
Huebsch, tried to save him from “wasting” his talents in “other fields”.1 Critics such
as Harry Kippax offered a version of this narrative: in his review of the publication
of the first four plays, he refers to White “The novelist as dramatist”.2 Yet Marr,
and those who worked with White in the theatre, especially Jim Sharman and
Neil Armfield, speak of White’s lifelong experiments with playwriting beginning at
school.3 We might speak therefore of the playwright who turned to the novel and
returned to theatre.

Another early narrative about White the playwright was that he was something
of a local oddity. Australian theatre was hardly welcoming of a playwright whose
plays had none of the sentiment and charm of Ray Lawler’s work. The Summer
of the Seventeenth Doll, for example – first staged to immediate acclaim in 1955,
and said to have launched a new school of Australian playwriting styled “backyard
realism” – featured the lives of the urban poor through a conventional three-act
dramatic structure.4 Other notable proponents of “the Doll school”5 included
Richard Beynon’s drama about immigrant workers in The Shifting Heart, first
performed in 1957, and Alan Seymour’s critique of military nationalism in The One
Day of the Year, first performed in an amateur production in Adelaide in 1960.

White’s early plays stood outside the Doll school in so far as they took an
anti-realist approach to plot and character, and featured non-naturalist staging
in heightened, often satirical, representations of Australian place, language, and
social class. They challenged public taste with grotesque funerals, a foetus in a
rubbish bin, bitches in season, meddling do-gooders, and bucking goats. Referring
to a minor scene in The Ham Funeral, Australian Elizabethan Theatre Trust (the
Trust) Executive Director Neil Hutchison (taking White’s bait) declared: “As for
the abortion in the dust bin … Really, words fail me”.6 The context for reception
of Australian drama in the early 1960s was a complex mix of desire to advance
Australian playwriting (with subsidies from the Trust) and caution about the form

1 David Marr, Patrick White: A Life (Milsons Point: Vintage Books,1992), 406.
2 Harry Kippax, “The Novelist as Dramatist”, Sydney Morning Herald, 23 October 1965, 19.
3 Marr, David. “White’s London”. In Patrick White Beyond the Grave, ed Ian Henderson and

Anouk Lang. (London: Anthem Press, 2015), 69.
4 John McCallum, Belonging: Australian Playwriting in the Twentieth Century (Sydney: Currency

Press, 2009), 83.
5 McCallum, Belonging.
6 Neil Hutchison to Charles Wicks, 15 April 1961, State Records of South Australia 1962,

Adelaide Festival Correspondence 1959–62, GRG 153/36/1.
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it would take and the Australia it would represent. Patrick White’s plays upped
the ante on that anxiety by refusing to conform to the Doll school. Two decades
later, Brian Kiernan reflected that White’s early plays “constituted a watershed
between the conventionally realistic structures of The Summer of the Seventeenth
Doll and its many successors and the experiments of the new wave of playwrights
seeking their own appropriate, and absurdist, forms in the later 1960s, or early
1970s”.7 A key element in understanding the tenor of White’s theatre was that in
avoiding the Doll school, he was a singular playwright, whereas the new wave
writers formed a collective that was part of the social and cultural currents that gave
it momentum.8 As Julian Meyrick puts it, White’s four 1960s plays constituted, “an
abruptly appearing modernist oeuvre”9 that stood out as odd and strange. Although
championed by a small cohort of literary and cultural figures, among them Geoffrey
Dutton, Max Harris and Harry Medlin, the prevailing view was that White’s plays
were unsuitable for public performance culminating in the infamous rejection of
The Ham Funeral and Night on Bald Mountain for the 1962 and 1964 Adelaide
Festivals. The governors of the Adelaide Festival flinched at White’s apparent
disregard for good taste as well as his rejection of the conventions of realism and
naturalism.10 London producers doubted their commercial viability. It was not until
directors Jim Sharman and Neil Armfield, designers such as Brian Thomson and
Wendy Dickson and performers such as Robyn Nevin embraced White’s theatre
that it began to play an important part in a modern Australian theatre community.
The point here is not to argue that the early plays should have had a better
reception, but that rejection went too far.

In the 1960s, the premieres of the early plays took place at either the Guild
Theatre at the University of Adelaide or the Union Theatre Repertory Company
at the University of Melbourne. Imported theatrical modernism had made its
appearance at small, leftist and university theatres from the 1940s,11 but as Meyrick
points out, university audiences were not uncritical of White’s new plays. Audiences
were critical of A Cheery Soul and Night on Bald Mountain with both running at
a loss.12 As this book shows, the early plays went on to meet far more receptive
audiences in the coming decades, as theatre artists unmoored themselves from
naturalism and realism.

7 Brian Kiernan, “From The Ham Funeral to Signal Driver: Patrick White on Stage”, Sydney
Morning Herald, 6 March 1982, 46.

8 Denise Varney, Radical Visions 1968–2008: The Impact of the Sixties on Australian Drama
(Amsterdam & New York: Rodopi, 2011), 270.

9 Julian Meyrick, “Modernist Drama Decried: Patrick White, Spoiled Identity”, Australasian
Drama Studies 71 (October 2017): 44.

10 Denise Varney and Sandra D’Urso. Australian Theatre, Modernism and Patrick White: Governing
Culture. (London: Anthem Books, 2018), 51–54.

11 AusStage data base lists productions or readings of plays by Samuel Beckett, Bertolt Brecht,
George Bernard Shaw, Thornton Wilder and Tennessee Williams, and later Eugene Ionesco,
Arthur Miller and Harold Pinter. https://www.ausstage.edu.au/pages/browse/

12 Meyrick, “Modernist Drama Decried”.
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The turning point occurred in the 1970s with revivals of The Season at
Sarsaparilla and A Cheery Soul directed to great acclaim by Jim Sharman. Even
then, the conservative tabloid press mounted a campaign asking of the characters
in these plays: “could this really be us?”13 The volume and quality of the subsequent
revivals and adaptations indicates that White should not to be considered for
his novels alone, or as a novelist dabbling in the demi-monde of theatre, but a
creative force who brought about change in the possibilities for theatre artists. They
attracted new theatre audiences to see a distinctive mode of representing Australian
culture and society. The question of the distinctiveness is explored in the chapters
that follow.

Critical Literature and Patrick White’s Drama

Academic essays on Patrick White’s theatre appeared as early as 1964 when the four
early plays were published in a volume by Eyre and Spottiswoode, London (later
republished by Currency Press in 1985).14 Keith Macartney and Robert Brissenden
both published early pieces in the literary magazine Meanjin Quarterly. The essays
begin by acknowledging White’s unquestionable reputation as contemporary
Australia’s most distinguished novelist with Macartney suggesting theatre
audiences would find much to admire in White’s plays, especially his “acute ear
for the tone and idioms of Australian lower-middle class speech”. The plays also
presented a microcosm of something larger with “more enduring and universal
implications”.15 But taking A Cheery Soul as his example, Macartney conceded the
potential for a “humorously edged drama” but finds limitations in the episodic
structure and the playwright’s ambivalence towards Miss Docker, the
anti-heroine.16 The four plays are anti-naturalist (which Macartney is prepared
to accept), but “marred” by stylisation, chorus-like commentary, too many scenic
changes and lapses in authenticity. These flaws are attributed to those of a “novelist
turned dramatist” rather than, for instance, the struggle to represent the social,
emotional, and philosophical complexities of Australian culture beyond backyard
realism.17

13 Institutional resistance to Patrick White’s non-realist theatre included the Adelaide Festival of
Arts, the Australian Elizabethan Theatre Trust, and the Drama Department of the Australian
Broadcasting Commission. See Varney and D’Urso, Australian Theatre. See also Meyrick,
“Modernist Drama Decried”. The quote is from Norman Kessel, “Could this really be Us”, The
Sun, 15 May 1963.

14 Patrick White, Four Plays. (London: Eyre and Spottiswoode, 1965).
15 Keith Macartney, “Patrick White’s Four Plays”, Meanjin Quarterly 24, no. 4 (December 1965):

528.
16 Keith Macartney, “Patrick White’s ‘A Cheery Soul’”, Meanjin Quarterly 23, no. 3 (March 1964):

93.
17 Macartney, “Patrick White’s Four Plays”, 530.
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From a 1960s vantage point, Robert Brissenden predicted that White would
prove to be Australia’s first substantial playwright who “had to develop new ways”
to represent the nation as theatre.18 For the moment he finds the early plays
“awkwardly constructed and theatrically unconvincing” while conceding they are
“difficult, uncomfortable pieces of work in some ways, both in subject matter and
technique”.19 He qualifies his critique by stating that these difficulties might be signs
of “vitality” while noting the success of productions of The Ham Funeral and The
Season at Sarsaparilla.

Another essay appearing at the time was by musician and critic Roger Covell,
who expressed a sense of “pure elation” to discover that Patrick White, the novelist,
was a playwright after all, noting the historically unprecedented scale of production
of a single Australian playwright over a condensed four-year period.20 He noted
that, “The principal reason his plays disconcert many people is that they are not
orderly structures but mix their conversation as freely as if they were a variety
bill”.21 Covell foresaw that the mixture of vaudevillian review sketches and
expressionism, combined with a modernism displayed by writers such as Auden,
Isherwood and Brecht, would have greater acceptance over time. Recognition of the
historic importance of White’s plays in the 1960s speaks to the absence up to that
point of a modern Australian playwright of the stature of T.S. Eliot, George Bernard
Shaw, Samuel Beckett, Arthur Miller or Tennessee Williams.

The first monograph on Patrick White’s theatre appeared in the early 1970s,
ten years after these initial reviews, in which Jessie Dyce addressed the first four
plays. Fourteen years on May-Brit Akerholt’s book followed and included White’s
later plays with a short appendix on Shepherd on the Rocks.22 Dyce argues that
the expressionist and symbolist elements of the written texts add anti-mimetic
elements that “dispense with the illusion that the theatrical use of time, place,
and action bears a constant relationship with everyday reality”.23 Elinor Fuchs
would later refer to this practice as one in which theatricalist texts mix ontological
worlds such as the everyday with “commensurate” worlds of magic, dreams, the
supernatural and the metaphysical, to create complex effects.24 The modernist
playwright, according to Dyce, wants the “freedom to transcend” the proscenium
arch and delve into themes to do with the spirit, the soul and the psyche.25 Where
Dyce is interested in understanding the composition of theatricalist dramaturgy,

18 R.F. Brissenden, “The Plays of Patrick White”, Meanjin Quarterly 23, no. 3 (September 1964):
244.

19 Brissenden, “The Plays of Patrick White”, 243.
20 Roger Covell, “Patrick White’s Plays”, Quadrant 8, no. 1 (April–May 1964): 7.
21 Covell, “Patrick White’s Plays”.
22 J.R. Dyce, Patrick White as Playwright (St Lucia: University of Queensland Press, 1974);

May-Brit Akerholt, Patrick White (Amsterdam: Rodopi Press, 1988).
23 Dyce, Patrick White, 5.
24 Elinor Fuchs, “Clown Shows: Anti-Theatricalist Theatricalism in Four Twentieth-Century

Plays”, Modern Drama 44, no. 3 (Fall 2001): 338.
25 Dyce, Patrick White, 6.
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Peter Fitzpatrick is more in agreement with Brissenden. In After ‘The Doll’:
Australian Drama Since 1955, he recognises White’s special contribution to
Australian theatre describing it as “distinctive, both in its eclecticism and its
idiosyncrasy” but finds the anti-realist aesthetic incoherent and born of a “disregard
for consistency of form” and of audience expectations.26 A decade later, Akerholt
describes White’s technique as “innovative” in terms of fostering “new trends in the
development of contemporary theatre” towards a greater focus on the inner world
of “the Australian consciousness and psyche”.27 Akerholt’s implicit recognition of
White’s consciously modernist rejection of stage naturalism also finds the use of
irony and satire as an expression of an ambivalent love–hate representation of
Australia and Australians.

White’s Formative Period

Patrick White was born in London in 1912 to wealthy Australian parents of British
descent. The family lived in houses and properties in London, Sydney and New
South Wales. White was educated in the English boarding school tradition and later
at Kings College Cambridge, where he studied modern languages. After graduating
in 1935 he lived in London, served with the British Army in Egypt, stayed on
in Cairo with his partner Manoly Lascaris, before returning to London and then
Australia in 1948. While in Europe, he kept in touch with Australia for school
holidays, as a jackaroo on a New South Wales property and through lengthy visits
to Sydney as an adult. This dual national background was formative of White’s
cultural education and experience, and his identity. In an interview in Sydney in
1973, having been awarded the Nobel Prize for Literature, White admitted to David
Marr: “I feel what I am, I don’t feel particularly Australian. I live here and work
here. A Londoner is what I think I am at heart but my blood is Australian and that’s
what gets me going”.28 The apparent separation of heart and blood seems affected,
but if heart means love and blood a life force then it makes sense. As a Londoner,
White went to the theatre and as Marr records, “began to write plays”,29 but with
the exception of The Ham Funeral, all his later plays are written and set in Australia,
where he “got going”.

The question of White’s early theatre influences resides in the interwar years
in London where he wrote an unknown number of plays, most of which are lost.
Marr records that “Miracle”, set in the East End, “was perhaps his first” play and
was followed by titles such as “Marriages are Made in Hell” and “It is a Pity She
is Blind”, among others.30 Other early plays include: Bread and Butter Women, a

26 Peter Fitzpatrick, After ‘The Doll’: Australian Drama Since 1955 (Melbourne: Edward Arnold,
1979), 49–50.

27 Akerholt, Patrick White, 3.
28 Marr, “White’s London”, 67.
29 Marr, “White’s London”, 69.
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comedy written while at Cambridge in the early 1930s, School for Friends, a one-act
social satire entered anonymously in a competition in Sydney in 1937, and Return
to Abyssinia, a three-act play about the Spanish Civil War, which was staged at
Bolton’s Theatre Club in London in 1947 to good reviews.31 Another play, Peter
Plover’s Party, was a sketch based on White’s London neighbour, journalist Godfrey
Winn.32 Marr along with White’s later theatre directors including Jim Sharman
attest to White’s taste for comedy review and satire, of which there was plenty
to see in London.33 White’s early plays, based on people, situations, events and
places known to the playwright, and whose social dimensions and pretences he
exaggerated for theatrical purposes, bear out practices that continued throughout
his later career. Characters such as Alma Lusty, Girlie Pogson, and Miss Docker,
and situations satirised in Netherwood and Shepherd on the Rocks, drew on people
and events White had met or observed. Elements such as social commentary, the
performativity of the everyday and physicalised representations of social status
would characterise the theatre that White went on to create. The early plays indicate
a lifelong interest in dramatic writing and the theatre, and rehearsed themes and
styles for the plays that followed. He was not a novelist dabbling in theatre but a
playwright who developed his craft over many formative years.

The influence of English literary drama in the interwar years was also
important in terms of language and style. The period was dominated by figures such
as Christopher Isherwood, W.H. Auden, T.S. Eliot and Bernard Shaw. According to
Marr, White also saw examples of European theatrical modernism in productions
of Strindberg and Wedekind’s expressionist plays.34 Reflecting on theatre in the
London metropole in the 1930s, Claire Warden’s essay on a relatively unknown
play by Ewan MacColl offers an indicative view of the circulation of expressionist
influences that may have influenced The Ham Funeral.35 MacColl’s The Other
Animals (1948) offers an English adaptation of expressionist interest in the dual
psyche of a prominent single character, who drives the dramatic narrative. Other
minor characters represent the social positions and attitudes with which the main
character wrestles. The play features the character Hanau/Robert, played by two
actors, in which Robert is the alter ego, the locus of consciousness and the
rebellious other of Hanau. The similarity with The Ham Funeral is striking. In
White’s play, the divided subjectivity of the Young Man and the Girl concentrate
attention on the formation of the modern artist as a subject who expresses a

30 Marr, “White’s London”, 70.
31 Marr, Patrick White: A Life, 249. See also Fitzpatrick, After ‘The Doll’, 49.
32 For fragments of information on Bread and Butter Woman see Marr, Patrick White: A Life, n.

667. See also Laura Ginters, “Before the Ham Funeral: ‘The Young Man Appears’ – John Tasker
Returns Home”, Australasian Drama Studies 71 (October 2017): 15.

33 Marr, “White’s London”, 70. Jim Sharman, Interview with Sandra D’Urso, 2017.
34 Marr, “White’s London”, 70.
35 Claire Altree Warden, “The Shadows and the Rush of Light: Ewan MacColl and Expressionist

Drama” New Theatre Quarterly 23, no. 4, (2007): 317–25.
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particular vision of the world and who is attentive to its metaphysics. It is not
known if White saw MacColl’s play, but the example suggests the circulation of
expressionist tropes in English theatre at the time that may have been influential
when he attempted a three-act play about an artist in the early postwar years in
London.

Towards Australian Theatrical Modernism

To locate Patrick White’s theatre within an emergent Australian theatrical
modernism is not to impose an imported regime of aesthetics and periodisation
on the plays themselves or on the nation’s theatre and drama. The key historical
interest, explained in more detail over the next few pages, is to understand White’s
theatricalisation of local, regional and provincial modernism as it assembles and
reveals itself in relation to the national landscape, while drawing on and adapting
theatrical models circulating within “global” and “planetary” modernisms.36 The
modernist framework is used throughout this book to explore the emergence
of local, experimental, socially critical, non-naturalist theatre in Australia. The
link between artistic experimentation and social critique relates to debates about
aesthetics and politics staged by Brecht, Benjamin and Adorno in the first half of
the twentieth century, a period in which Cambridge-educated, German language
student Patrick White, spent time in the cultural flows of intellectual and theatrical
Europe. Whether he was aware of these debates or not, White’s theatre evokes
aesthetics and politics – not in a party-political way, although that became
increasingly important in his later years. Rather, the politics appear as an
ideological stance on capitalist materialism and postwar industrialisation for its
effects on human relationships and aspirations. As already indicated, with the
exception of The Ham Funeral, which was written in London in 1947 and set in
the East End after the Great War, White’s seven later plays are located within and
respond to the conditions of industrial, economic and technological modernity in
the Australia context. The connection between modernist theatre and modernity is
crucial here. If modernity is industrialisation and capitalism, and is promiscuous
about its affiliations with liberal democracy and authoritarianism, modernist
drama, or as Elin Diamond puts it “modernity’s drama”, exposes its effects on
human subjects and the environment.37

Moreover, White’s theatre is concerned with character types in different urban
and rural spaces that can be viewed on stage as “containers of the present”, to
borrow Elinor Fuchs and Una Chaudhuri’s phrase for the way modern drama

36 Susan Stanford Friedman, Planetary Modernisms: Provocations of Modernity Across Time (New
York: Columbia Press, 2015).

37 Elin Diamond, “Modern Drama/Modernity’s Drama”, Modern Drama 44, no. 1 (Spring 2001):
3–15.
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represents everyday habitats that are rich in information about human life in
developed economies.38 In the Sarsaparilla plays, for example, Sarsaparilla is a local
place in which provincial life is being overtaken by suburbia, itself influenced by
the consumerism of global modernity. Characters embody dialogic positions; the
stage is a container for the conflicts that run through and animate Australian life in
the second half of the twentieth century. The presence of conflict and contradiction
marks White’s modernist theatre as political before they became increasingly
anti-development.

The nexus between aesthetics and social critique continues into new
productions of White’s plays for the twenty-first century where revivals extend
the plays’ aesthetic and critical relationship (this same nexus of aesthetics and
critique) to Australian modernity up to the present. As Fredric Jameson argues,
aesthetic modernism can describe a “corpus” of texts; here I would add theatrical
productions, for elaborating and reconstructing the “various ideologies of
modernity”.39

There are precedents in the history of Australian theatre for the links between
experimentation with form and historical or political events to be understood
within a modernist framework. A small number of socially progressive,
semi-professional and amateur ensembles such as Louis and Hilda Esson’s Pioneer
Players, as well as the New Theatre movement, were nationalist and socialist
respectively, while experimenting with modernism as a style, and modern drama
as a literary genre. Veronica Kelly’s research on the Dutch-Australian World War
One veteran, Sydney Tomholt, identifies the playwright as a forerunner for Patrick
White. She argues that Tomholt is a significant Australian modernist playwright,
whose “heightened and poetic non-naturalism” was overwhelmed by the
dominance of naturalism in Australian theatre in the 1930s.40 Of interest is her
account of how Tomholt’s anti-naturalism was driven by the imperative to
memorialise the emotional impact of the Great War on the Australian psyche. The
unassimilable loss of life, and its effects on Australian culture, seemed to call for
something other than the repetition of the unity and coherence of given forms
of realism and naturalism. The parallel with Patrick White is arresting. Where
Tomholt responds to the Australian experience of the Great War, Patrick White,
who had returned to London in 1947 after serving in Egypt in the war, sits down
to write a play. There is a bomb site next door, and The Ham Funeral emerges, in
White’s words, amidst “the despair and confusion” of the early years after World
War Two.41 In this view, the play’s grotesque mordant humour, from the foetus
in the dust bin to the conduct of the ham funeral, expresses something of the

38 Elinor Fuchs and Una Chaudhuri, eds., Land/Scape/Theater (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan
Press, 2002), 13–14.

39 Fredric Jameson, A Singular Modernity (London: Verso, 2002), 212.
40 Veronica Kelly, “Spatialialising the Ghosts of Anzac in the Plays of Sydney Tomholt: The Absent

Soldier and the War Memorial”, Australian Literary Studies 23, no. 1 (2007): 19.
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callous disregard for life that is war. Once again, realism as a form was considered
inadequate to the task of expressing the effects on consciousness of historical and
epoch-changing events.

Where realism as a form can be an effective mirror of social life and expose the
workings of class, gender and race, the expression of interiority, inarticulate states
of consciousness as well as deep emotion, call for more poetic forms of expression.
Martin Esslin, among others, linked the horror of World War Two to the emergence
of the Theatre of the Absurd. In a Samuel Beckett or Eugène Ionesco play, he wrote,
it is “unclear whether the action is meant to represent a dream world of nightmares
or real happenings”. But this ontological uncertainty was expressive of “the erosion”
of a “fixed and self-evident framework of generally accepted values”.42 For The Ham
Funeral, White writes a tragi-farce in two acts with expressionist, surrealist and
vaudeville elements remixed for the postwar period. It is unclear if characters are
“real” world or embodiments of the dreams of a young poet, fearful of engaging
with the world. Kelly understood modernist form entwined with historical event
was critical to the analysis of Tomholt’s modernist plays including The Last Post in
the 1936. The critical neglect of Tomholt’s pioneering modernist theatre, and the
later rejections of Patrick White’s early plays are not related to their lack of aesthetic
worth but to the untimely position they occupied in cultures of denial about the
erosion of fixed and abiding values.

Modernism also encompasses the feminist critique of patriarchy. Rachel
Fensham’s work on writer and director Jenny Kemp argues that Kemp represents
a feminist modernism, amidst the overall neglect within Australian theatre history
of the contribution of women playwrights to modern interpretations of female
lives, and feminist perspectives on modern society. Referring to the broader field of
Australian theatre and the cultural dominance of realist drama, she notes it is as if
“the intellectual and creative ferment of the early twentieth century modern era in
Europe and America passed Australian theatre”.43 Female playwrights and directors
such as Jenny Kemp, are prominent in developing an “implicit critique” of realism
by utilising “a modernist aesthetics of ‘formally self-conscious, experimental,
anti-mimetic features’”.44 For Richard Murphet, late modernism describes a
category for distinguishing artists who became active under the influence of the
Cold War and the politics of the 1960s that took the form of an ethos and sensibility
that resisted literary drama and realism in favour of formal experimentation.45

41 Patrick White, “Author’s Note on THE HAM FUNERAL”, World Premiere Season at Union Hall
(Adelaide University Theatre Guild, 15–25 November 1961), theatre program, Patrick White
Collection, Series 1477, Barr Smith Library, University of Adelaide.

42 Martin Esslin, “The Theatre of the Absurd”, The Tulane Drama Review 4, no. 4 (May 1960): 6.
43 Rachel Fensham, “Modernity and the White Imaginary in Australian Feminist Theatre”, Hecate

29, no. 1 (2003): 8.
44 Fensham, “Modernity and the White Imaginary”, 8.
45 Richard Murphet, Acts of Resistance in Late Modernist Theatre: Writing and Directing in

Contemporary Theatre Practice (Amsterdam: Brill, 2019).
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Murphet applies the category to a small cohort of avant-garde artists, including
Kemp, whose writing and directing develop over two decades from the late 1960s
into the twenty-first century.

In the last decade, John McCallum’s reflections on Patrick White’s theatre locate
his corpus within a modernist framework of innovation and experimentation but
also one that acknowledges the importance of the immaterial and the spiritual
despite the overriding secular logic of modernity. White’s theatricalist stagings
of the “transcendent” resonate with literary accounts of White’s metaphysics in
which the sacred or the sublime elude language but are articulated as presence or
experience.46 Arguably, White’s tendency towards the spiritual and the imaginary
participates in an anti-secular, anti-rational modernist impulse akin to the
Artaudian idea of alchemical theatre and is to be found especially in Night on Bald
Mountain, inspired by Modest Mussorgsky’s composition of the same name, and
in Signal Driver and Shepherd on the Rocks. Although Artaud wrote in and for a
different cultural and stylistic context, this book will draw on the concept of theatre
and alchemy to understand White’s linking of uranium mining, for example, with
cosmic chaos.47

The modernist aesthetics of White’s later plays are immersed in the historical
shift from the playwright to the director and demonstrate a greater emphasis on
theatricality and performativity. Yet it is also the case, as the analysis will show,
that these elements are present in White’s plays from the beginning. This is evident
in the volume of “extra-dialogic” commentary in the texts through which White
gives expression to the imagery and environments that contribute to the overall
theatrical world.48 Dialogue and extra-dialogical effects work together, without
being co-dependently restrictive on future interpretations. Modernist theatricality
refines the excesses of tragedy, baroque artifice and melodrama without submitting
to realism’s straightjacket or the rule of strict plausibility about plot. Where Roland
Barthes refers to theatricality in the formulation “theatre-minus-text”, indicating
the “density of signs and sensations” including gesture, tone, distance, substance
and light “which submerges the text beneath the profusion of its external language”,
there is scope to consider White’s modernist theatricality as theatre-plus-text.49

Reflecting on the recent scholarly recognition of White as a theatrical
modernist, David O’Donnell notes that his work paved the way for “a broad
acceptance” of later modernists beginning with the New Wave in the late 1960s.50

46 McCallum, Belonging, 147.
47 Antonin Artaud, The Theatre and Its Double, trans. Mary Caroline Richards (New York: Grove

Press, 1958), 51–52.
48 Elaine Aston and George Savona, Theatre as a Sign-System (London: Routledge, 1991), 125.
49 Roland Barthes, Critical Essays, trans. Richard Howard (Evanston, IL: Northwestern University

Press, 1972), 26.
50 David O’Donnell, “Staging Modernity in the ‘New Oceania’: Modernism in Australian, New

Zealand and Pacific Islands Theatre”, in The Modernist World, eds. Allana Lindgren and Stephen
Ross (London: Routledge, 2015), 283–84. The New Wave refers to the period from the late
1960s through to 1970s in which “a new generation of practitioners” experimented with form
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Several further essays on White’s theatrical modernism appear in a recent Special
Issue of Australasian Drama Studies 2017.51

Having aligned Patrick White’s modernist theatre with contemporary,
experimental and critically engaged Australian theatre, and traced its roots to
twentieth-century Europe, the colonial legacy of Australian modernity to which it
is attached, comes into view. Postcolonial resistance to the colonial era introduction
of European theatre and drama in Asia and Australia, Africa and the Latin
Americas has been the focus of late twentieth-century studies of the cultural impact
of colonialism on Indigenous cultures. Helen Gilbert and Joanne Tompkins argued
in a ground-breaking study over twenty-five years ago that theatre could act as a
strategy of resistance to colonial erasure of Indigenous culture by attending to “the
reclamation of, for example, pre-contact forms of performance, ritual, song, music,
language, history”.52 They continue: “story-telling facilitates the foregrounding of
indigenous cultures in spite of imperial attempts to eradicate that which was not
European and ostensibly civilised and controllable”.53 Patrick White’s theatre is
broadly postcolonial in so far as it responds to or resists aspects of Australian
culture that are the product of British imperialism. The character Hugo Sword, the
English literature professor in Night on Bald Mountain is a critical representation of
the imperialist type – self-regarding, entitled and cruel. On the other hand, White’s
theatre does not engage with the regeneration of traditional practices or interrogate
the hegemony of white Australia, which it reproduces. There is a militant localism
in his theatre’s representation of a distinctively critical view of Australian life but it
arguably continues the project of European modernism in its local and provincial
setting.

White’s modernism is local in a “modern globalised world”.54 It belongs to that
which Douglas Mao and Rebecca L. Walkowitz articulate as a three-way expansion
of the temporal, spatial and social boundaries of European modernism. On this
model, Asia and Australia, for instance, come into view as sites that reveal
“modernism as a global practice”.55 The effect is that the older vertical distinction
between high modernism, as an aesthetic movement by and for social elites, as
opposed to popular or low culture, practised by the masses, has been disrupted by
the greater diversity of late twentieth-century writers and the postmodern levelling
of cultural hierarchies. Stephen Ross’ and Allana Lindgren’s edited volume on the

and style to lay the foundations of Australian drama. See Katharine Brisbane, Not Wrong–Just
Different: Observations on the Rise of Contemporary Australian Theatre, (Sydney: Currency
Press, 2005), 29.

51 Australasian Drama Studies “Special Issue, Patrick White and Australian Theatrical
Modernism” 71, no. 2 (2017).

52 Helen Gilbert and Joanne Tompkins, Post-Colonial Drama: Theory, Practice, Politics (London:
Routledge, 1996), 294.

53 Gilbert and Tompkins, Post-Colonial Drama, 294.
54 Friedman, Planetary Modernisms, 38.
55 Douglas Mao and Rebecca L. Walkowitz, “The New Modernist Studies”, PMLA 123, no. 3

(2008): 738.
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modernist world surveys the broad field of performing and visual arts and calls for
a rethinking of existing conceptual frameworks to think about “plural modernisms
globally” in “planetary terms”.56 For Julian Murphet the plural form, modernisms,
is marked by an “unevenness” expressed in uneven global distributions of
technological and market advance, which is then mirrored through other forms of
geographic inequality.57

Reflecting on the expanded use of modernism as a critical framework in
Theatre Studies, Penny Farfan writes that “attention to modernism’s local, material,
corporeal, lexical, and interactive dimensions in performance” helps us understand
the critical relationship between “theatre and modernity”.58Applied to Australia,
modernism offers a broad framework for understanding White’s plays in terms of
their critical engagement with Australian modernity. The modernist frame helps to
identify what was new and innovative about White’s plays and how they synthesised
and reflected Australian culture and society in the throes of modernity. Theatrical
modernism, like other modernisms, is suspended between a formal aesthetic
movement and a response to particular social, cultural, political and technological
changes. This book is interested in what White’s formal innovation, disruption of
convention, rejection of tradition, boundary breaking and remaking help us say, do,
feel and reflect when considering Australian modernity. It hopes to complement
New Wave, postcolonial, intercultural, Indigenous, and postmodern studies of
Australian theatre to make the case that White’s theatre can be examined in terms
of the unresolved issues confronting the nation’s history and present.

Close Readings of Dramatic Texts

Close readings of dramatic texts are greatly enhanced by theatre and performance
theory, especially around the concept of dramaturgy derived from the Greek
concepts of dramatourgia (to write a text in dramatic form), and dramatopoia,
(dramatic composition).59 Contemporary understandings of the term have moved
beyond text-based drama and its theatrical performance to account for
postdramatic theatre, a theatre that Hans-Thies Lehmann originally theorised as
“a theatre that feels bound to operate beyond drama, as a time ‘after’ the authority
of the dramatic paradigm in theatre.”60 Leaving aside the debate about whether
dramatic theatre is “weakened and exhausted”61 (it clearly is not), dramaturgy

56 Stephen Ross and Allana Lindgren, “Introduction”, in The Modernist World, eds. Allana
Lindgren and Stephen Ross (London: Routledge, 2015), 2, 12.

57 Julian Murphet, “Introduction: On the Market and Uneven Development”, Affirmations of the
Modern 1, no. 1 (2013): 12.

58 Penny Farfan, “Editorial Comment: ‘Modernism’”, Theatre Journal 65, no. 4 (December 2013):
xiii.

59 Mary Luckhurst, Dramaturgy: A Revolution (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005), 5.
60 Hans-Thies Lehmann, Postdramatic Theatre, trans. Karen Jürs-Munby (London: Routledge,

2006), 27.
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is adaptable to offering accounts of dramatic and postdramatic theatre including
forms such as dance, media, chorus, performance art and so on. Dramaturgy can
describe how text- and non-text-based performances address, critique and disrupt
social and cultural identities, states of being and belonging, and affects such as hate
and shame.62 Describing textual interpretations of the concept, Mary Luckhurst
writes,

One of the two common senses of dramaturgy relates to the internal structures
of a play-text and is concerned with the arrangement of formal elements by the
playwright – plot, construction of narrative, character, time frame and stage
action. Conversely, dramaturgy can also refer to external elements relating to
staging, the overall artistic concept behind the staging, the politics of performance,
and the calculated manipulation of audience response (hence the associations with
deceit).63

Dramaturgy in contemporary usage includes the idea of making, doing, presenting
or choreographing the elements of performance including bodies, movement,
space, sound and multimedia. In this book, dramaturgy is used in the modernist
sense to refer to the playwright’s structuring of the text, use of form and convention
and how these elements combine to present their overall subject, Australia, in a
certain light.

Dramaturgy is also described as metatheatrical or theatricalist. Here I draw
on Elinor Fuchs’ description of drama that is self-reflexive and self-referential.64

This description suits Patrick White’s compositional style, which makes use of
non-human figurations including anima figures, the dead, celestial voices and
imaginary animals as well as astral phenomena, illuminated objects and apocalyptic
light as found in The Ham Funeral, A Cheery Soul, Signal Driver and Shepherd on
the Rocks. These elements unsettle the secular rationality of realism as described
by Raymond Williams, but were never intended to replace character, time frames
and stage action, pointing instead to other possible worlds co-signalled in the text
and potentially given material form in the theatre.65 These worlds exceed the purely
textual construction of a play. As Fuchs writes:

theatricalist plays multiply dramatic complexity by bringing different places of
reality into the same structure. Conflict in these structures is played out more
between levels of representation than by individual figures, and is resolved by

61 Lehmann, Postdramatic Theatre, 27.
62 See Peter Eckersall, Helena Grehan and Edward Scheer, New Media Dramaturgy: Performance,

Media and New Materialism (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2017).
63 Luckhurst, Dramaturgy, 10.
64 Fuchs, “Clown Shows”, 341.
65 Raymond Williams, “A Lecture on Realism”, Afterall: A Journal of Art, Context and Enquiry 5
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victory or defeat for a contending ontological principle (or perhaps a cheerful
truce).66

If dramatic conflict is between different realities rather than individualised
characters then theatricalist texts play their part in transcending monoculturalism.
Patrick White is recognised as a satirist and ironist, who in his own words liked
“to blow off ” about Australia without compromising his imagination or confining
himself to stage naturalism.67 White’s theatricalism is produced via a layered
dramaturgy that combines the social critique of Australia in the twentieth century
with outbreaks of magic and illusion in which the different planes contest the
other’s truth claims while destabilising and complicating realism. Across the plays,
the moon, the night sky and the spectacle of the Aurora Australis contribute
to competing realities on stage. White’s dramaturgy moves in the direction Eric
Bentley referred to as “the open, diffuse play which starts early in the narrative and
proceeds through it in many scenes”.68 Another important dramaturgical feature
of White’s plays and their performance is the non-textual image that combines
character, action, gesture, costume and lighting in a moment of heightened
significance. In The Ham Funeral, Mrs Lusty sits at her dressing table and takes
down her hair while her husband’s dead body lies on the bed beside her. In Big
Toys Mag Bosanquet holed up in her Sydney penthouse bursts a balloon with her
fingernail and in Netherwood Royce Best puts on Dora Pilbeam’s frayed dress to
play the piano for his psychiatrist. Each moment shares characteristics with the
Brechtian gestus, the “quotable gesture” to use Walter Benjamin’s description, that
interrupts the “act of acting” with self-conscious posturing.69 Gestus can function
as a key to unlocking the social and gendered relations between character and place
and the playwright’s critical stance. In other words, it leads to the politics of the
performative.

Theatre Studies and Methodology

The study of a single play and its theatrical production has now given way, as
Marvin Carlson captures it, to a more dynamic view that considers “the fluidity
of texts and interpretations from performance to performance” and “from revival
to revival” over time and place.70 R. Darren Gobert argues there is now a greater
understanding that the play text is involved in “ever mutating signification over

66 Fuchs, “Clown Shows”, 41.
67 Marr, Patrick White, 391.
68 Walter Benjamin, Understanding Brecht, tr. Anna Bostock (London: Verso, 1998) 19.
69 Eric Bentley, The Brecht Commentaries 1943–1986 (New York: Grove Press, 1981) 41.
70 Marvin Carlson, “Performance Studies and the Enhancement of Theatre Studies”, in The Rise of

Performance Studies: Rethinking Richard Schechner’s Broad Spectrum, eds. J.M. Harding and
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time” as history, culture and theatre practice intersect.71 The book’s focus on a single
playwright may appear démodé in this context but it proceeds on the basis that
comparative analyses of performances of the plays over time take into account the
centrality of that which Erika Fischer-Lichte refers to as “the bodily co-presence
of actors and spectators”.72 The reading of White’s published texts in chapters one
and two acts as a starting point after which variable performances accumulate in
such a way that the text is no longer a fixed object. In the same vein, the social
and cultural context, including racialised, class-based, gendered and sexual politics
at work across the different times and places of production and reception, are
considered counterpoints to the authority of the play text and the playwright’s
original intentions and influences.

The study of the performed text is facilitated and enabled by the concept of the
performative derived from Judith Butler’s sense of the performative as a dramatic
enactment of everyday life by a lived body. Applied to the art form of theatre
and performance, Fischer-Lichte argues bodily performative acts (on stage) do
not express a pre-existing identity (stipulated by the text) but “engender identity
through those very acts”.73 Live performance is dramatic because it involves the
body’s “continual and incessant materialisation of possibilities” entwined with and
embedded in historical situations.74 Performativity is that which “manifests itself
in the performative nature of acts” and which carries affective potential, that is,
the capacity to create audience response.75 The concept allows for a discussion, for
instance, of Benedict Andrews’ production of The Season at Sarsaparilla for the
Sydney Theatre Company in 2006, which highlighted the effect of a bitch in season
through sound, duration, and frequency that unsettles or amuses characters and
audience alike.

The important point here is that the dynamic qualities of performativity replace
the idea of theatre as the rendition of the literary dramatic text, which is the
principal driver of the event. Recognition of the syncretic composition of theatre
brings the creative energies of directors, designers, composers, and performers into
view. Each of these figures plays a major role in the story of Patrick White’s theatre,
as the analysis of landmark productions will show. Key productions of White’s
plays are commonly referred to as Jim Sharman’s Signal Driver, Neil Armfield’s A
Cheery Soul, Michael Kantor’s The Ham Funeral and Benedict Andrews’ The Season
at Sarsaparilla. Jim Sharman had a transformative effect on White’s reputation as
an Australian playwright.76 He was a driving force in Sydney’s New Wave theatre

71 R. Darren Gobert, “The Field of Modern Drama, or Arcadia”, Modern Drama, 58, no. 3 (2015):
299.

72 Fischer-Lichte, Erika, The Routledge Introduction to Theatre and Performance Studies, eds.
Minou Arjomand and Romona Mosse, trans. Minou Arjomand (Oxford: Routledge, 2014), 56.

73 Erika Fischer-Lichte, The Transformative Power of Performance, trans. Saskya Jain (New York:
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scene and its commercial sector, directing Alex Buzo’s Norm and Ahmed, a radical
two-hander about racism at the Old Tote in 1968 and the New Age musical Hair at
the Metro Theatre in 1969. Sharman became a celebrity international director while
retaining his art house theatre practice, a point that was critical to his production of
A Cheery Soul at the Sydney Opera House in 1979. Inspired by that production the
baton passed to Neil Armfield who went on to direct almost all Patrick White’s plays
over twenty years including premiere productions of the later 1980s’ plays such as
Signal Driver in 1982.

Of particular interest is the way in which Armfield would stage and then
restage White’s plays often with different designers and actors, and in different
venues. He liked to “dig further”, seeing each play as a work in progress rather than
the last word.77 Actors working on White’s characters harnessed “a certain poetic
theatricalisation” consisting of “heightened effects, poetry and symbolism”.78 These
poetics were frequently captured in physical imagery, which in turn allowed “a
strange sculptural energy” to emerge through the interaction of the body in space
or in relation to objects, sounds and light.

These important developments in theatre practice since the 1960s shape the
analysis and discussion of White’s theatre with his plays implicated in the changing
modes of production and reception. As Armfield wrote in a tribute to White:

His plays are unlike anything else in the Australian theatre. They have their feet in
vaudeville and their heads in the stars, in the vaulted air of the cathedral. They have
a crystalline hardness tempered with earth and blood. And the plays will continue
to be staged, because he created parts that actors love to play. His characters are
clowns requiring the finest to release them. They are comic and tragic, like life. But
the language they play with obeys its own poetics.79

Benedict Andrews in turn worked as Assistant Director on Armfield’s Night on Bald
Mountain in 1996 and went on to direct the acclaimed production of The Season at
Sarsaparilla for the Sydney Theatre Company ten years later.

Theatre, as a live event that involves the work of directors, actors, designers
and increasingly technicians, enables the visual, spatial, performative and auditory
systems to challenge the dominance of the text as the privileged stage signifier.
Dramatic representation via the communicated experience of the speaking
character is turned into a stage presence surrounded by the technologies of theatre.
Applied to White’s theatre in the 1960s, Harry Kippax was able to view a full
professional production of The Ham Funeral by brilliant young director John
Tasker, featuring rising international star Zoe Caldwell in the cast. Whereas critic

76 Kate Gaul, interviewed by Denise Varney, 26 September 2019.
77 Neil Armfield, interviewed by Sandra D’Urso, 9 January 2018.
78 Armfield, interview.
79 Neil Armfield, “Patrick White: A Centenary Tribute”, Meanjin 71, no. 2 (2012): 28.
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Neil Hutchison, who had only read the script, could only imagine a tedious
production. Here it is clear that the specific aestheticism of theatre and
performance produces, in the words of Fischer-Lichte, “the transformative power
of performance”.80

The modernist aesthetics of the later plays are immersed in the theatrical shift
from the playwright to the director, and in a greater emphasis on theatricality and
performativity. Dramatic representation via the communicated experience of the
speaking character is turned into a stage presence surrounded by the technologies
of theatre. White’s last performed play, Shepherd on the Rocks, features a carnival
of characters, a motif of the last two plays, who represent states of heterogeneity,
ambiguity, puppet-like presences and correspondences. The dramatic character
is no longer tied to the humanistic idea of sovereign subject, of the artist as
transcendent or autonomous. Australian drama’s modernism is to be found in
White’s movement away from realism, causality and motivation, and in its
encounter with illumination, contingency, and creative forces that include
landscape.

The Book

The concept of aesthetic modernism is central to the investigation of White’s theatre
that focuses on text, mise-en-scène, and reception in light of that which Fuchs and
Fischer-Lichte, among others, refer to as the transformative experience afforded
the spectator and critic.81 At the same time, the book stages an historical account
of the plays in performance that necessitates a certain amount of narrative and
descriptive writing. This narrative will have significant concentrations around the
number of times a play is performed as well as continuities and discontinuities
around the available archive, the artists involved in the productions and the analysis
that follows. The chapters on the whole identify key scenes for aesthetic and
comparative analysis rather than accounts of whole performances.

Chapters one and two conduct a close reading of White’s eight published play
texts. My analysis of the texts is not to establish a normative reading against which
their various theatrical adaptations are to be assessed. The close readings attend
to the question of what the texts do, and what “makes a text theatrical”.82 These
close readings will show how texts anticipate life on stage, even as they also occupy
the bookshelf or the digital repository. The aim in these chapters is to develop a
contemporary overview of the texts of a single author in their formative context
before opening up discussion of the ways in which they have been staged over

80 Fischer-Lichte, The Transformative Power of Performance.
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time. The close reading is not intended to establish a fixed meaning but to identify
features that would later be differently highlighted in performances by different
directors.

Chapters three to eight draw on archival research to analyse performances of
the plays over four decades. In drawing extensively on archival sources, the book
grapples with the unevenness of the collections for each production. This is partly
to do with the fact that there have been many more productions of the first four
plays (the later plays having had only one or two productions each), leaving an
archive heavily weighted towards White’s early works. This unevenness also applies
to newspaper articles and reviews, which form a significant part of the archival
research. The relative size of the archive has left its mark on the organisation of
chapters. The Ham Funeral has had six productions, including three since 2000, and
has a sizable print and digital archive dating back to 1961. The fact that the early
productions were bathed in controversy, much of which played out in the press –
both in newspapers and in longer formats in magazines and periodicals – has left
a large footprint. Hence, productions of The Ham Funeral are awarded a chapter of
their own to examine productions from 1961 to 2018. The chapter compares and
contrasts the different productions of the play to conduct a detailed study of this
foundational work in White’s theatrical repertoire and its development as a major
work over a period of social, cultural and aesthetic change.

The Season at Sarsaparilla and A Cheery Soul have a chapter each for the same
reasons. The Season at Sarsaparilla was first produced in 1962 and has had several
revivals up to the Sydney Theatre Company’s 2007 production directed by Benedict
Andrews. This chapter scans White’s theatre for its increasing gender fluidity that
is variously elided and enhanced in subsequent productions of the plays. Andrews’
2007 production of The Season at Sarsaparilla cast veteran White actor, Peter
Carroll, as Girlie Pogson, offering a cross-dressed version of the prissy housewife.
The chapter analyses how the performance recalibrates Girlie’s social anxieties
as sexual ambiguity in a way that is both hilarious and sad in the twenty-first
century. Chapter four considers the theatricalisation of Australian suburbia as
the iconic scene of the social organisation of modernity from the 1960s to the
present. The chapter considers how productions of White’s plays represent new
treatments of suburban spatialities. A Cheery Soul, also set in Sarsaparilla, and
first performed by the Union Theatre Repertory Company at the Union Theatre at
Melbourne University in 1963 is examined in chapter five. Revived by Jim Sharman
at the Sydney Opera House in 1979, this play had its most recent revival in 2018.
Although set in Sarsaparilla, the play presents a different angle on suburbia to do
with morality, ethics and doing good in the modern world.

Chapter six considers Night on Bald Mountain and Netherwood, paired for their
rural settings and themes of modernity’s non-conformists and outsiders. Night on
Bald Mountain is the final work in White’s first quartet, first performed at Union
Hall, Adelaide University on 9 March 1964. Directed by John Tasker, who had
also directed The Ham Funeral and The Season at Sarsaparilla in Adelaide, the
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production also prompts commentary on the creative collaboration between the
playwright, director, and designer. Neil Armfield restaged Night on Bald Mountain
for Company B Belvoir and the State Theatre of South Australia, with Anna
Borghesi as designer and with Benedict Andrews as Assistant Director. A new
production in 2014 at the Malthouse Theatre in Melbourne directed by Matthew
Lutton and designed by Dale Ferguson provides the trans-temporal comparison.
Netherwood is a further instance of the pivotal role of the director in realising
White’s theatricalist vision. This large-cast play, also set in a country house and
featuring the co-existence and collision of different planes of reality, was directed by
Jim Sharman for the South Australian Theatre Company (renamed Lighthouse) at
the Playhouse, Adelaide in 1983. The chapter highlights White’s theatrical concern
with damaged minds, gender play, fluid identities, corporeal otherness, places of
confinement, and the power of authoritarianism. It discusses how each of these
elements calls for a particular theatricalist vision that moves White’s theatre
increasingly towards collaborative relationships facilitated in part by the emergence
of directors’ and designer’s theatre.

Signal Driver and Big Toys are discussed in chapter seven in terms of White’s
growing involvement in the anti-nuclear and anti-uranium movement. Signal
Driver was first performed in 1982 by the Lighthouse Company, Adelaide in a
production directed by Armfield and restaged in Brisbane and Melbourne the
following year, and at the Belvoir Street Theatre, Sydney in 1985. Big Toys has
to date had five professional productions between 1977 and 1994. It was first
performed at the Old Tote Theatre Company, Sydney in 1977 with Jim Sharman
as director and stage design by Brian Thomson. Big Toys signalled a return to the
theatre for White, who had concentrated on writing novels and other pieces after
the hostile response to Night on Bald Mountain. Sharman was intent on exploding
the mainstream from within, not with radical politics but with radical theatricality,
although one did not exclude the other. The cross-class erotic encounter between
barrister Ritchie Bosanquet and trade unionist Terry Legge in Big Toys is examined
as part of the increasing gender fluidity of White’s theatre. The premise of the
chapter is that material surfaces such as windows, mirrors, jewellery, minerals
(uranium, plutonium), the shine of a Ferrari are counterposed with soft objects
such as fur, flesh, sexuality, identity and an unstable idea of “humanity” in the
context of economic development and investment in the post-Whitlam years.

Shepherd on the Rocks is discussed in chapter eight with reference to religion,
metaphysics and enchantment, and brings together the aspect of light and
illumination which is identified as a feature of White’s theatre. It was written
with Franz Schubert’s “Shepherd on the Rock” (1828) as inspiration, just as Night
on Bald Mountain was inspired by Mussorgsky’s composition made famous by
Rimsky-Korsakov. Further intertextuality occurs in the veiled conversation White
sets up between artworks and musical composition within the play’s extension of
the genre of dramatic literature to other media. The play was first performed at
the Playhouse Adelaide Festival Centre in 1987, directed by Neil Armfield with set
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design by Brian Thomson and lighting by John Comeadow. A second production
was mounted in Canberra in 1993. Where it is not possible to compare productions
of the play over time, this chapter focuses on White’s last published and performed
play as the most extensive realisation of the theatricalist tendencies in his body of
work as a whole. In particular, it considers the interplay of image, light and sound
with metaphysical themes to do with religion and spirituality as a phantasmagoria,
recognising the elaboration of theatricalist tendencies throughout the whole body
of work.
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