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From the writer’s perspective –  
Briar Grace-Smith & Purapurawhetū 
 

Briar Grace-Smith 
 

Reworking existing stories 
 
Writer’s stories come together in different ways. All 
playwrights draw their stories from somewhere, and they 
often play with their stories in a number of ways before 
they are finally acted out on the stage. And even after the 
first performances, scenes are often re-worked. 
 
In talking about the writing of Purapurawhetū, Briar Grace-Smith tells how the 
core of the story came from a meeting that took place when she was 
travelling in Jamaica: 

There was an old woman who lived in the house behind me 
and every night she would go out to the cliff and start crying. 
You could just feel this pain. And her son – she had three 
strong sons – they’d come and pull her away so that she 
wouldn’t throw herself over. They built this fence so she 
couldn’t get through. Then I learned her son had drowned. He 
fell off the cliff when he was very young. And she kept saying: 
“My lost pickme” – short for ‘pick me up’ – her baby. So that 
stayed with me for a long time – she was searching for her 
son, she had become quite – maybe she had Alzheimer’s – 
she wasn’t always there when you talked to her. [from transcript 
of a video interview with Briar Grace-Smith by Playmarket, 2002] 

 
Rewriting a short story 
The core story, and its link with weaving, appeared in a short story that Briar 
Grace-Smith wrote earlier, called “Puku Up, Puku Down”. [The full text of this 
story is published in Huia Short Stories 1995 (Huia Publishers: Wellington, 
1995) pages 45–50.] 
 
In this story, the connection between weaver and storyteller is clearly 
established, as is Hohepa’s search for his lost son. However, there are 
changes to the story in the play. For example, the age of the son at his death 



Purapurawhetū and The Pohutukawa Tree: The writer’s perspective – Purapurawhetū   Page 2 
Accessed from The arts/Ngā Toi materials  www.tki.org.nz/r/arts/drama/purapurawhetu 

has changed, and the wild young man that the son became has been 
separated off into another character – that of Mata. These changes increase 
the conflict and the resulting tension in the play. They also offer the 
possibility of a quest for resolution, and the possibility of the redemption that 
we see in the final play.  
 
Within the short story, the story teller is an Auntie, not Hohepa’s wife. She 
weaves stories about everyone in the community. At the end of the story we 
are left wondering if the story is a true one or if it is simply something she has 
made up. Within the play we see the original story unfold in a past that co-
exists with the present. Because we see it, we ‘know’ it is true.  
 
And yet what really happens in the play with the transformation of Aggie and 
Hohepa into their younger counterparts? Is it just their memories that create 
the scenes? Is it in their memories that the restoration happens? Or does it 
happen in real time? Here again we are left wondering. 
 
The evolving script 
After the play was written, further changes to the script took place during 
rehearsals. Briar Grace-Smith describes the way the actor Jim Moriarty 
improvised around aspects of the role of Mata: 

Because Jim’s a really good improviser, there’s a bit there – a 
monologue – which is really relevant to the very first draft I wrote. It 
really took me – Winston Peters and New Zealand First party and all that 
stuff were going on, and Tau Henare, and it was really specific to that 
time. So every time we toured it, Jim just changed it because there was 
always something current to throw off about Māori politicians. [from 
transcript of a video interview with Briar Grace-Smith by Playmarket, 2002] 

 
The changes that Briar Grace-Smith describes not only utilise the contribution 
the actor can make to the role, they also keep the story relevant to changing 
times. 
 
Similarly, characterisation can develop further depth as a result of 
experiencing the play in performance. Briar Grace-Smith describes the growth 
of the character of Ramari: 

For the tour, I changed the storyline of one character slightly to make 
her stronger – the character of Ramari. I made her a little bit less naive. 
This was because the actors had become very familiar with their roles, 
and Ramiri’s naivety was an issue for Helen. She was growing up and 
her character needed to grow up with her a little bit. And she played her 
differently. [from transcript of a video interview with Briar Grace-Smith by 
Playmarket, 2002] 
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Connections between weaving and stories 
 
 

Ramari: I guess having Kui here has really helped. She must be an 
awesome weaver. 

Tyler:   She doesn’t even have to use her hands. 
Ramari:  But… but that’s not possible. (Pause) Is it? 
Tyler:   She weaves stories. 

Purapurawhetū,  Act 2 Scene 3 
 
In a Māori way of seeing, the art of rarangi (weaving) is one way of capturing 
the stories that are important to a community and displaying them for all to 
see. In the meeting house, the tututuku (woven flax) panels alternate with 
the carved panels. Above both of them run the painted rafters of the ceiling. 
Together they tell the histories (the stories) of the house and the people to 
whom it belongs. So the house itself is a story-teller. 
 
The connections between fibre and story are echoed around the world. Take 
the tapestries of Medieval Europe, for instance, that recorded the exploits of 
the time and the older stories that were still being constantly retold. Think 
also the unrecorded exchanges of women as they sat together knitting, 
sewing, embroidering, and making patchwork quilts, and told each other the 
things that had happened in their lives or in the community around them. 
 
More recently, women have adopted the image of weaving as the way of 
describing how they make theatre. The language of mainstream theatre 
criticism has tended talk about the construction of a play and what makes for 
a well-structured play. The language draws on imagery of architecture and 
building. It carries the suggestion that good plays have a specific kind of 
shape and tell a clear, unified story. Feminist criticism suggests that there are 
other ways of shaping stories for performance. (And, of course, men who 
write theatre, as well as women, draw on the ideas of feminist criticism.) 
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Activity 1: Play-making using collage 
 
 
This activity is designed for groups of four or five, although it could be 
adapted for different numbers. 
 
 

1. Each member of the group writes a brief monologue, taking the role of 
someone who has died and telling their story. The only constraint is 
that the story needs to have some connection to someone who is still 
living. (Keep the monologues to no more than a page long, perhaps 
less.) This writing is done independently. 

 
2. The members of the group read each other their monologues, but do 

not edit each others. 
 

3. Each person then cuts their monologue into four or five segments. 
Together the group pastes together the segments, in any order that 
seems to work best for them. (A few new divisions might be made at 
this stage, but the exercise is more powerful if the words are not 
altered.) 

 
4. The interwoven monologues are rehearsed and performed. In the 

rehearsal process, connections are explored and possible overarching 
meanings may be found. 

 
5. If the resources are available, images may be projected on a screen 

during the performance. The images used may illustrate the story 
being told, offer contrast to what is being said in the words, or they 
might simply be images of the night sky. (Images might be generated 
by scanning photos or newspaper clippings, or by downloading from 
the Internet. The images could be projected using a Powerpoint 
program and a data projector.) 

 
6. The work could be extended by writing a song, a chant, or a spoken 

chorus that links the work together. 
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Activity 2: How the writer weaves the strands of her story 
together – elements of the craft of writing 
 
 
Read the section of Purapurawhetū given in Extract 4 (repeated below), which begins 
the play. 
 
 
The aim of this activity is to work out how the writer made this short initial scene 
achieve several objectives.  
 
A lot of possibilities are set up within these opening minutes of the play. First go 
through the scene in detail to pinpoint: 

• how tensions and possibilities for the story are set up; 
• how the curiosity of the audience is aroused and their interest engaged;  
• how the qualities of relationships between the characters are implied.  

 
 
Then compare your findings with the following list: 

• The voice of Bubba speaks in a recorded, and electronically enhanced, whisper. 
We are given the suggestion that something unearthly is involved. 

• Bubba talks about being cold and lost. We don’t yet know why. A tension is 
created – the tension of the unknown. This makes us want to find out 
what has happened. 

• Tyler starts weaving. His work sets up the other storyline of the play, 
and also introduces the unifying dramatic symbol. 

• Tyler’s frustrated reaction to what Hohepa is doing tells us that 
something is wrong. The words that follow reinforce the wrongness. 
Again, we want to know what is going on. 

• Hints of previous events are given – Hohepa was a strong leader, but 
some “sadness” took place, altering him. 

• There is a hint that Hohepa is “gonna snap right out of it”, and that this 
will be productive for Te Kupenga. At least Tyler hopes so, and we in 
the audience unconsciously identify with that hope. 

• The dialogue between Tyler and Hohepa suggests a particular 
relationship. Tyler is frustrated with Hohepa’s mental absence, yet he 
talks warmly with him about the pāua. Love and respect are evident, as 
well as pity and frustration. 
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========================================== 
Extract 4:  Purapurawhetū Act 1 Scene 1 
 
 
It is early morning. The stage is lit in cool blues and greens. HOHEPA 
stares out to sea from the rock pools, looking confused. An empty sack 
hangs over his shoulder. We hear in a whisper, like the wind or tide, 
the voice of BUBBA. 
 
 
BUBBA: Where? Where are you? There’s cold underneath, it got real 
sharp fingers. It stick ’em right into me. Making me scared. No one 
sees me. Wheke he don’t, he just stretch right through me. Got eight 
arms but he won’t cuddle. Where are the faces? The mouths making 
kisses? Don’t wanna stay here. All by myself. No one can see me. 
 

HOHEPA searches, as if for pāua. TYLER enters the whare 
raranga and starts to weave a large tukutuku panel. His 
movements at this stage are small. A chair sits to one side of the 
panel, another nearby. He becomes dissatisfied with the work he 
is doing and walks around the panel several times. 
 

TYLER: ****! ****! (He throws a chair on the floor in frustration.) 
Aargh! (He goes to the window and stares out at HOHEPA. To himself) 
Koro Hohepa. They used to call you the quiet rangatira. Never made a 
fuss. Invisible and strong, like superglue. Now look at you down there 
amongst the weed and rocks, looking for pāua in a place where there 
ain’t been nothing but sadness for years. But you the man, eh Koro? 
One day you’re gonna snap right out of it and give Te Kupenga a real 
shake up. Yeah. **** yeah, you da man. (Yells out to HOHEPA) Any 
pāua today Koro Hohepa?  
 
HOHEPA (looking around and finally up at TYLER, surprised): Eh boy? 
 
TYLER: You get any pāua today? 
 
HOHEPA (confused): What’s that? What’s that you say? 
 
TYLER: Pāua. You get many today Koro? 
 
HOHEPA: Did you say pāua? 
 
TYLER: Yes. Pāua. 
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HOHEPA: Oh yes! Pāua. I got me plenty. Plenty pāua today. 
 
HOHEPA/TYLER: Plenty pāua today boy. 
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Activity 3: Strategies to tell things to the audience 
 
 
Read the section of Purapurawhetū given in Extract 2 (repeated below), in 
which Ramari has just come into the play. 
 
 
Study this scene in detail, analysing what the writer’s purposes are in relation 
to the development of the story, the characters and their relationships. For 
example, what is the purpose of introducing a new character (Ramari) who is 
a stranger? What does this achieve for the audience?  
 
 
Then read through the discussion below, and compare it your with your 
analysis. 
 
Purposes of the scene 
The primary purpose of this scene is to carry forward the story, and to 
establish the relationships with the new character. (This is explored in Activity 
2 of the ‘Rehearsing and performing Purapurawhetū’ section.) However, the 
introduction of Ramari, the outsider to the group, also allows the writer to 
give the audience background information that we need to understand the 
play, by having the other characters tell those things to Ramari.  
 
Because Ramari is city bred and educated, there are a lot of things she does 
not understand. While Tyler scores a few points at her expense, so adding to 
the development of characterisation, he also explains to the audience – via 
explaining to Ramari – about the terms and materials used in the weaving. 
 
At the same time, thematic possibilities are set up. As Tyler teaches Ramari 
the terms he uses in the weaving – “to the urupā, to the wharekai, to Koro 
Hohepa” – possible connections are set up for us in the audience.  
 
Similarly, the way Mata taunts Tyler allows us to be told the meaning of the 
pattern that Tyler is weaving. Tyler does not need to be told the meaning – he 
already knows it – and his body language shows his resentment of Mata’s 
deliberate and belittling patronage. We in the audience do need to know the 
meaning of the pattern. 
  
These are some of the ways in which the writer develops characterisation at 
the same time as she fills in the gaps in her audience’s framework of 
knowledge. 
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================================================ 
Extract 2:  Purapurawhetū Act 1 Scene 1 
 
 

TYLER goes back to his weaving. MATA enters, followed by 
RAMARI. 
 

RAMARI: Kia ora, Tyler. Hard at work I see.  
 

TYLER looks over at them. MATA stands behind RAMARI, 
squeezing her shoulders.  

 
MATA: This is Ramari, she’s a whanaunga of ours. Came all the way 
from Christchurch to help with the preparations. 
 
TYLER: Yeah? 
 
RAMARI: Tēnā koe, Tyler. 
 

For a moment, TYLER looks at them both suspiciously, then 
gives RAMARI a kiss and goes back to work. MATA clears his 
throat and gives RAMARI a nod. He walks around the room 
looking at this and that and generally being ‘inconspicuous’. 
 

RAMARI: Did you realise we’ve got just two weeks to go before the 
opening of the new house? How time flies eh?  
 

TYLER casts her a look then moves away from her and starts 
work on the other side of the panel. MATA clears his throat once 
more. 
 

Not that we have anything to worry about. There are fifteen tukutuku 
panels finished already. Ngāti Tüora finished theirs last week. The 
South Island iwi have sent theirs through and the Hamioras ... the 
Hamioras have done three. Yours is the very last one. Exciting eh? I 
mean we’re all just waiting.  
 
MATA: Waiting with bated breath. 
 

Pause. 
RAMARI: I’ve heard you’re an excellent weaver. (Pause.) Would you 
mind if I took a closer look? 
 

TYLER shrugs. RAMARI goes and looks at the panel. 
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It’s lovely. (Pause.) It’s lovely, but you’ve still got a fair way to go. 
 
TYLER: It’ll get there. 
 

MATA looks over towards the pair.  
 
RAMARI: (assertive): It looks like you could use some help. 
 
TYLER: (rolling his eyes): Here we go. 
 
RAMARI: I think a bit of company is just what you need to speed 
things up. 
 
TYLER: I don’t want any company, okay? 
 

MATA walks towards them, hands behind his back. 
 

MATA (menacingly): Oh, I think you do. (He smiles at RAMARI.) And 
our Ramari here’s not afraid of getting her hands dirty, are you e hine? 
 
RAMARI: That’s cool. If Tyler wants to work alone maybe he should. 

 
MATA (holding up a hand in protest): No. It’s already been decided. 
(To RAMARI) Don’t worry. I’m sure that secretly he’s very pleased 
you’re here. 
 
TYLER: ******* ecstatic!  

 
MATA (rolls up his sleeves and rubs his hands together): Well, come 
on then. No time like the present.  
 

TYLER keeps working. 
 

MATA: Tyler? 
 

There is a tense silence. TYLER stares at RAMARI for a moment. 
 

TYLER: Let’s get started then shall we?  
 

RAMARI is relieved. Seeing that things are underway, MATA once 
more strolls around the room, picking up this and that. 
 

TYLER (to RAMARI): I need to see you strip first. 
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RAMARI: What? What did you just say? 
 
TYLER: You heard. Strip. I need you to do that for me.  
 
RAMARI: (looking at TYLER) I’m not laughing.  
 
TYLER: Good. It’s not a joke. 
 
MATA: What’s going on over there? 
 
RAMARI (between her teeth to TYLER): You’re a pervert. 
 
TYLER (loudly): The kiekie. Using a shearing comb, size and strip it.  
 
MATA (to TYLER): Never mind all the hoo-ha, just let her weave the 
damn thing. 
 

TYLER gets a chair and places it at the back of the panel. 
 

RAMARI: I thought I could start at the front. 
 
TYLER: You’re lucky I’m letting you work on the back. (He unwraps a 
towel full of wet kiekie.)  
 
RAMARI: Precious aren’t we? I helped make one of these at uni you 
know. 
 
TYLER: Well what are you waiting for? 
 
RAMARI is unable to respond.  
 
TYLER: Thought as much. See this? This is wet kiekie. This side of the 
kiekie is the puku. 
 
RAMARI: I get it, because it’s fat, like a stomach. Very clever. 
 
TYLER: When I say puku up, thread it through the gap this way. (He 
demonstrates.) 
 
MATA (nearby, examining a piece of kiekie): Good on you boy for 
doing this kinda stuff. (Pause.) Weaving. (Pause.) Mahi raranga. Don’t 
let anyone tell ya otherwise. Plenty of mana in doing this … this stuff, 
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yes there is, it’s not just for the women you know. (Pause.) Doesn’t 
make a man go stupid at all. 
 
TYLER (holding in his anger): Puku down means that way. To the 
urupā means through the gap to the left. 
 
RAMARI: Again please. 
 

MATA wanders over to the window and looks out at HOHEPA in 
the sea. 
 

TYLER: In the direction of the urupā. 
 
RAMARI: Urupā? 
 
TYLER: Cemetery! 
 
RAMARI: Got it. Urupā cemetery. Urupā cemetery. 
 
TYLER: To the wharekai means …  
 
RAMARI: Right. In the direction of the wharekai. 
 
TYLER: To Koro Hohepa means diagonally down to the sea. (The 
weaving begins.) Puku up to the urupā. 
 
RAMARI: Um, puku up ... . (She attempts to thread the kiekie through 
while she’s talking.) You know what I think? I think that in fifty years 
time, my mokopuna could be sitting in the wharenui underneath this 
panel. They’ll be admiring it and touching it and saying things like, 
‘Our kuia, Ramari, made this panel. See how stunning her stitches 
are? She was extremely talented. An expert in the traditional arts of 
the ancestors.’ 
 
TYLER (frustrated): Put it here.  
 

He pokes something through the gap so RAMARI can see it. 
 
No here. Here! 
 
=========================================== 
 


