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Working as a theatre historian 
 
Theatre is something that happens live. It involves actors who interpret the 
word printed in the script. It involves set and costume design, lighting and 
sound. It also involves a live audience, and all the paraphernalia of a visit to 
the theatre. 
 
Bringing past theatre performances back to life 
When we want to figure out something about theatre events of the past, we 
can look to an array of different kinds of material for information. 
 
The script, if one has survived, is an important document. It tells us what the 
playwright wrote for the actors to perform. The script may sometimes tell 
what plans the playwright had for set design and lighting. But the script does 
not tell us how the play was performed on stage – it does not capture 
interpretation, movement and all the dynamics of live performance. It does 
not tell us what the play looked like on stage, in terms of design. It does not 
tell us about the interaction with the audience. For that kind of information, 
we have to look elsewhere. 
 
If the playwright, actors and production team are still alive, then they are an 
important source of information. Live interviews are particularly useful 
because they allow us to ask the questions we most want answers to. But in 
reading these interviews, we need to remember that the point of view is 
shaped not only by the person being interviewed, but also by the interviewer. 
 
Programmes, publicity posters and designers’ drawings from the production 
are further valuable sources of information. They allow us to fill out some of 
the missing pieces of what happened in the live production. 
 
Newspaper reports and reviews of the production are also extremely useful. 
The news stories will often describe some of the background events that lead 
up to the production and may give us some ideas of the attitudes and relevant 
current events of the period.  
 
Critics’ reviews often contain information about the acting and the design. 
They also tell us how the play was received by a particular audience. But they 
need to be read with analytical care – we need to try to separate the critic’s 
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opinion from what actually happened. We also need to try to separate the 
critic’s personal attitudes from the attitudes of the time. 
 
As well as such archival documents associated with the play and the 
production, we can gain very valuable information from finding out what was 
happening in society and politics at the time. For example, the theatre 
historian seeks to answer to the following types of questions: 

• How did people live?  
• What were their main concerns?  
• What social tensions were there?  
• What were their attitudes?   

 
Researching the history of the period helps us understand the play. And, of 
course, reading the play script itself may help us understand the history of 
the period in which it was written. 
 
Dividing fact from opinion in archival documents 
Separating personal and social attitudes from what actually happened is an 
important task for the theatre historian. 
 
For example, James Betram’s 1961 review of the published version of The 
Pohutukawa Tree describes the Matairas as:  

A very unusual Māori family, in a most unusual setting: an historic cliff 
settlement, with legends of battle and defeated redcoats; a memorial 
tree, symbol of the pride that clings to the storied past. [from Landfall, 
September 1961] 

 
What does the review tell us about 1961 Pākehā perceptions of what it means 
to be Māori? 
 
A review by Rangimoana Taylor and Philip Tremewan of the 1984 Downstage 
production commented that:  

Social awareness has changed but the play and its director haven’t. 
Campion could have tried a production that wrenched the play into the 
eighties or else gone for a sound period piece. He did neither. [from New 
Zealand Times, 14 October 1984.] 

 
By the suggestion of an “eighties production” compared to a “sound period 
piece”, this review demonstrates the change in awareness of bicultural 
relations that had occurred between 1957 and 1984. It is also evidence of the 
degree to which production styles had changed over the two decades.  
 
Moreover, implicit in this comment (and followed up in the rest of the review) 
is the view that the production was unsuccessful in communicating with its 
audience. Is this a reliable reflection of how the production was received, or 
simply the point of view of those reviewers? 
 
A review by Rebecca Simpson of the same production offers a different view:  
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There is enough of truth in the representation of both races to make the 
play work as a contemporary and as a period piece. Much of the success 
of the production was in the atmosphere created by the director and his 
designer Raymond Boyce…. I am very grateful to Richard Campion for 
finally giving this wonderful play the production it has always deserved. 

[from The Listener, 27 October 1984] 
 

Comparing and contrasting two such different reviews is likely to give us a 
more accurate picture of the range of audience reaction than a single review. 
This mixed reaction is borne out by researching the period, which tells us how 
polarised attitudes were in 1984 to Pākehā writing about Māori issues. 
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Activity 1:  Analysing a review 
 
 
Read the following review of the 1984 Downstage production of The 
Pohutukawa Tree (and/or choose another period review), and then divide 
what can be deduced from the review under the following three headings: 

• reliable factual information; 
• the critics’ personal opinions; 
• unconscious information about social attitudes in 1984. 

 
 
You could use the following chart: 
 
Reliable factual 
information  

The critic’s personal 
opinions 

Unconscious 
information about 
social attitudes in 
1984 
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Review from New Zealand Times, 7 October 1984. (Reproduced with 
permission.) 
 

Pohutukawa Tree suffers from time transplant 
 
The Pohutukawa Tree by Bruce Mason. Directed by Richard Campion at 
Downstage. Reviewed by RANGIMOANA TAYLOR and PHILIP TREMEWAN. 
 
When Richard Campion directed the first workshop production of the 
Pohutukawa Tree back in 1957, he and Bruce Mason were breaking new 
ground. They put the spotlight on the clash of Māori and Pākehā values, on 
white racism and the oppression of Māori people. 
 
Now, after 15 years as a school set text, the play emerges for the first time 
on the professional stage. Social awareness has changed but the play and its 
director haven’t. 
 
Campion could have either tried for a production that wrenched the play into 
the eighties or else gone for a sound period piece. He did neither. The 
production lacks the sense of coherence, the driving force and pace that 
should come from the director. The actors appear to be left largely to their 
own devices except when they are been obstructed by Raymond Boyce’s 
superbly clumsy set or hunting for the elusive pohutukawa tree. 
 
Aroha’s daughter Queenie becomes the main focus simply because Karlite 
Rangihau has life, warmth, cheekiness and energy, mercurial shifts of mood, 
ready humour and a good ear for racist comments. But to achieve real 
emotional power, she must cut back all those constant changes of 
expression. The strength is there in the still moment after she rounds on her 
mother for hitting her. 
 
Unfortunately, her skewing of the play isn’t used to re-shape the direction of 
the scenes. As a result, the wedding scene, for example, loses its coherence 
with Queenie (and Johnny) upstaging a rather ragged celebration. 
 
Jim Moriaty’s Johnny is bizarre – a drunken half-wit for most of the play, he 
suddenly becomes self-aware and critical of the social pressures that forced 
him into his act of rebellion. There was little hint of this ability earlier. 
 
Aroha is usually the centre of the play but while Elizabeth Murchie has the 
qualities of a strong, loving matriarch in her own right, she is uncomfortable 
as an actor. Perhaps because of uncertainty over lines or worry over 
uncertain direction, she doesn't carry warmth.  
 
Her aloofness makes it hard for us to sympathise with her or even to believe 
in her relationship with her children. So it comes as no shock when Aroha 
cuts Queenie off without a qualm. Her style and language are so far removed 
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from her children’s that it’s difficult to see them all as part of one close 
family. 
 
Amongst the Pākehā actors, Bill Walker gives a strong tight performance as 
Roy, the cocky kid who brings home how ugly and powerful racism is. Des 
Kelly plays a convincing blinkered land-owner and Joy Watson gives a sense 
of the shift in Mrs Atkinson’s understanding so that her final tears are indeed 
moving. 
 
However, with most of the actors we were too conscious of words being 
carefully placed. The director needed to encourage throwaway lines to build 
pace and avoid a heavy, portentous atmosphere. Rhythms that did build 
were cut by the black-outs, especially by the one before the final act. In fact, 
the emotional line of this production ended with Johnny rushing off into the 
night. The rest became an extended epilogue. 
 
Shifting Downstage into the round is a promising move but it does demand 
careful choreography of actors and directing of energies – skills which 
Theatre Corporate has but still are lacking at Downstage. 
 
The set, like the production overall, didn’t quite cohere. The dangling green 
Hessian, the awkwardly shifting doorway, the tree that becomes invisible, the 
fire that doesn’t burn – all illustrate an uneasy shifting between naturalistic 
and non-naturalistic which loses out on the strengths of both. 
 
The taped sound-track served to jolt us out of the world of Te Parenga back 
into the theatre. The sudden eruptions of bird sounds, waves, vehicles, and 
horse noises could have worked as a continuous layered track like a movie or 
else the actors should have been left to do the job. The choice of waiata and 
haka also seemed inappropriate. 
 
The Pohutukawa Tree is not a long play; it may have dated, it may well lose 
its classic status as playwrighting moves on, but this production does it little 
justice. It felt a long evening, and though the little shrine to Bruce Mason in 
the foyer suggested a wish to canonise the man, Campion’s production 
provided no support. 
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Activity 2: Making a theatre history documentary 
 
Resources required: Digital video camera; video editing program; scanner; 
access to Internet and libraries for research.  
 
The aim of this activity is to make a 5–10 minute documentary ‘backgrounder’ 
to either The Pohutukawa Tree or Purapurawhetū. You can use any of the 
archival material provided within this resource, and/or you can research your 
own material from libraries and the Internet. However you collect your 
material, be sure to keep all the source details of the resources you use so 
that you can acknowledge them all in the finished product. 
 
Depending on the programs and technology available, you can either show 
your documentary as a video on a video player, or as a Quicktime (or similar) 
movie on the computer screen. 
 
1. Select one of the two plays as your subject. Be clear about your reasons 

and aims. 
 
2. Decide the ‘angle’ you want to take in your documentary. (Hint: the secret 

of success for a short documentary is to limit what you say to a single 
focus, so that you can do it justice.) 

 
3. Use the information provided in this resource for your initial research. If 

you like, follow up with further research of theatre and social history, or 
whatever contextual material is relevant to your chosen focus. 

 
4. With a group of students, rehearse and then video short segments of the 

play that illustrate your chosen focus. 
 
5. Research on the Internet and/or the local library for relevant archival 

material. Work out how to present this material. For example, you might 
record someone reading aloud written material, or you might scan or video 
photos or design material. 

 
6. Consider including some live interviews – perhaps with people in your 

school – to provide some reactions to the statements you are making. Be 
sure to keep these interviews very short. 

 
7. Make a storyboard to show the progression of your documentary. 
 
8. Use the storyboard as a basis for editing your material. (Most digital 

editing programs can cope with using both photo stills and video clips. 
Keep each video clip short – between four seconds and forty seconds 
maximum.) 

 
9. Remember to acknowledge your sources, performers and helpers in the 

documentary credits. 


