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YORK  |  INTRODUCTION

Kaya, and warm wishes as we enter Makuru (June - July)  
the Nyoongar season of fertility, also the coldest and 
wettest season of the year. For us at Black Swan celebrating 
our 30th birthday, it is the months where we open the doors 
of the State Theatre Centre for the inaugural Maali Festival  
and the new, innovative work – York. 

Written by two talented West Australians and Black Swan 
Resident Artists, Ian Michael and Chris Isaacs, this is an 
epic piece of truth-telling set on Ballardong country that 
investigates the ways in which our history haunts us.  
The impact of a production like York is far reaching and  
goes well beyond the stage, initiating vital conversations 
and connecting artists and local communities. 

CLARE WATSON

ARTISTIC DIRECTOR’S 
MESSAGE 

We’re honoured to have Ian Wilkes, Artist of the Year (Naidoc 
Perth 2021 Awards) co-directing our production of York. 

Benjamin and Jacob Narkle, recipients of the Perth 
Empowerment Award (Naidoc Perth 2021 Awards), will also 
perform in the production. 

IMAGE: IAN WILKES AT NAIDOC 2021

Benjamin and Jacob made their theatrical acting 
debut with Yirra Yaakin and Black Swan’s production 
of Skylab, performed in Black Swan’s production of 
Our Town and shared the role of Garraway in the UK 
Tour of Secret River for the Sydney Theatre Company. 
Benjamin and Jacob perform in a traditional Aboriginal 
children’s dance group called Koolangkas Kreate.

IMAGE: BENJAMIN AND JACOB NARKLE  
AT NAIDOC 2021

IMAGE: CLARE WATSON
IMAGE CREDIT: RICHARD JEFFERSON
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HOW TO USE 
THIS RESOURCE
York explores important concepts about Australian identity, and our shared past. 

Activities in this resource are designed to encourage further conversation, debate, critical  
analysis, writing, and performance making from an intercultural perspective. 

Black Swan State Theatre Company of WA acknowledges that York is being performed on  
Whudjuk Boodjar. We pay respects to all Aboriginal Elders and people and stand united towards  
a shared future.

DRAMA

Narrative approaches, context forms, 
styles, conventions, and values. 
Interpretation of representational, realist 
drama forms and styles.

Interpretation of presentational,  
non-realist drama forms and styles  
(e.g., Brechtian Epic Theatre). 
 
Relationships between presentational, 
non-realist drama and non-linear  
narrative structures. 

Evaluating drama; critical frameworks and 
cultural perspectives. 

Reinterpretation of historical and 
contemporary forms and styles. 

Unit 1

Unit 2

Unit 3

ENGLISH

Relationships between purpose, context 
and audience.

Multimodal texts, audiences, purpose 
and context.

Relationships between texts, audiences, 
purposes, genres and contexts.

Content, structure, voice and perspectives. 

Unit 1

Unit 2

Unit 3

Unit 4

LITERATURE

Creating texts from a range of historical, 
social, cultural and personal contexts. 

Stylistic choices and language patterns to 
shape meaning.

Interrelationships between texts, audiences 
and contexts.

Culture, identity and challenging ideologies. 

Spaces of performance, Australian culture, 
place, and identity.

Unit 1

Unit 2
 
 
Unit 3HUMANITIES, ARTS & SOCIAL SCIENCES

Interpretations of Australian History.

Resilience, place and belonging.

Intercultural understanding.

Unit 2

Unit 3

Unit 4

ATAR CURRICULUM LINKS INCLUDE:

Cygnet Creative Learning Resource written by Christie Sistrunk
First Nations and cultural consultations - Jason Barrow. Ngarlak Katitjin (Our Knowledge).
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CREATIVES

EMMA / IRENE / IRIS / NARRATOR
Shakira Clanton 

ROSIE / MATRON / MATRON ROSALYN BELL / NARRATOR  
Alison van Reeken

SHAUNA / SHARON / NURSE LANG / NARRATOR  
Jo Morris

REMOVALIST 1/ OFFICER ROBINSON / ELIJAH COOK / JOHN DRUMMOND /  
G.F. MOORE / MICHAEL  
Ben Mortley

REMOVALIST 2 / CARETAKER MR JONES / KENNETH /NARRATOR / BARRABONG
Maitland Schnaars

ANGELA 
Elise Wilson

SAM
Isaac Diamond

LUCAS / LEWIS (double casting) 
Benjamin Narkle & Jacob Narkle

RACHEL
Sophie Quin

DIRECTOR
Clare Watson & Ian Wilkes

PLAYWRIGHTS
Ian Michael & Chris Isaacs

SET & COSTUME DESIGNER
Zoë Atkinson

LIGHTING DESIGNER
Lucy Birkinshaw

COMPOSER
Dr Clint Bracknell

DRAMATURG
Polly Low

CAST

YORK  |  INTRODUCTION
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Age Suitability: 12+
Warnings: Adult Themes; Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander audience members are warned that York also 
contains the names of people who have passed away.

CONTENT  
WARNINGS

YORK  |  INTRODUCTION

Trigger Warning

Blood, gore, graphic images, blood effects Staircase ‘bleeds’.

Detail: ‘CONTAINS SPOILERS

Coarse language, culturally sensitive words  
& descriptions

Use of ‘boong’, ‘bastards’, ‘buggers’.

Names/voices/images of people who have  
passed away

Act 2: Includes names of Ballardong people who have 

passed away.

Death, murder, drowning, death threats, poisoning Act 2: Description of murder of Sarah Cook. 

Description of hanging of Ballardong men. 

Flashing Lights, haze, loud noise Bright lights, strobe effect, smoke effect, loud music.

Guns, blank firing gun, gun violence Gun carried by Officer Robinson.

Racism, systemic racism, racial profiling, police  

brutality, Islamophobia, genocide, white supremacy, 

antisemitism, hate crimes, lynching, Black trauma, 

white nationalism

Stage violence, knife fight, physical fight

Trauma, PTSD, victim blaming, intergenerational 

trauma, violent colonisation, war

Horror - supernatural imagery Ghost depictions & supernatural activity throughout. 

Mental illness WW1 soldiers affected by PTSD.

Act 1: Systemic racism depicted, references to the 

Stolen Generation, genocide and police brutality.

Act 2: Police brutality. Description of violence towards 

Nyoongar people. Depiction of white supremacy. 

Act 1: Officer Robinson chases the Matron upstairs 

and depicts beating her to death. Beating occurs 

offstage but Matron is heard yelling.

Act 2: Description of violence towards Nyoongar 

people during telling of Doodjeep & Barrabong story.

Act 1: References to Stolen Generation & systemic 

racism in Australia in 1919. 

Act 2: Description of hanging of Ballardong men  

in York. Depiction of PTSD returned soldiers WW1. 

Mild Strong
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SYNOPSIS & 
BACKGROUND 
RESOURCES
AN EPIC SPRAWLING WORK OF HAUNTINGS AND HISTORY

Co-written by Black Swan Resident Artists, Ian Michael and Chris Isaacs, York is an epic piece of storytelling. 
Inspired by two hundred years of real accounts. The play is set in and around an abandoned hospital in the 
township of York, on Ballardong Nyoongar country, Western Australia. 

Structured in two Acts, each placed in different eras and genre, York sheds a light on buried histories asking us 
to reflect on how our stories are told, and who tells them.

ACT ONE
Present Day, 2020

A country town in rural WA. Summer. Outside a large gumtree 
stands. We see an old hospital built in the 19th Century.  
Stage direction, Act 1

Australia Day. Rosy and Emma, are a couple who move from Perth 
to live in the building that was once the York Hospital. A large tree 
obstructs the view, Rosy wants it removed.

Shauna, an eccentric neighbour welcomes the couple. She reveals 
some of the history of the building, and like the local removalists, 
refuses to go upstairs or stay after nightfall.

Strange things begin to occur in the house. 

Ballardong refers to the 
Nyoongar language or dialectal 
group north-east of Perth. 
This region includes towns 
of Northam, York, Beverley, 
Goomalling, Cadoux, Koorda, 
Wyalkatchem and Cunderin. 

Nyoongar is a person of 
the south-west of Western 
Australia. One of the largest 
Aboriginal cultural blocks in 
Australia, consisting of fourteen 
different language groups

YORK  |  PRE-SHOW ACTIVITIES
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ACT ONE
1985

A group of Cub Scouts come running in from all angles. In the mayhem Rosy is whirled 
offstage. Stage direction, Act 1 

The play shifts to 1985, three days before Australia Day. The building is a camp for scouts. 

Tales of the Matron’s ghost are juxtaposed against tales of Mummari spirits. We glimpse the 
Matron for the first time.

ACT TWO 
1919

We return to the same country town. The same large gum tree. We see a hospital in  
its prime. Stage direction, Act 2

The morning of WA Day. We rewind history to the world of the hospital. We meet the Matron, 
World War 1 returned soldiers and experience the injustice of Native Protection polices under 
Governor Hutt and A.O. Neville’s jurisdiction.

1830

Ejan enters the space and addresses the audience directly. Stage direction, Act 2

We are offered Indigenous perspectives on the arrival of the Wadjela (white man) and the 
beginnings of colonisation, together with the unfolding accounts surrounding the murder of 
Sarah Cook and the hanging of accused Ballardong men, Barrabong and Doodjeep.

1985

We return to the hospital as it was seen in Act One during the 1980’s. Barrabong remains 
downstage and watches the action taking place. We see a return to events leading the end of 
Act One. Stage direction, Act 2

The action of the play returns to the scout’s camp, with specters of the past watching the action. 

2020

The interior is filled with characters from the past. They all inhabit the space, at times 
unaware of each other, but existing, nonetheless. Stage direction, Act 2

We come full circle. The past co-exists with the present as Rosy acknowledges the tree under 
which Barrabong stands and watches her. Emma returns from outreach work, frustrated that she 
has lost another Indigenous person to the system. A reminder of the healing that needs to be 
continued into the future.

YORK  |  PRE-SHOW ACTIVITIES



There are several historical characters and events within the play, however in many instances 
artistic license has been applied and names of persons departed changed. 

Sarah Cook   Early settler in the Swan River Colony.
Elijah Cook   Sarah’s husband.
Henry Cook    Elijah’s brother.
John Drummond   Inspector of Native Police in the Swan River Colony.
Governor Hutt  Governor of the Swan River Colony.
Justice Mackie  Justice presiding over the trial of Barrabong and Doodjeep.
G.F. Moore   Prosecuting lawyer in the trial of Barrabong and Doodjeep.
Barrabong   Ballardong man convicted of murders of Sarah and Mary Ellen Cook.
Doodjeep   Young Ballardong man convicted of the murders of Sarah Cook and  
   Mary Ellen Cook.

HISTORICAL CHARACTERS

CYGNE T CREATIVE LEARNING RESOURCE 2021 8© BLACK SWAN STATE THEATRE COMPANY OF WA

VIEW the trailer here: youtube.com/watch?v=oxIxHEu3oxI

YORK  |  PRE-SHOW ACTIVITIES
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READ the following interviews with cast and creatives of York

ARTSHUB: Interview with co-writers Ian Michael and Chris Isaacs with interviewer Jo Pickup.
artshub.com.au/festival/news-article/features/festivals/jo-pickup/haunting-history-
play-to-premiere-at-new-first-nations-festival-262937

Magazine 6000: Interview with actors Elise Wilson and Isaac Diamond and interviewer  
Holly Ferguson. magazine6000.com/2021/06/29/york-the-story-which-echoes-
through-time

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=oxIxHEu3oxI
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CULTURAL PERSPECTIVES

A lot of the stories we have collected and the discussions  
we have been having is because we have had the time to  
trust one another. The community started to trust us  
because we have been sitting around having cups of tea  
and yarning with them. Director Ian Wilkes

Producing new work is a team effort, with extended  
collaboration between writers, directors, dramaturgs,  
designers and cast. A vital part of this process is what  
we refer to as ‘creative development.’

Due to 2020’s global pandemic, the scheduled  
performance of York was replaced with an extended  
creative development period. During this time creatives  
and cast immersed themselves into the world of the  
script, research and vital discussions about the messages  

YORK  |  PRE-SHOW ACTIVITIES

Nyoongar boordier (Elders) are acknowledged  
as the custodians of knowledge and wisdom of 
their boodjar (land), moort (heart) and katitjin 
(learning that brings understanding), which they 
pass down through the generations via oral 
storytelling and yarning. 

Yarning is an oral process of passing knowledge 
and stories through the generations. Yarning is 
essential to preserving culture and fostering a safe 
and honest space to speak and to listen from.

CREATIVE 
DEVELOPMENT

IMAGE CREDIT: DANA WEEKS  
PUBLIC READING AT YORK TOWN HALL   
ALISON VAN REEKEN, BEN MORTLEY, IAN WILKES

of the production. 
 
This process included several trips to ‘country’ to sit with Ballardong Elders and culminated with a public reading 
of the play for the local community at the York Town Hall.

Clare Watson, Artistic Director and Co-Director of York said it would be “richer, deeper and with importance  
as a result” noting that telling Aboriginal stories was particularly crucial in the context of the Black Lives  
Matter movement.

Ian Wilkes, Co-Director said, “Going to York and connecting with the elders was brought up quite early, but if 
COVID wasn’t happening, we would have missed out on a lot of that.” We felt like we may have rushed the work 
and missed aspects of the truth telling which are essential to this production.

IM
A

G
E

 C
R

E
D

IT
: 

IR
E

N
E

 J
A

R
Z

A
B

E
K

 
B

A
LL

A
R

D
O

N
G

 E
LD

E
R

S
 W

IT
H

 S
H

A
R

E
E

N
A

 
C

LA
N

T
O

N
 A

N
D

 A
LA

N
 L

IT
T

LE



CYGNE T CREATIVE LEARNING RESOURCE 2021 © BLACK SWAN STATE THEATRE COMPANY OF WA 10

YORK  |  PRE-SHOW ACTIVITIES

IMAGE CREDIT: MARNYA ROTHE
SHAREENA CLANTON

Q&A WITH  
SHAREENA CLANTON

What was your inspiration for studying acting?

Born and raised in Whadjuk Nyoongar Boodjar, Boorloo 
(Perth) I travelled to and from Wongatha country often in my 
youth. It was my love of truth telling and the ability to form a 
collective memory that charged my focus into understanding 
the craftsmanship of storytelling. Not just in the study of 
Western epistemologies was I able to garner the classical 
skills required in this profession, but also via a decolonial lens 
of First Nations theatre.

What intrigued you about this project, written by 
Chris Isaacs and Ian Michael? What have you most 
enjoyed and why?

Ian and I go back many years and discovered we were 
related whilst we were both at WAAPA together. As my 
brother, it’s an honour and privilege to be able to help bring 
this story to life and positioning what has been so silenced 
and subverted, until now. The parallel urgency of the social 
movement from Black Lives Matter has resonated deeply 
within this play, bringing to light the ongoing incarceration 
and mass criminalisation of First Nation youths and the way  
we frame First Nation peoples in the collective western narrative. By bringing to the forefront black and 
First Nation stories and the judicial systems of racist policies that are still evidently in place, whilst in 
collaboration with non-First Nation creatives and artists, we are hopefully redefining how we identify with 
and speak about our shared historic truths. 

York was the fourth production scheduled for the company’s 2020 season. Due to the 
COVID-19 pandemic the production has been postponed. What happens in a creative 
development and what have been your learnings you most enjoyed and why?

It was such a gift to not just be creatively engaging in a rehearsal room but also to have the courageous 
conversations necessary to go deeper into the work and the heart of this story. Some of the biggest 
learnings I have had is to sit deeper into the discomfort and lean into the unknowing, without a 
prerequisite to externally validate myself (ego) or justifying my own voice (internalised oppression) and 
that truth is not just powerful but magical in its roots and the key to clarity. To djinany (see), nih (listen) 
and kaartdijin (learn knowledge) to boodjaree (heartbeat of this country) are vital aspects of powerful 
stories and theatre making processes. 
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YORK  |  PRE-SHOW ACTIVITIES

How important were the research and 
field trips to York and Northam?

Being in Ballardong Nyoongar Boodjar  
and seeing Bilya Koort Boodjar (River 
Heart Land) was about understanding the 
interconnected threads of our own ancestral 
tapestry and the importance of telling the 
story without attaching a particular idea or 
goal to a superimposed “creative outcome”. 
That’s not how our storytelling works. 
Incorporating various trips to country means 
you are not just challenging old paradigms 
of gathering information but ensuring our 
knowledge keepers are not exploited and 
deeper, meaningful conversations and 
connections are established. By nyininy 
(sitting) and nih (listening) with the boordiyas 
(Nyoongar leaders) about the land on which 
we stand in, on and speak language around, 
we ensure their voices are heard and the 
integrity of the work is maintained. This is 
why Indigenous research methodologies 
are essential to informing new ways of 
thinking and doing in the arts spaces which 
have dominated much of the cultural 
landscapes with colonial infrastructure and 
understandings. To reframe and shift the 
settler narrative is to incorporate First Nation 
autonomy to implement correct cultural 
protocols as part of the blood memory and 
ancestral connectivity we are speaking into. 

York spans over 200 years of real 
accounts from the area with all actors 
playing multiple roles. How have you 
and your cast members been exploring 
this in the creative development?

The layers of this script are multifaceted 
and historically complex but interweaving 
these roles are a joy to uncover and 
something I will continue to relish peeling 
back well after the final curtain call. There is 
something about this particular project that 
imprints in your kaart (mind), koort (heart) 
and wirin (spirit) that not only disrupts 
various colonial windows of comfort 
but confronts our own hearts and the 
relationship to the past with every breath 
into the present. 

You are now based on the east coast. 
What advice would you give to aspiring 
actors wanting to break into the 
industry?

I encourage you to pursue the path less 
travelled and do what gives you joy and 
peace. Pursue fearlessly what fuels your 
relationship to your own purpose and 
practice your craft as much as you can. 
Don’t doubt your own power. You have the 
capacity and ability to succeed in what 
you put your mind to. Know that nothing 
leads to nothing and something always 
leads to something. So better to fail and 
do something than fail and do nothing 
at all. Success is not determined by your 
ability to win awards or gain notoriety, it’s 
about the ability to shift and adapt in new 
ways and in various capacities. Disrupt the 
mainstream narrative and continue to make 
unapologetic space for you and others that 
are less seen and heard. The inconsistency 
of work will be inevitable so I encourage 
you to write, nurture and develop skills sets 
that can feed directly into various positions, 
projects or open up your creativity in new 
spaces. Learn to write grants and ensure 
you are continuing to nurture yourself in this 
gruelling process. Self-care is key. 
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1. Working Together [Duration 2.22 mins]
vimeo.com/569253482/fb606404fe

DISCUSS the benefits and challenges of co-writing a play.

Co-Director Ian Wilkes yarns with Ian Michael and Chris Isaacs about the writing/research process and 
significance of telling this story.

2. The Writing Process [Duration 5.04 mins]
vimeo.com/569284202/c104d5c6ff

DISCUSS the types of research undertaken, and elements/processes you found interesting.

3. Playing Multiple Characters [Duration 6.42 mins]
vimeo.com/569303403/117e4db8ee

DISCUSS the various approaches to style and character and elements which may be challenging  
for the actors.

The cast of York provide insights into playing multiple characters, elements of the play which excite 
them and their experience of yarning with Ballardong Elders.

4. What Excites You About this Play? [Duration 2.57 mins]
vimeo.com/569336464/8d12947766

DISCUSS elements which sound most exciting  
and how you imagine they will be realised. 

YORK  |  PRE-SHOW ACTIVITIES

IMAGE CREDIT: PHILIP GOSTELOW  
REHEARSAL (LR) SOPHIE QUINN, ISAAC DIAMOND, 
JACOB NARKLE, BEN MORTLEY, ELISE WILSON.

BEHIND THE 
SCENES
YARNING WITH THE PLAYWRIGHTS

YARNING WITH THE CAST

5. Creative Development [Duration 6.58 mins]
vimeo.com/569424387/2c5d2ecdd5

DISCUSS the importance of visiting Ballardong  
Country and yarning with Elders.

https://vimeo.com/569253482/fb606404fe
https://vimeo.com/569284202/c104d5c6ff
https://vimeo.com/569303403/117e4db8ee
https://vimeo.com/569336464/8d12947766
https://vimeo.com/569424387/2c5d2ecdd5
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Every act before sends a shockwave through the land, like ripples in a river of time, and it shakes the 
buildings where we live and shifts the earth on which we stand. Irene, Act 2

TRUTH

THEMES

YORK  |  PRE-SHOW ACTIVITIES

Truth-telling is at the centre of York. In Act Two, truths about unexplained events in the old York Hospital 
are revealed together with events from the past. 

Set around two highly controversial days in modern Australian history; Australia Day (2021 & 1985), and WA 
Foundation Day (1919) audiences are asked to consider different perspectives about national identity and 
intergenerational trauma.

1901  The Commonwealth of Australia is formed without any consultation with 
  Australia’s First Nations People.

1905  The 1905 Aborigines Act, enforced by Chief Protector, A.O. Neville. A policy 
  that has oppressed and caused subsequent intergenerational trauma.

1914 - 1918 Over 1,300 Indigenous soldiers served in the Australian Imperial Force during 
  the First World War. Around 250 to 300 of these soldiers died. 

Maybe my job, for now, is just to listen. Learn why things are the way they are. A truth not always told.  
So yeah...that can be scary. Shauna, Act 2

Truth-telling is vital to the process of reconciling Australian history. While we have made some progress in 
acknowledging Australia’s complex and painful past, the reverberations of trauma caused by inequality and 
social injustice still echo across our nation.

There is a truth in this country we must confront as we move into maturity; the grief of separation and 
loss, of shame, of deep and unresolved pain. Professor Judy Atkinson.

Listen to TEDx speaker, Professor Judy Atkinson, a Jiman (central West Queensland) and Bundjalung 
(northern New South Wales) woman, speak about intergenerational trauma and the transformative power 
of deep listening. 

The Value of Deep Listening – The Aboriginal Gift of the Nation. tedxsydney.com

DISCUSS the importance of truth-telling and stories as a gift to the nation. 

https://tedxsydney.com
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Just as Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples are missing from the Australian Constitution, so 
too is much of Australia’s telling of its history silent on the occupation of Australia by its First Nations 
peoples. Too often, our history covers up the brutal nature of colonisation, and leaves out the resilience 
and contribution by First Peoples. Source: noongarculture.org.au

The 1905 Aboriginies Act (WA) had significant impact on Nyoongar people that lasted well into the late 
1960s. The purpose of this Act (continued from the 1886 Act) was the ‘protection, control and segregation 
of Aboriginal people.’ Under the control of Chief Protector, A.O. Neville this Act invaded every aspect of 
Nyoongar people’s lives and culture. Source: https://www.noongarculture.org.au

READ 1905 Aborigines Act - trove.nla.gov.au

In 1911, A.O. Neville, introduced a policy to remove all part-Aboriginal children from their families.  
This policy significantly displaced and disintegrated cultural identity by forcing children to reject their 
heritage, including their native language, and adopt white culture.

1910 – 1969 Nationally over 100,000 Aboriginal children (The Stolen Generation) were forcibly removed 
  or taken under duress from their families by police or welfare officers.
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In Australia there are more than 250 Indigenous languages including 800 dialects.

https://www.noongarculture.org.au
https://trove.nla.gov.au
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DISCUSS the impact of the 1905 Aborigines Act on Australia’s historical narrative and oral histories:

 ŕ The validity of oral histories versus documented history. 
 ŕ Loss of culture and identity.

The oral traditions of Aboriginal Australia cannot be separated from the culture, but during times 
such as that of the Stolen Generations, these traditions could not be passed on because of the 
forced separation of Indigenous families and communities by the Australian government. This not 
only undermined Aboriginal communities but also the formation of ‘communal memory’ that [was] 
so fundamental to Aboriginal remembrance. Source: B. Attwood and F. Magowan (eds) Telling Stories: 
Indigenous history and memory in Australia and New Zealand, Bridget Williams Books, pp. 183-21

RESEARCH the historical characters in York.

 ŕ Barrabong and the death of settler Sarah Cook.
 ŕ Governor Hutt’s Native Police Force and Inspector John Drummond.
 ŕ Aboriginal Servicemen WW1.

READ the following: 

 ŕ Telling our Story Report 1995 - als.org.au/telling-our-story
 ŕ Bringing them Home: the ‘Stolen Children’ Report 1997 - hreoc.gov.au
 ŕ Stolen Generations: noongarculture.org.au
 ŕ 2020 Reconciliation Report: reconciliation.org.au

Indigenous families and communities have endured gross violations of their human rights.  
These violations continue to affect Indigenous people’s daily lives. They were an act of genocide,  
aimed at wiping out Indigenous families, communities and cultures, vital to the precious and inalienable 
heritage of Australia. Source: hreoc.gov.au 

Many of the problems faced by Aboriginal people have been identified as a direct reflection of past  
removal policies. These include findings from the 1990 Royal Commission into Aboriginal Deaths in Custody 
that half of the deaths it investigated were of this group, the Stolen Generation. 

First Nations people represent only 3% of the total population, yet approximately 30% of 
Australia’s prison population. 

Aboriginal adults are 16 times more likely to be incarcerated. Juveniles in Western Australia 
are 52 times more likely.

LEARN about the Royal Commission into Aboriginal Deaths in Custody: commonground.org.au

LISTEN to Indigenous perspectives on important issues, culture and art on The Whole Table:  
sbs.com.au

LISTEN to Inside Out, co-hosted by 100.9FM Noongar Radio and Casuarina Prison’s  
Coordinator of Aboriginal Services: noongarradio.com

For thousands of years, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Island cultures have shared their traditional knowledge, 
beliefs and culture through oral history.

https://www.als.org.au/telling-our-story
 http://www.hreoc.gov.au
https://www.noongarculture.org.au
https://www.reconciliation.org.au
http://www.hreoc.gov.au
http://www.commonground.org.au
http://www.sbs.com.au
http://www.noongarradio.com
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EXTRACT 1: Act 1

ROSY: How’d you go?

A long silence between them.

EMMA: Three years. I couldn’t save him.
ROSY: Em.
EMMA: We lost. He’s in the system.
ROSY: It’ll be okay. You’ll work at it and get –
EMMA: No. It’s not. He’s in the system and he might never get out.
ROSY: In three years –
EMMA: You don’t know what that means for him. For people who look like us.

A silence.

ROSY: You’re right. I don’t know. But, you can get away from it here. Even for a littlewhile. 
Block it out.
EMMA: I can’t block it out. We don’t get to choose. I can’t get away from it Rosy.  
It’s always here. I’m tired Rosy. I’m so tired.

Silence.

YORK EXTRACT

READ the following extract from York and discuss:

 ŕ The significance of this scene.
 ŕ The significance of the scene in terms of the actions we need to take to ‘close the gap’ and heal 

the nation.

STYLE

York is an epic piece of storytelling which shifts in time and dramatic form between each Act of the play.

Is set in representational drama with a clear and linear structure, naturalistic characterisation, dialogue and 
theatrical devices such as light and sound are used to support the hauntings of the play.

READ the following extract from York. 

DISCUSS how setting the play in a haunted building supports the work dramatically and thematically.

ACT 1
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EXTRACT 2: Act 1

MR JONES: Alright then young man. Do you know what this place once was?

MICHAEL: No.

MR JONES: Oh it was many things. And many things happened. See one time, for a while, 
this place was a hospital. And upstairs in that room, at the top of the building, was the place 
they used to put the sickest patients. People died up there boy. Not peaceful, calm, deaths. 
No. Slow, painful deaths, bleeding out onto the floor, screaming for help deaths. How they 
cried for help. But nobody would come. The Matron who ran this hospital, the old bag, was 
brutal. And she kept the patients in there – in the cold – alone – suffering. Some people say 
she kept them sick on purpose – that sheliked to hear them suffer – but I know the truth –  
I know what she did up there. I know why there was screaming when the matron did her 
rounds. While the patients slept, she would to go in that room at night and cut little chunks 
of their flesh from them with a rusty scalpel. On a clear quiet night, if you listen carefully 
enough you can hear the moans from the upstairs room – the cries of the dead being taken 
bit by bit – and underneath those cries there’s the footsteps of the Matron, guarding the 
door – walking the halls – looking for the next little girl or boy she can throw in that room 
and eat alive – one little piece at a time.

MICHAEL screams and runs up the stairs.

MR JONES: Don’t go near that door.

SHARON: What’s the joke?

MR JONES: Having a bit of fun is all.

There are several significant sites in Ballardong boodja, which include ceremonial sites and homes for spirit 
beings such as Mummari.

Stories of Mummari are told across many different Mobs, some describing them as mischievous tricksters, 
while others say they are bad spirits that try to take children who wander off on their own.

They’re pretty scary, let me tell you. You’re out in the bush and you can hear these things walking around, 
you never see them. Elder Laurie Collard.

mooditjboodja.com.au/mummaries-and-fire

READ the extract on the following page and discuss the significance of Lewis’s ‘real ghost story.’  
(E.g. Style, themes, dramatic function)

http://mooditjboodja.com.au/mummaries-and-fire
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EXTRACT 3: Act 1

LEWIS: I’ve got a proper story. Older story. Much older. It’s about these little hairy men who 
live under the ground. They’re called the Mummari. They’re little hairy black men, about 
this tall, red eyes and stink like nothing you’ve ever smelt before. The mummari used to live 
among the trees and the bush on this land, many many years ago. Then when the wedjelas 
came they started –

ANGELA: Wait. You’re using too many weird words. What’s a wedij…a wedjili?

LEWIS: Wedjela? That’s the white people - like you. They came and cleared the land, cutting 
down the homes of the mummari for their farms and their houses. The mummari had 
nowhere to sleep, so they moved further into the bush where the wedjelas couldn’t get to 
them. That made them proper angry and left them with not much to eat so they decided to 
fight back.

LEWIS: They began to steal the babies and kids, take them to their burrows under the 
ground to eat them. Uncle he’s always telling us, don’t stay out after the sun goes down, 
because they’re small and black, so you can’t see ‘em! Uncle reckons don’t play with fire or 
whistle at night because that’s how they know where you are.

RACHEL: Did you ever see one?

LEWIS: Nah. But my Dad and his cousins heard them one night after they were out hunting 
kangaroos. They were skinning and gutting the roos –

ANGELA: Eww –

LEWIS: (continued) In this bit of bush where nobody goes just outside of town. They were 
sitting around the fire, when out of nowhere they heard this moaning, screaming and 
shouting-like someone was getting flogged. My Dad and his cousins took off inside and 
never went back out. Dad reckons it was the mummari having a feed on that kangaroo skin 
and guts. He says it’s an old hunting rule, make sure you leave a feed for them, otherwise 
they’ll follow you home.

A pause

ANGELA: So nothing happened to your Dad or his cousins? They weren’t taken?

LEWIS: They left food out for them.

SAM: So we can go to sleep now?

LEWIS: If you want. Uncle reckons the mummari rough kids up in the their sleep. They’re that 
powerful that if they breathe on you, you can’t speak, can’t shout, not even move, you feel 
this pressure on your chest that makes you frozen. 
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EXPLORE Epic Theatre and Brecht: bbc.co.uk

VIEW an Introduction to Brechtian Theatre by the National Theatre: youtu.be/l-828KqtTkA
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As the play rewinds history, actors recount historical events in a presentational style with theatrical  
devices similar to Brechtian Theatre.

EXTRACT 3: Act 2

EJAN: Here is Ejan, a Noongar Maaman. Through the rain from the top of the hills he sees the 
smoke signals heading towards the ocean, warning his people something unfamiliar is coming.

This is the second time he sees them on his country - in red cloaks ripping through the land 
and taking shelter in our sacred caves, clearing paths and muddying the water.

Six cycles of the seasons pass. Stories from the Whadjuk about these strangers echo through 
the land. With each season stories of visitors, skin white - coming out of the ocean and 
travelling up the river, where the Wargul sleeps.

The Whadjuk see the spirits of their ancestors travelling back to the land on big white flapping 
birds - warnings are sent up the river to hide.

So we hide.

But the Whadjuk come out from the bushes to share language, trade miriny and animal skins 
for dainty foodstuff and goodwill. The white man watches them in surprise and delight as the 
Whadjuk taste sugar and bread for the first time.

They watch our women and call them gentle seeming, laughing creatures.  
They call black babies quaint. They say our men are hard and ugly. Hard like the land. Our land. 
Land they have stretched and reshaped along the water. Whadjuk Boodjar they have renamed 
The Swan River Colony.

The seasons pass, and the visitors don’t leave. They start taking over the river and our hunting 
grounds. They clear the bush where we gather and meet. They drive us from our sacred sites. 
We hunt their beasts on our hunting grounds. They say we are stealing. We are surviving.  
Guns and spears are raised.

EJAN: The killings begin. Blood seeps into the land. Black men and boys from all over are taken 
in chains to a prison built on a place meant for our spirits to pass on to the dreaming. Never 
seen again.

Wadjemup.

The few that escape tell stories of men being hit, tortured, shot and hanged to their deaths. 
The settlers shoot to kill. The cries of thousands of my people can be heard throughout  
the land.

The question of what artistic theatrical devices we use is simply a question of how we can get our 
audiences to become socially active. Bertolt Brecht.

ACT 2

https://www.bbc.com/
https://youtu.be/l-828KqtTkA
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SYMBOLISM
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DISCUSS the above extract in terms of:

 ŕ Non-realistic techniques such as verfremdungseffekt, or the V-effect, (also referred to as 
estrangement, alienation or distancing).

Aboriginal and Torres Straight Islanders have a deep spiritual connection 
to land, where everything has meaning, purpose, lores and customs. 

A recurring symbol in the play is that of a large gum tree. Characters’ 
relationship to the tree differs, with Rosy wanting to remove the tree 
which obstructs the view from her home, to Indigenous characters such 
as Iris and her sick son Lucas hiding beneath the tree. Rattling chains are 
heard near the tree and the spirit of Barrabong frequently stands beneath 
the tree.

The white man’s boss orders our men to retreat. They back into the trees and up to the hilltops where 
they watch. And the smoke signals lead us to our stop. A scar tree. People, waiting for us – but not our 
people. People from the township. I know this place. Barrabong, Act 2

BOODJA – land
KOORT – heart
MOORT – family
KAARTDIJIM – knowledge
WIRNITJ – spirits

DISCUSS the symbolism of the gum tree and why Ejan describes the land as ‘weeping.’

An Aboriginal person’s spirit is believed to continue on after the physical form has passed through death, 
returning to the Dreamtime where it will return through birth as a human, an animal, plant or rock.  
Source: creativespirits.info

In Act Two, Ejan describes the arrival of the Whadjuk (white men) as ancestral spirits travelling back to land 
on big white flapping birds, and warnings are sent up the river telling them to hide. Tales of wirniti (spirits) 
and hauntings are more than just plot devices.

DISCUSS the symbolism of hauntings in the play (E.g.,The history that haunts us, distortions of truth).

http://www.creativespirits.info
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POST-SHOW
ACTIVITIES
VISUAL STORYTELLING 
Non-verbal elements of a production are essential for supporting themes, character, and to guide an 
audience through the emotional context of the play. Designer Zoë Atkinson refers to her monochromatic 
set design as the ‘mystic bones’ of the play over which layers of different eras are placed in the form of 
costume, props and materials used.

DISCUSS: What do you think Zoë means by ‘mystic bones?’

Theatre abounds with stories of ghosts, which we can trace back to the temple theatrics of the Ancient 
Greeks, Shakespeare’s ghostly characters and technical tricks of the Victorian era.

DESIGN a lighting or sound element to support the ‘hauntings’ within the play.

SET DESIGN ZOË AITKINSON

After viewing the performance, THINK about the set 
and costume design of York.

 ŕ What was your first impression of the set?
 ŕ What elements or features of the production design 

stand out?
 ŕ How do these elements or features of the 

production design support your understanding of 
the play?

 ŕ How were the different worlds within the play 
represented (E.g., lighting, sound, costume, set)?

 ŕ How are the dramatic elements of space, sound 
and symbol represented non-verbally?

CREATE your own design for a production of York, thinking 
about the themes of the play that really stand out to you.

 ŕ Which of the themes would you highlight in your design?
 ŕ How does the actor use your set within the show? 
 ŕ What costume would you give the actor to wear?
 ŕ What mood would you try to create?
 ŕ Present your ideas to the class, discussing the choices 

you have made. 
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PERFORMANCE AND STAGECRAFT
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York moves between representational and presentational performance styles. The following exercises 
explore Brechtian and Forum Theatre techniques.

ENSEMBLE WARM-UP

 ŕ Start with a simple game of Stop/Go. 
 ŕ Develop the ensemble within the game, working together to find a common pace and 

energy, and working to cover the room without gaps or clusters.
 ŕ Build the activity to the point where the group stop and go without instruction, feeling the 

moment together. 
 ŕ You may choose to add Laban Efforts, and explore the dynamics of status, with Leaders  

and Followers.
 ŕ Extend this by calling out “Leader” – requesting the whole group sink to the ground apart 

from one person who is the ‘leader’. Encourage the group to negotiate this silently within 
the exercise. 

 ŕ Ask the group to show physically their relationship to the leader.
 ŕ Call out “sacrifice” encouraging one member to fall to the ground, again this is found by the 

group in the moment, as one member sacrifices themselves.

CLARITY EXERCISE

 ŕ Students make contrasting tableaux of situations using gesture and facial expressions. E.g., 
One image is of war as a maker of heroes, and the contrasting image is of the waste of war. 

AGREEMENT LINE

 ŕ Set up an agreement line – with ‘strongly agree’ at one end of the room, and ‘strongly 
disagree’ at the other end. (E.g., I would describe myself as political, everyone is equal,  
I believe we should change the date of Australia Day….)

 ŕ Ask students to place themselves along the line in relation to their answer to a range of the 
questions posed. 

 ŕ Question students about why they have placed themselves where they have.
 ŕ After you have heard a range of responses you could ask if anybody would like to now 

change their position on the agreement line and why that is.

AUGUST BOAL - EXERCISE 1

 ŕ Individual images – leader says a word or theme and counts down from 3-1, participants 
turn and face into the circle presenting a frozen image of that word. 

AUGUST BOAL - EXERCISE 2

 ŕ An issue/ subject is agreed upon by the group (E.g., Protest, inequality, war, social unrest).
 ŕ 5 students enter the space one at a time to present their idea of that issue. 
 ŕ All 5 students present their images together. 
 ŕ Audience members are invited to come into the space and add further ideas.
 ŕ Flip the image – Eg., from the oppressed to the oppressor.



YORK  |  POST-SHOW ACTIVITIES

REVIEWING THE PRODUCTION

FURTHER RESOURCES

Leading Indigenous publications / books
 ŕ magabala.com

Indigenous plays
 ŕ BlakStage on AustralianPlays 

apt.org.au/blakstage

Documentaries
 ŕ The Australian Dream - iview.abc.net.au
 ŕ Utopia - utopiajohnpilger.co.uk
 ŕ Kanyini - hkanyini.com

Films
 ŕ Rabbit-Proof Fence, directed by Phillip Noyce.
 ŕ Samson and Delilah, directed by Warwick Thornton.
 ŕ Bran Nue Day, directed by Rachel Perkins.
 ŕ High Ground, directed by Stephen Johnson.

Music
 ŕ Took the Children Away, by Archie Roach 
 ŕ Run Daisy Run, by Leah Purcell 
 ŕ From Little things Big Things Grow, by Paul Kelly 
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AUGUST BOAL - EXERCISE 3

 ŕ An oppression is agreed upon by the group.
 ŕ An individual creates an image of the oppressions, sculpting participants into a group image. 
 ŕ Reflect upon the “Real Image” of this oppression.
 ŕ Share again the original “Real Image,” moving in slow motion from the “Real Image” to the “Ideal 

Image.” This is the “Image of Possible Transition.”

EMOTIONAL DETATCHMENT

 ŕ In small groups, allocate a situation/ stimulus that is a typically emotional scene.
 ŕ Improvise a short emotional scene using this stimulus, using realist acting techniques  

and conventions. 
 ŕ Re-enact the scene using self-narration and 3rd person dialogue.
 ŕ Re-enact with one member in the group standing outside of the action and narrating the 

scene while the others act it out.
 ŕ Discuss the differences between the two versions of the scene (E.g., Strong focus on an issue, 

use of a narrator to observe action and report events, objective characterisation etc.)

REVIEW the production of York. Remember, the more specific details and examples you give,  
the easier it is for your reader to get a sense of your ideas. Consider elements such as: 
 ŕ Space and actor relationship.
 ŕ Style, tone, themes.
 ŕ Structure – time, place, action.
 ŕ Performance and characterisation.
 ŕ Design elements (sound, lighting, set and costume), and any other technical aspects worthy  

of mention.
 ŕ Include your opinion, recommendations or futher comments to your review.

https://www.magabala.com
https://apt.org.au/blakstage
https://iview.abc.net.au
https://utopiajohnpilger.co.uk
http://www.hkanyini.com
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