Play Submission for Season Selection

OUR COUNTRY’S GOOD

Basic information. Our Country’s Good was written by American playwright Timberlake Wertenbaker, based on Thomas Keneally’s The Playmaker (1987), a fictionalized account of the first European settlement of Australia. Ms. Wertenbaker was resident writer for the Royal Court Theatre in London, where her play premiered in 1988. OCG has 22 roles, played by 10 to 12 actors (6 men and 4 women; perhaps 7 men and 4-5 women); some of the women play men and one actor, playing 2nd Lieutenant Ralph Clark, plays only one role. It would be desirable to have at least one African-American actor; two or even three would be preferable. The play is episodic, split into two acts, of eleven and ten scenes, respectively. The scenes have titles, rather than numbers, for example: “The Voyage Out” and “The Authorities Discuss the Merits of the Theatre.” These titles are projected, along with lithographs and etchings from the period, depicting ships, officers, prisoners, and early drawings of the Australian terrain and environment. Even though the layout of the play is episodic and not linear, its plot moves forward steadily in time and is thus a plot of causally-related incidents united by the character of 2nd Lieutenant Ralph Clark; as the officer in charge of the convicts, he acts as the bridge between the world of the prisoners and the officers. The piece also has elements of a play-within-a-play, because of the scenes in which the actors rehearse The Recruiting Officer. The play takes place in Sydney, Australia in 1788/89. Here is the role breakdown as I see it, based on ten actors (“RN” and “RM” stand for “Royal Navy” and “Royal Marines):

Capt. Arthur Phillip, RN (Governor-in-Chief of New South Wales) and John Wisehammer (convict)

Major Robbie Ross, RM and Ketch Freeman (convict and hangman)

Capt. David Collins, RM (Advocate General) and Robert Sideway (convict)

Capt. Watkin Tench, RM and Aboriginal Australian and Black Caesar (convict)

Capt. Jemmy Campbell, RM and Midshipman Harry Brewer, RN and John Arscott (convict)

Reverend Johnson and Mary Brenham (convict) and Meg Long (convict)*

Lieutenant George Johnston, RM and Duckling Smith (convict)*

Lieutenant Will Dawes, RM and Liz Morden (convict)*

2nd Lieutenant Ralph Clark, RM

2nd Lieutenant William Faddy, RM and Dabby Bryant (convict) *

The role combinations marked with an asterisk * are to be played by women.

Educational value.  Our Country’s Good allows students to explore a historical piece that we as Americans would have a particular interest in: it’s about what happened to the losing side in the Revolutionary War. The British Officers claim that their being sent to settle Australia is their punishment from the crown for losing the war, and most resent it deeply. Like America, Australia is a nation settled by immigrants who encroached and almost destroyed that country’s native population. Audiences will be able to draw many comparisons between Australia’s early culture and ours. It will appeal to university audiences for its emphasis on the redemptive power of education—specifically theatrical education—to transform the lowliest members of society into rational, responsible, and creative individuals. Our Country’s Good offers students an interesting range of styles: it has realistic dialogue; poetic soliloquies; a play within a play (The Recruiting Officer), and epic presentation (occasional direct address, scene titles, projections, episodic plot). With double casting and gender bending, students will have the challenge of working on two very opposite characterizations, using different dialects, for example: standard British vs. Cockney, North Country, or Liverpool. Timberlake Wertenbaker is an American female playwright who has won a number of awards in England, France and America for her plays, adaptations and translations. We’ve never done a piece by her before. 
Entertainment value. OCG is a real theatre-lover’s play, because the central conflict concerns a power struggle between the British officers about “the merits of the theatre,” specifically, whether the convicts should be allowed to rehearse and perform a play. The arguments are intense, exciting, sometimes funny and sometimes brutal. Eventually the opposing officers try to stop the play by humiliating and beating the prisoners, then finally trumping up charges against them. The climax of the play is a suspenseful trial scene where one of the defendants, on trial for her life, changes the whole course of the action by her confession. The play also has a love story in which Ralph, the officer who undertakes to direct the play, also transforms. At the beginning of the piece, he abhors the convicts, convinced that they are innately bad. Through his increasing contact with them, however, he gradually overcomes his prejudice and becomes their friend and advocate. Eventually he falls in love with Mary Brenham, one of the convict women, and by the end of the play, they are expecting a child.

Resource Evaluation. Costume Design. With doubling, each actor would require two costumes, but those costumes do not change during the course of the play. I cannot recall whether the prisoners used any kind of special costumes during their rehearsal of the play (rehearsal skirts, special shoes, hats or props), so that should be discussed with the Costume Designer. The prisoners’ clothes should, of course, be filthy and shabby in contrast to the glittering uniforms of the officers. The Aborigine would require a tribal costume and make up. Scene Design: Very few props and virtually no furniture are required, that I can remember. A rowboat is needed for the Harry and Duckling scene. Leg and wrist irons are needed for the prisoners; a whip is required for a realistic-looking flogging scene at the beginning of the piece. Most production photos I’ve seen (and the production I saw) made use of three different levels. Lighting would require the use of projections, but nothing else unusual. 

Final Evaluation. Because of the demanding costume and acting requirements, as well as the fairly large size of the cast (10-12), this piece would work best in the second or fourth slots. If we want to get more African-American actors in our acting pool, the fourth slot would be best.

