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INTRODUCTION

This thesis arose from an interest in the interconnections that appeared to exist between
art forms, especially between the visual and performing arts. A particularly close connection
seemed to exist between theatre and theatre posters and I was interested to explore what
seemed to be an essentially collaborative relationship between a visual art form and a
performing art form. The developments in Australia during the late sixties and early seventies
evident in theatre and in the visual arts provided a suitable environment for a consideration of
inter-relations between the two.
The late sixties and early seventies saw the development o f the 'new wave' in theatre, a
period o f experimentation in which new directions in Australian theatrical practices were
undertaken. This period was also a time of experimentation and change in the visual arts. In
both areas, it was a time when existing boundaries between art forms and disciplines were
challenged and connections between art forms were established. It was a time o f experiment
and innovation when the forms and functions of art were reassessed, as was the relationship
between art and society. Posters, combining artistic and pragmatic functions, were being made
and used in new ways and were available cheaply and in great numbers so that they were able
to reach more people than even before. Partly because o f the general upsurgence o f alternate
cultural activities during this period, posters came to be viewed less as art objects and more as
vehicles for cultural communication.
The Nimrod Theatre Company was chosen because it is a discrete entity for which
there exists a considerable body of evidence regarding its aims and practices and which has an
extant body of posters attached. The Nimrod was at the hub o f experimentation in theatrical
forms and presentation during the seventies, a time of general questioning o f traditional forms
and assumptions. Its impact on Australian theatrical history was immediate and long-lasting.
During its eighteen years o f operation, Nimrod presented over 180 productions.1 Posters were
'This figure does not include late night shows, plavreadings, workshops and educational pieces.
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produced for most of these. The Nimrod Theatre Company posters were each designed to
visualise a particular play in some way to a potential audience. The poster's ostensible function
was as an advertisement but, in practice, its function was much more complex. Nimrod had a
publicity and public relations strategy that was concerned not only with advertising particular
shows but with promoting the image of Nimrod The poster had a very important role to play
in this promotional package, particularly in the creation of image. Because o f their ephemeral
nature, posters are hard to locate. Also because of this, and their standing somewhere between
art and craft and between art and commerce, they are seldom written about unless they have
survived to become part of an exhibition or be part o f an artist's oeuvre. Some posters have
proven difficult to track down and accessibility has been a factor in the choice of posters.
Some posters, those found amongst the archival material held by the Mitchell Library, State
Library of New South Wales, for instance, were not available for copying, and so have been
excluded. Expediency aside, however, the choice of posters has been made largely on the basis
that these posters are in some ways exemplary o f the Nimrod image or o f other posters
produced at the time. Nimrod's style, aims and concerns changed considerably during its
lifetime and the posters overall reflect these changes. While every attempt has been made to
identify the designers of all the posters, this has not been totally possible. I have included
reproductions of twenty-seven theatre posters and two theatre programmes, although all of
these will not be discussed in detail.
Because one of my chief aims is to consider each poster in its relationship to the
production represented, considerable attention has been paid to the plays in question and to
their translation to the stage. Although a play text provides an account o f the words o f a play,
there is no effective way o f recording a performance. Only a very few o f Nimrod's productions
were filmed, and a film account of the performance o f a play is a highly inaccurate way of
capturing the total performance experience. One is forced, therefore, to rely on accounts by
those involved, people's memories of the events, anecdotal 'evidence' and critical writings,
mostly for newspapers. Notoriously slanted according to the specific purpose of the review,
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the particular newspaper and its audience, and the social, artistic and political agenda o f the
writer, newspaper reviews are generally inadequate records o f performances. On the positive
side, however, from its inception Nimrod attracted much critical attention so that every
production was covered by all the major Sydney newspapers and many regional newspapers.
It is possible to look at over twenty reviews of each production in order to ascertain general
trends as well as individual opinions.
The methodology applied has been to assemble a history o f the Nimrod theatre
company and its posters, relating it to the broader structure o f the performing and visual arts to
establish the inter-relationship between the two art forms. I have endeavoured to assemble a
culturally oriented history of Nimrod's operations, with a special emphasis on its history of
performances and its relationship to its public. This has been used as a foundation for the more
detailed history' o f Nimrod posters and their relationship specifically to individual productions
and generally to the overall developments o f the company. The impact o f Nimrod upon
theatrical history was important and its work is acknowledged in the major works on
Australian drama published since 1970. There are several b rief’histories' o f the work o f the
original Nimrod and its impact on theatre at the time. In an article, written very soon after the
closure of the company, Katharine Brisbane presented a brief overview o f Nimrod's
administrative and artistic history on the basic premise that Nimrod's history was one "of
skirmishes into a variety of terrain."23 Leonard Radic presents by far the most complete history
of Nimrod in two chapters of his book, The State o f Play.2, The first, 'Eighty Per Cent
Australian," covers the Nimrod Street period and the second, "The New Nimrod," deals with
the subsequent years. While Radic addresses the style o f the early years and the dramatic
forms of the plays presented, his main concern is with the themes and subject-matter o f the
plays as representative of those of their playwrights. He does not address the Seymour years
2Katharine Brisbane, "The Crippled Hunter - Nimrod." New Theatre Australia, no. 3, February, 1988.
3Leonard Radic, The State o f Play: The Revolution in the Australian Theatre Since the 1960s (Ringwood.
Victoria: Penguin Books, 1991). See Chapter 5, "Eighty Per Cent Australian" and Chapter 9, "The New

Nimrod."

6

in any detail. In After 'The Doll', Peter Fitzpatrick4 discusses the early style o f Nimrod in a
chapter dealing with the 'New Wave' of theatrical activity in Melbourne and Sydney in the late
sixties. Essentially his discussion is a comparison between the Sydney and Melbourne
experiences with a strong emphasis on the plays performed. Dennis Carroll's book5 is
structured as a history of Australian playwrights and references to Nimrod, and other
companies and movements, relate to the work o f the playwrights discussed. In Contemporary

Australian Drama, edited by Peter Holloway6, Katharine Brisbane discusses the origins o f the
development of a particularly Australian style o f theatre and drama, Kevon Kemp describes the
setting up of Nimrod and Dorothy Hewett discusses the relationship between drama as
literature and the 'rough' theatre. The opening chapter o f the second volume of Leslie Rees'
work on Australian drama history7 gives an account o f the genesis o f the 'New Wave' as it
emerged in Sydney and Melbourne. He includes a chapter on the social background o f the
new developments from the sixties onwards and discusses trends and movements in these
developments. Ultimately, however, his discussion is based on the output o f the playwrights of
the period.
What 1 have tried to achieve in my history of Nimrod is an acknowledgment o f the
importance of the interpretation on stage o f the plays Nimrod presented by, addressing the
question of performance style and the importance o f the company's policies to this style. In a
more general sense, I have attempted to relate theatre to the broader structures of performance
and art through Nimrod's history of performance.
One of the most important of the available sources has been the Nimrod Company's
records, most o f which have been made available by the Mitchell Library, State Library o f New
South Wales, since they were moved from their previous home at the Denis Wolanski
Performing Arts Library in 1996. The National Library o f Australia also has a collection of
4Peter Fitzpatrick, After 'The Doll': Australian Drama Since 1955 (Melbourne: Edward Arnold, 1979).
5Dennis Carroll, Australian Contemporary Drama, Revised Edition (Sydney: Currency, 1995).
6Peter Holloway, ed. Contemporary Australian Drama, Revised Edition (Sydney" Currency, 1987).
7Leslie Rees, Australian Drama 1970-1985: A Historical and Critical Survey (North Ryde, N.S.W.: Angus &
Robertson, 1987).
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Nimrod manuscripts. The posters have been accessed from collections in the Mitchell Library,
State Library of New South Wales and from those in the National Library o f Australia as well
as from individual owners. Other important primary sources have been the records o f Theatre

A ustralia, and those of various individuals, held by the National Library of Australia. I have
read selectively from Sydney and National newspapers o f the period for theatre and art
criticism and relevant articles. I have also consulted the press-cuttings files held at the Denis
Wolanski Library o f the Performing Arts.
For this thesis I have adopted a structure which allows a consideration of the cultural
and artistic front in some detail before dealing specifically with Nimrod and its posters. The
purpose of Chapter I is to set the total scene, delineated by specificities o f the arts front o f the
sixties in Sydney. While I have deliberately chosen to focus on Sydney, the fluidity of
movement of artists within Australia has required some reference to Sydney in relation to
general Australian trends. This same fluidity of movement of artists between Australia and
overseas centres, especially London, is so remarkable as to be a characteristic of the period,
and is given some emphasis.
My mam purpose in Chapter II is to locate Nimrod's practices within the tradition o f
Sydney social history. The aims of this brief history o f Nimrod are not to give detailed
accounts of Nimrod's administrative and theatrical history, but are rather: to establish the
important historical events and the circumstances o f its setting up; to provide an outline o f the
performance styles and Nimrod's major artistic concerns during its development; and to
indicate the changes in style, aims, concerns and concepts.
Chapters III and IV present a history of the Nimrod posters through an analysis of
selected posters. This analysis involves relating posters to the plays they represent and to the
way Nimrod interpreted these plays on stage. Further, the way in which the posters promoted
and enhanced the aims and image of Nimrod is explored. The posters are considered in their
relationship with the Nimrod audience and to the visual arts in a broader sense, especially to
visual pop imagery.
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Even though the Nimrod Company operated from a succession o f three addresses, I
have elected to divide the discussion of the posters into two main stages. Chapter III presents
a discussion of the posters created for the productions o f the period o f Nimrod's Darlinghurst
residence, a period remarkable for its immediate impact on its audiences and on the Sydney
theatre scene in general. The discussion of these early posters is particularly detailed because
o f their contribution to this significant theatrical impact and their involvement in the
establishment of the Nimrod image. Particular emphasis is placed on the contribution of
significant artists, such as Janet Dawson, during this period.
Chapter IV presents a discussion of the posters created for productions from the time
o f Nimrod's move to Surry Hills. The significance o f the work o f Martin Sharp, specifically his
contribution to the consolidation of and building upon Nimrod's early image, is given special
emphasis. This period is remarkable because o f the developments and changes in Nimrod's
theatrical and social concerns; this chapter presents a discussion o f these later developments,
partly attempting to explain demographic shifts in audience and partly to demonstrate Nimrod's
use of different cultural paradigms.
Conclusions have been left deliberately open ended and tentative. My aim has been to
demonstrate the relationship between the theatre poster, the production that it visualises and
the company which it represents. Further, I have sought to examine the inter-relationship
between the two art forms to see to what extent the posters promote and enhance the central
concepts in the performing arts. In this particular case o f the Nimrod posters, I found it
necessary to place this relationship within the broader cultural context o f which Nimrod and its
activities were a part.

CHAPTER I

The Cultural and Artistic Background
. . . l a m fo r the art o f scratch ings in the asphalt, daubing at the walls. 1 am fo r the
art o f bending and kicking metal and breaking glass, and pulling at things to make them
fa ll down. ...
I am for the majestic art o f dog turds, rising like cathedrals. ...
Claes Oldenburg1

When Nimrod opened its doors in December o f 1970, the artistic and social
developments generated during the sixties were in lull swing and by no means exhausted.
The cultural environment which developed from social changes which took place during the
late fifties and throughout the sixties continued well into the seventies. Nimrod was part of
the counterculture of the sixties and seventies, just one o f the cultural products o f the late
sixties, and is inseparable from the cultural context, and particularly the artistic context, of
which it was very much a product and a symptom.
The main purpose of this chapter is to present a picture, in some detail, of the art
front as it existed at the time of the emergence o f Nimrod With a particular focus on the
visual and performing arts, the main concern is to build up a series o f case studies by which
to pinpoint certain characteristics of the visual and performing arts scene o f the period and,
to some extent, to suggest reasons for its forming the way it did. The specific areas to be
discussed are theatre, music and the visual arts, with an emphasis on poster production.
The first section presents an assessment o f the state o f the theatre scene, in both its
'alternate' and mainstream manifestations, as it existed in 1970 and the major influences on
the changes which took place from the late sixties onwards, indicating ideas and practices
which were paralleled in the activities of other art forms. The concerns and motivations of
theatrical practices and innovations have their parallels in the related performance fields of
'classical' and popular music. Examples o f inter-disciplinary activities abound in the musical
compositions and performances of the period; connections were being made constantly
between the musical and theatrical performing arts and between these and the visual arts. In
1Claes Oldenburg. Store Days, reprinted in Lawrence Alloway, Modern Dreams: The Rise and Fall and
Rise o f Pop (New York: The Institute for Contemporary Art, 1988), p. 106.

the visual arts, similar attacks on established institutions and traditions were being launched.
Interest in innovation, exploration of ideas and the testing o f boundaries o f various kinds,
manifested itself in many ways. One effect was a shortening o f the gap between society and
art, especially art production. This was particularly expressed in the tendency towards
collaboration, nowhere more explicitly demonstrated than in the setting up of poster
collectives, of which Earthworks is a useful representative model.
Although there was a plurality o f experiences during the sixties and although
different artists and artist groups adopted different strategies, there was a core of
experiences, motivations and general concerns which was common to different art forms,
different artist groups and different individuals. This core included a trend among
performing and visual artists, and also among writers, to travel and study overseas which
led to a two-way exchange with overseas centres. It also included a general tendency
towards innovation and a challenging o f existing assumptions. This found expression in the
involvement in certain activities by artists in many fields, which reached across traditional
boundaries, and the involvement of some artists in several different fields. There was also a
general interest in collaboration. Collaborative efforts were also a way in which artists
could take matters into their own hands and, by implication, take matters out o f the hands
o f traditionally established institutions concerned with art practice and promotion.
The traditional conservative mainstream culture o f Australia in the sixties was
countered by a youthful, self-aware segment o f society which saw itself as an alternative to
the dominant culture. The emergence o f a generation o f young people seeking a sense of
identity and means of self-expression created a social phenomenon which was a force for
change and an object o f exploitation. Dissatisfaction with established social institutions and
traditional ideologies and aesthetics brought about changes at many levels, changes which
were often of a particularly youthful, exuberant and satirical style. The arts, not
traditionally a central part of the lives o f older mainstream Australians, became an important
focus in the lives of members of the counter-culture. Ron Blair expressed it this way:
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We wanted to earn our living in the theatre and, yes, show our parents, who
wanted us to be barristers, that what we were doing was worthwhile.2
Thinkers and artists generally, ready-made representatives o f a non-conformist lifestyle,
were looked to as unofficial leaders.3 Traditional ideas were challenged and new ideas were
embraced. Ideas were rapidly welcomed, tested, discarded and replaced. In an age
dominated by 'isms', groups were formed by the socially, politically and artistically likeminded to promulgate and explore ideas and 'truths'. Inevitably, some o f these 'isms' and
'truths' came as a result of interchange with ideas from overseas.
Some of these ideas and influences came with the wave o f migrants, particularly
from Middle and Eastern Europe, who settled in Australia as part the post-war wave of
migration from Europe and Britain.4 An attempt to treat the migrant experience theatrically
was made in Richard Beynon's The Shifting Heart, first performed in Sydney in 1957, while
Alan Seymour's The One Day o f the year, first performed in Adelaide in 1960 and in
Sydney in 1961, dealt, among other things, with attitudes towards the changes, including
migration, of the period. Migrant artists brought new artistic traditions, skills and expertise
which had an important influence on the performing and visual arts, especially printmaking.5
Other influences came with artists, performers and writers who returned from periods spent
in residence or studying overseas.6
While the sixties and seventies may be remembered, on the one hand, as an era in
which individuals felt encouraged do their 'own thing', on the other hand it is not necessarily
a paradox that this period is also remembered as an era which valued collaboration and co
operation. It was a time in which the power of communal effort was exercised and was
seen to be effective. This communal effort was epitomised by the sense o f a united voice

2Ron Blair, in "Supplement: Celluloid Heroes - Nimrod's 10th Anniversary Production," Theatre Australia,
vol. 5, no. 5, December, 1980-January, 1981, p. 11.
3See Campbell Gray's chapter, "The Dilemma of Change," in Eileen Chanin. ed. Contemporary Australian
Painting (Roseville East, N S W.: Craftsman House, 1980).
4Non-European migration was restricted by the White Australia Policy enshrined by the Immigration
Restriction Act Bill of 1901 which, although modified during the late fifties, remained effective until it was
abandoned by the Whitlam government in 1973.
5See Sasha Grishin, Contemporary Australian Printmaking: An Interpretative History (Roseville East,
NSW: Craftsman House, 1994), p. 2 Iff.
6See Bernard Smith, Australian Painting 1788-1990 (Melbourne: OUP. 1992), p. 426.
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created by the strength of the anti-Vietnam war rallies. It was a loud voice and the
withdrawal of Australia from this conflict was seen as an affirmation o f the strength and
potential of communal action. There were other protests conducted with equal vehemence
born of equally strongly held convictions, even though the views held were not necessarily
uniform. The protest against censorship, concerns about censorship, conscription, warfare,
welfare, education, individual freedom, inequalities and concerns about the rights o f women
which became the feminist movement, broadened into a general sense o f dissatisfaction with
and protest against the establishment. These issues were expressed in the theatre o f the
time. The issue of conscription is part of the thematic package o f the 1970 play, The
Legend o f King O'Malley by Michael Boddy and Robert Ellis, while other issues were
addressed in Nimrod's choice of plays during the late seventies and early eighties.
Dissatisfaction with and challenges to traditional established ideas and structures
were expressed by many groups o f artists, writers, political activists and performers, who
established themselves along collaborative lines as alternatives to the established institutions
of society. Theatre groups such as the Nimrod Company, the Performance Syndicate,7 and
the Paris Theatre Company,8 collectives such as the Central Street Gallery and the
Earthworks Poster Collective, and communal art support venues such as the Yellow House
are just a few examples. Satirical magazines such as OZ and student magazines like Honi
Soit and Tharunka were set up to challenge and expose the meaning and motive behind
established societal institutions and traditions. Traditional boundaries were challenged: in
addition to social boundaries of class and socio-economics, intellectual and artistic
boundaries were also attacked. Divisions between traditional disciplines, between high and
low art, popular and classical music, popular and classical theatre were challenged by
7See p. 23 below.
8The Paris Theatre Company, named after the now demolished Paris Cinema which had been converted
into an 800 seat theatre, was formed in Sydney in 1978 by Jim Sharman and Rex Cramphorn. Its express
purpose was to present a season of Australian plays. Among its members, Kate Fitzpatrick. Robyn Nevin
and John Paramour had been members of Cramphorn's Performance Syndicate. Only two plays were
performed: Dorothy Hewett's Pandora's Cross and Louis Nowra's Visions. The poster for the first
production was designed by Martin Sharp. For a reproduction of this poster, see Roger Butler, The Streets
as Galleries - Wall Sometimes Speak: Poster Art in Australia (Canberra: N G A 1993), p. 60. Although
Butler gives the date of the poster as 1979, the production was in 1978 and the short-lived company had
folded by 1979.
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collaborative effort in all the arts, performance art, happenings, conceptual art, artists
working in high and low streams of art practice and artists who produced works in
traditionally separate disciplines. Writers such as Michael Boddy, Robert Ellis, Marcus
Cooney and Dick Hall were willing to collaborate with other writers and with directors and
actors. Analytical journals such as Other Voices9 and Aspect10 were set up to provide
forums for inter-disciplinary discussion.
In 1970, the Sydney alternative theatre scene, to which Nimrod sought to make a
contribution and wherein it hoped to establish an individual voice, was represented chiefly
by The Old Tote Company, established by the National Institute o f Dramatic Art (NTDA) in
1962 in 'the old tin shed' where it remained until it separated from NIDA in 1969 and moved
to Jane Street where John Bell directed The Legend o f King O'Malley. Rodney Milgate's A
Refined Look at Existence had been performed first at Jane Street in 1966, an address
closely associated with the beginning of the 'new wave' of theatrical activites in Sydney
during the sixties. David Williamson's11 Don's Party was first performed in 1971 at the
Pram Factory in Melbourne and then staged at the Jane Street theatre before it was taken up
into the mainstream theatre. Referring to these early years, Williamson commented:
I think I've proved that an Australian can live here now as an Australian writer. In
the fifties it was an accepted thing that you made a hit here and then raced
overseas. The late sixties changed all that. It was just lucky for me that this was
when I was trying to make it.12
From 1973, by which time it had shed its 'alternate' tag, the Old Tote Company
expanded to become a kind of de facto state theatre company. By 1974 it was staging
productions in three major production venues - the Drama Theatre o f the Sydney Opera
House, the Parade Theatre and the York Theatre at Sydney University's Seymour Centre.
9Other Voices: A Critical Journal, established in June, 1970 and lasting for three issues, was edited by Paul
McGillick and Terry Smith with contributing editors which included Donal Brook, David Ahern and Alan
Oldfield.
10Aspect: Art and Literature, edited by Rudi Krausmann, had Paul McGillick as its assistant editor and an
editorial panel which included John Olsen and Gary Catalano.
11David Williamson, born in Melbourne in 1942, studied and lectured in mechanical engineering and
psychology before embarking on his playwriting career which has continued to the present. His first plays
were performed at La Mama and the Pram Factory in Melbourne and at the Nimrod Street Theatre in
Sydney. He is Australia's most consistently successful contemporary playwright.
12L. Hickson, "A Love-Hate Relationship," Woman's Day, 26th November, 1979.
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Beset by financial problems, the company was disbanded in 1979, leaving an open pathway
for the decidedly mainstream Sydney Theatre Company to be established in 1980, the year
in which Nimrod celebrated its tenth year o f operation.
The Old Tote Theatre Company, however, was not the sole supporter o f the
'alternate' theatre banner when Nimrod entered the scene. The Q Theatre had been
established in 1963 by a group which included Ben Gabriel and Doreen Warburton, the
latter strongly influenced by the communal, co-operative principles o f the work o f Joan
Littlewood with the Theatre Workshop in London. 13 Their initial aim was to provide
lunchtime performances of classical and contemporary - including Australian - works for
city workers at the AMP Theatrette at Circular Quay. Full-length productions began in
1966 with Ray Lawler's Summer o f the Seventeenth Doll. Continuing its commitment to
the community, the group began to take performances to workplaces14 from 1970 onwards
when theatre workshops, touring productions and visits specifically to western suburb
towns became regular activities. In 1975 Q moved to Penrith where it has continued to
function as an important community theatre and has developed what Victoria Chance calls
"a vigorous house style."15 Jim McNeil's The Chocolate Frog, performed by Nimrod in
1973, premiered at Q's city venue in 1971. Helmut Bakaitis, who wrote and directed for
Nimrod, has worked with Q during the nineties.
A very important contribution to the alternate theatre scene was also being made by
the New Theatre at Newtown.16 The activities o f the New Theatre movement began in the
1930s with the formation of theatre groups whose agenda was to provide political, anti
establishment theatre for workers. New Theatre was begun in Sydney17 in 1932 and has
13See pp. 20-21 below.
14A special performance of Jim McNeil's The Chocolate Frog was given for Sydney Opera House
construction site workers on 13th July, 1971. See Victoria Chance, "Q Theatre Company." in Philip
Parsons ed., Companion to Theatre in Australia (Sydney: Currency Press, 1995), pp. 470-471; and Leslie
Rees, Australian Drama 1970-1985: A Historical and Critical Survey (North Ryde: Angus and Robertson,
1987), p. 366.
15Chance, op. cit., p. 471.
16See "Appendix IV," Leslie Rees. Australian Drama 1970-1985: A Historical and Critical Survey (North
Ryde: Angus and Robertson, 1987), pp. 367-368.
17New Theatre was established in Sydney in 1932 by the Workers' Art Club. In Melbourne the Workers'
Theatre Group was set up in 1935. In Brisbane the movement's first production was initiated by the Student
Theatre and in 1937 it became the Unity Theatre. The New Theatre League began presenting plays in Perth
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functioned continuously since then.18 The anti-establishment stance has also been
maintained, although the political emphasis has not been consistently as strong since the end
of the war. From 1963, New Theatre was based in Darlinghurst, and since 1972 it has
occupied its own premises in Newtown. A landmark event in the history o f censorship in
New South Wales is associated with New Theatre. Police attempted to disrupt proceedings
and arrest actors at a special public performance19 o f Jean-Claude van Itallie's America

Hurrah! which had been organised as a protest against moves to ban performance of the
play due to alleged obscenity. It seems that, even as late as 1968, attempts were still being
made to dictate public morals and taste. The lessons inherent in the 1948 attempted
banning of Sumner Locke-Elliott's Rusty Bugles,20 because the play's cheerful use o f the
Australian vernacular was adjudged indecent, had obviously not been absorbed.
Neither had other precedents been heeded as visual and literary artists had
previously been involved in similar clashes with conventional sensibilities in the form of
censorship laws. The arrest and trial of those associated with the February 1964 issue of
the satirical OZ21 magazine sparked a series o f protests which continued in one way or
another until the end of the decade. Arrested and tried under the New South Wales
Obscene and Indecent Publications Act o f 1901, the magazine's editors, Richard Neville and
Richard Walsh, were sentenced to six months hard labour while the artist Martin Sharp,22
who had also written for the magazine, received a four month sentence.
in 1948. See entries by L. E. Fredman, Angela O'Brien et al., in Philip Parsons ed.. Companion to Theatre
in Australia (Sydney: Currency Press, 1995), pp. 400-404; and Rees, op. cit., p. 367.
18When the Communist Party was banned during World War II, the group's activities were continued
underground until 1947.
19The performance was a free presentation sponsored by the 'Friends of America Hurrah' as a protest
against threats to close the theatre. Many of the 2,500 people who attended were not permitted to enter.
Police confiscated scenery and attempted to arrest the actors who blended into the crowd. This was the last
attempt by police to disrupt a public performance. See Paul Herlinger, 'Sydney' entry of "New Theatre," in
Philip Parsons ed., Companion to Theatre in Australia (Sydney: Currency Press, 1995), pp.403-404.
20For a detailed account see Leslie Rees, "Rusty Bugles : The Story of Its Banning," m Australian Drama
1970-1985: A Historical and Critical Survey (North Ryde: Angus and Robertson, 1987), p. 404ff. The
main objection was to words such as "bloody" and "bastard." The ban was lifted when the offending words
were replaced by words such as "stinker" or "mug." Over the ensuing months most of the original words
found their way back into the performance. Rees comments that at the time officialdom in Melbourne was
even less open-minded than in Sydney.
21The editors of OZ magazine were accustomed to such attention as the very first issue of 1st April, 1963
had attracted a fine for indecency.
22See Chapter III below.
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Michael Brown, 'imitation realist',23 was arrested in 1966 under the same act, found
guilty of having exhibited indecent paintings and was sentenced to three months hard
labour. Brown was also guilty, in the eyes o f Sydney's firmly established Modernists, of
creating satirical iconoclastic works in an essentially figurative style which drew upon many
artistic traditions and at the same time ridiculed them.24 In commenting upon art and upon
its context - society - he was in effect strongly challenging established traditions and artistic
forms in a way that can be paralleled to the manner in which Nimrod made use o f and
satirised established theatrical traditions.
The fact that appeals against all these gaol sentences were successful, makes it even
more difficult to understand why the increasing general opposition to censorship of the arts
took so long to reach the law makers and enforcers. It certainly makes it easier to
understand why artists - writers, performers, visuals artists - preferred to seek greener, freer
pastures overseas. Bernard Smith concludes:
It had been made quite clear that the law in New South Wales would not permit a
free-ranging, satirical art to flourish. The Establishment was not to be mocked.
...The persisting provincialism of Sydney cultural life during the 1960s is revealed
by the ways in which it encouraged its most intelligent satirists to become
expatriates.25
For a time Sydney was the loser. Brown went to New Zealand26 while Sharp and Neville
moved to England, joining those who had preceded them, and there Neville re-established
O Z in January 1967.27 Sharp said:
23The Annandale Imitation Realists group, consisting of Brown. Ross Crothall and Colin Lanceley. was
formed in 1961. They staged highly unorthodox exhibitions at the Museum of Modern Art in Melbourne in
February. 1962 and at the Komon Gallery in Paddington in May of the same year. See Gary Catalano, The
Years o f Hope: Australian Art and Criticism 1959-1968 (Melbourne: OUP, 1981), p. 124ff.; Christopher
Heathcote, A Quiet Revolution: The Rise o f Australian A rt 1946-1968 (Melbourne: The Text Publishing
Company, 1996), pp. 174-175; and Smith, op. cit., pp. 390-392;
24See Smith, op. cit. pp. 394-398.
25Ibid., p. 398.
26Brown was in Auckland in 1968 and 1969, returning in December to paint a mural at 'Heide'. See Mike
Brown: A Survey o f Work 1961-1977, exhibition catalogue, National Gallery of Victoria, 1978.
27Ultimately Neville was to meet with the same kind of legal opposition in England. During 1970 and
1971 he and his associates were involved in several prosecutions for obscenity and the corruption of public
morals. Hewison sees this series of prosecutions as a backlash against the gains of the sixties in areas of
individual freedoms, a backlash led by people such as Mary Whitehouse who set themselves up as guardians
of public morality. See Bernard Smith, op. cit., p. 398, for a discussion of the Australian events; and Robert
Hewison, Too Much: Art and Society in the Sixties 1960-1975 (London: Methuen, 1986). p. 172ff., for a
discussion of the London scene.
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I don't think my cartoons were really outrageous. The whole obscenity trial was a
trumped up business organised by members of the establishment who were more
concerned about other, deeper issues. The obscenity charges were designed to
distract the public from more significant matters.28
While the obscenity issue may have been a ploy to distract people from other current
events29 more dangerous to political careers, in hindsight, there is, perhaps, no more
fundamental imposition than that of the control and policing o f thought, taste and individual
expression. It is ironic that by the time that Sharp returned in 1970 to find a Sydney in
which a "free-ranging, satirical art"30 could indeed now flourish,31 Neville was embroiled in
obscenity trials in London. On Sharp's return he was instrumental in setting up the Yellow
House, an inner city artists' commune and "total art environment"32 which offered support
for artists, art classes and exhibitions in many art forms. Among the residents of the Yellow
House was Brett Whiteley, who designed one poster for Nimrod, and Tim Burns,
conceptual artist and film-maker who was closely associated with the activities of the Tin
Sheds and the Earthworks Poster Collective at the University o f Sydney. A poster created
in 1972 by Asko Sutiner and Colin Little o f Earthworks, in a style influenced by Sharp's
London decorative phase, gave an indication o f some of the occupants and activities o f the
Yellow House.33
Another theatrical censorship incident had occurred as early as 1948. At its
premiere at the Independent Theatre in 1948, Sumner Locke Elliott's34 Rusty Bugles had so
2*The Age, 13th September, 1986.
29Sharp is almost certainly referring here to the Vietnam war. One point which was often made by
protesters was the moral inconsistency showed by a government which arrested and attempted to gaol
people for drawing cartoons and uttering or writing four letter words, while it was engaged in a war which
involved it in killing on a daily basis.
30Smith, op. cit., p. 398.
31 In 1970, the touring American play. Boys in the Band, with its central theme of homosexuality and its use
of four-letter words, had been met in Sydney by public controversy, but not with any censorship action,
whereas in Melbourne the word "fuck" had to be omitted or substituted.
32Sasha Grishin, Contemporary Australian Printmaking: An Interpretative History (Roseville East, NSW:
Craftsman House, 1994), p.140.
33See Roger Butler, The Streets as Galleries - Walls Sometimes Speak: Poster Art in Australia (Canberra:
NGA. 1993), p. 49 for a reproduction of this poster. The success of the Yellow House poster was
instrumental in attracting attention to the work of the Earthworks Poster Collective. See Therese Kenyon,
Under a Hot Tin Roof: Art , Passion and Politics at the Tin Sheds Art Workshop (Sydney: State Library of
N S W. Press, 1995), p. 38.
34Sumner Locke Elliott was born in Sydney in 1917. Many of his works were performed at the Independent
Theatre which he joined in 1934. Except for a period in the army from 1942 to 1946, he worked as an actor
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outraged the censors that the play was banned and the theatre closed.35 Set up in 1930 by
Doris Fitton, who acted as its Artistic director from 1933 to 1977, the Independent36 was
originally an amateur group formed to present an international repertoire of quality plays.
After 1955, the Independent turned semi-professional, and for a time professional. At the
time of the setting up of alternate theatrical companies and venues, the Independent
functioned as a repertory company, occupying a middle zone between amateur and
professional theatre and, to some extent, between mainstream and experimental theatre.
The Independent closed in 1977 due to financial difficulties, having provided training,
experience and opportunity for many Australian actors, writers, designers and theatre
practitioners.
Mainstream theatre in the early 1970s was, ironically enough, not in a particularly
flourishing state. The New Tivoli Theatre37, which from 1932 had been used for revue until
1948, when drama and musicals were added to the menu, had closed in 1966 and was
demolished in 1969 The Theatre Royal in Castlereagh Street was home to Vaudeville, and
later musicals and successful overseas shows, until it was sold in 1969 and demolished in
1972. It was replaced by the present Theatre Royal in King Street which opened in
January, 1976. Her Majesty's Theatre in Quay Street, originally the Empire Theatre but
renamed in 1960, provided a venue for large-scale musicals. It burned down in 1970 and
was replaced with a new building on the same site. The Australian Elizabethan Trust was
founded in Sydney in 1954, leasing the Majestic Theatre in Newtown, renaming it the
Elizabethan Theatre. After 1960, the Trust moved to other Sydney venues such as the
Palace and Her Majesty's, but returned to Newtown in 1970 after Her Majesty's burned
down. The Elizabethan Theatre was also destroyed by fire in 1980. The Trust carried the

and playwright until 1948 when he moved to New York. He worked as a television scriptwriter in New
York and died there in 1991.
35See footnote 19 above.
36The Independent Theatre took its name from an 1980s London theatre group, J. T. Grein's Independent
Theatre Club, which performed contemporary plays.
37The theatre building in Castlereagh Street opened as the Adelphi Theatre in 1911. It was renamed the
Grand Opera House in 1916 and the New Tivoli Theatre in 1932.
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major mainstream responsibility for the promotion o f Australian drama and theatre,
although its aims had become somewhat diffused by the end o f the sixties.
The genereral trend among artists to study and travel overseas was common to
writers and artists from all the visual and performing arts, creating a constant flow o f ideas
between the major world centres. The early experiences o f the co-founders o f the Nimrod
Company, John Bell and Ken Horler, are typical o f those o f many artists. O f those involved
in the setting up of the original Nimrod venue, John Bell, Anna Volska, Ken Horler and
Richard Wherett had very recently returned from periods spent in England and Laurence
Eastwood and Chris Haywood Bell were very new migrants from London.
John Bell was born in Maitland in 1940,38 graduating with an Honours degree in
English from Sydney University from where he launched himself into the Sydney theatre
scene with no training outside his experience with the Sydney University Players who saw
themselves as providing alternative theatre.39 He worked professionally with the Old Tote
Theatre Company and with other groups. In 1964 the offer o f a British Council scholarship
took him to the Bristol Old Vic School where he studied prior to training with the Royal
Shakespeare Company under the experimental director, Michel St. Denis. Returning to
Sydney on 1st January, 1970 with training and experience behind him and with a newlyformed interest in directing, he taught at NIDA and in the same year directed Michael
Boddy's The Legend o f King O'Malley, the production which placed him on the road to
Nimrod Street. Ken Horler40 was born in Glen Innes in 1938, graduated in arts and law at
Sydney University where he was involved, often as director, in productions by the Sydney
University players along with Bell and others such as John Gaden and Germaine Greer.41
He spent 1964 in England working at various jobs including teaching and theatre work and
38See John Bell, "Conversation with Hazel de Berg," tape 730, transcript pp. 9,413-9,414; Deborah Bogle,
"The Bell Enigma," Australian Magazine 9-10th April, 1994; and Katharine Brisbane, "John Bell," in
Philip Parsons, ed., Companion to Theatre in Australia (Sydney: Currency Press, 1995), pp. 84-85.
39Bell, op. cit., p. 9,413.
40See Ken Horler, "Conversation with Hazel de Berg," tapes 854-855.
41 Germaine Greer, feminist author, also left Australia for England. She completed a PhD at Cambridge
University and lectured in English at Warwick University7from 1968 to 1973. Her book, The Female
Eunuch was written in England in 1970.
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had "just started to get a toe in the door with the Royal Court"42 when a death in the family
brought him back to Sydney where he worked as a barrister, concerning himself with civil
liberties and censorship cases.
The collaborative style of Nimrod, particularly during the first few years, was yet
another symptom of its social context. Its principles and practices were directly influenced
by the work of Joan Littlewood's Theatre Workshop and indirectly influenced by the Cafe
La Mama Troupe in New York from which the Melbourne La Mama Company, established
nine days after Nimrod, took its name.43 Littlewood formed the Theatre Workshop in the
1940s as a collective in which all members drew an equal salary, and despite the group's
fluctuating fortunes and membership, it retained its collaborative, communal base.
Littlewood stated:
I do not believe in the supremacy o f the director, designer, actor, or even the
writer. It is through collaboration that this knockabout art o f theatre survives and
kicks 44
And one of the group's actors remarked,
Joan was obsessed with everyone being completely versatile. If you wanted to act,
write, direct, or whatever, first o f all you had to paint and decorate and use a
vacuum cleaner.45
Another recalled:
Working eighteen hours a day and almost twenty-four on a weekend changeover,
we managed to paint the theatre, repair seating and damaged carpets, design and
print our own posters in the damp, dismally lit basement under the stage.46
One can see parallels between this situation and descriptions o f the kind o f work carried out
during the very early Nimrod days when all members o f the group, together with their
partners and friends, were literally renovating their newly acquired, dilapidated building 47
42Horler, op. tit,, transcript, p. 11,302.
43This indirect influence of Cafe La Mama also came via Great Britain as the troupe toured London and
Edinburgh in 1967 when John Bell and many other Australian waters and artists were there.
44Joan Littlewood, "Goodbye Notes from Joan," Encore vol. 8, no. 5, 1961, p. 15.
45Peggv Soundy, cited in David Bradbv and David Williams. Directors' Theatre (Basingstoke: Macmillan,
1988), p. 35.
46Harry Greene, cited in Howard Goorney. The Theatre Workshop Story (London: Eyre Methuen, 1981), p.
91.
47See Chapter II, p. 53 below.
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There are also associations between these experiences and the bring-your-own, do-ityourself, collaborative approach which members, teachers, students and even clients of
Earthworks Poster Collective had to its work, partly from necessary and partly from
choice.48
Littlewood continued to work with the group until the late 1960s; her most
significant and influential production was Oh What a Lovely War of 1963 with its
collaboratively devised script, multiplicity o f theatrical and acting styles and its sharply
aimed message. There are direct links between this production and Rodney Milgate's A
Refined Look at Existence of 1966, Boddy and Ellis's The Legend o f King O'Malley of
1970 and the style of several of Nimrod's first productions. Harold Hobson assessed her
achievement in this way:
Joan broke up the fabric of the British theatre. She, to a certain extent,
disorganised it out of its old forms and began an internal revolution in the theatre
in the way that plays were produced and the sort of plays that were produced.
Also in the way they were written and in the way directors and players co-operated
with the author. I doubt if there would have been any fringe without Joan.49
Littlewood's influence reached Sydney by way o f the movement o f actors, directors,
designers and writers travelling to and returning from locations overseas. Other important
influences from Britain included the work o f Peter Brook with the Royal Shakespeare
Company, especially his ground-breaking production o f Weiss' Marat/Sade50 o f 1963 and
his highly acclaimed and well-documented production o f Shakespeare's A Midsummer
Night's Dream in 1970.51 In 1970 he set up his Paris-based Centre for Theatre Research as
an experimental touring company. The ideas and practices o f Polish director, Jerzy
Grotowski, especially as outlined in his book, Towards a Poor Theatre,52 had an
acknowledged influence on the work of Peter Brook53 as they did upon Australian directors

48See p. 47 below.
49Harold Hobson, cited in Goorney, op. cit ., pp. 183-184.
50The play's full title is The Persecution and Assassination o f Marat as Performed by the Theatre Group of

the Asylum o f Charenton under the Direction o f the Marquis de Sade.
5’See Sally Beauman, The Royal Shakespeare Company: A History o f Ten Decades (Oxford: OUP, 1982),
p. 303ff.
52Jerzy Grotowski, Towards a Poor Theatre, ed. Eugenio Barba (London: Methuen Drama, 1969).
53See Peter Brook's 'Preface' to Grotowski, op. cit., pp. 11-13.
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and theatre groups, including Nimrod Grotowski founded his Theatre Laboratory in
195954, concentrating on research, experimentation and local performances until 1966 when
the troupe began to tour internationally, attending the Edinburgh Festival, London and New
York in 1986. Grotowski held that theatre is defined by the presence o f the actor and the
spectator and that the relationship between them is the essence o f theatre.55
The influence o f the American husband and wife, Julian Beck and Judith Malina, has
ultimately been by virtue of the communal, democratic concept behind their group, the
Living Theatre, rather than any specific theatre praxis. Their rather nomadic group,
established in 1947 and in operation 1970, sought answers to the search for a new lifestyle
and to questions about the nature of theatre by living and performing as members o f a
commune, committed to improving the world through self-discovery.56 The influential
American director, Joseph Chaikin, had joined the Living Theatre in 1959, but after a kind
o f apprenticeship period, left to form his own group, the Open Theatre. Chaikin's focus was
on the actor and the problems of performance, especially in a range o f alternative spaces.
Although Chaikin's practices placed emphasis chiefly on improvisation and on devised
performances, but he successfully directed existing texts such as Jean-Claude van Itallie's
America Hurrah.51 The Open Theatre performed at the Royal Court in London in 1967.
In the early 1970s the theoretical writings and experimental work o f the Latin
American, Augusto Boal began attract to attention. In his Theater o f the Oppressed, Boal
argued that traditional so-called 'Aristotelian-based' theatre is oppressive and coercive. He
analysed the work o f Brecht as an illustration of the ability o f the theatre to reverse rulingclass hegemony, breaking down barriers between actor and audience and between classes in
society. He expressed his concern that:
54The group, originally called The Theatre of Thirteen Rows, was founded in 1959 in the town of Opole,
but relocated to Wroclaw in 1965, changing its name to the Theatre Laboratory. See Raymonde Temkine,
Grotowski, trans. Alex Szogyi (New York: Avon Books, 1972), pp. 48-53.
55Jerzy Grotowski, Towards a Poor Theatre, ed. Eugenio Barba (London: Methuen Drama, 1969), pp. 3233.
56See chapter entitled "Messages" w ritten jointly by Julian Beck and Judith Malina for Toby Cole and Helen
KrichChinoy, eds., Actors on Acting: The Theories, Techniques, and Practices o f the World's Great Actors,
Told in Their Own Words (New York: Crown Publishers, 1970), pp. 654-663.
57See entry on Joseph Chaikin and "The Context of Performance" written by Chaikin specifically for Cole
and Chinoy, op. cit., pp. 663-669.
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The modern theater [szc] has emphasized originality too much. The two wars, the
permanent war for liberation of the colonies, the rise o f the oppressed classes, the
advancement of technology, all act as a challenge for artists, who respond with a
series of basically formal innovations. A rapidly evolving world determines also
the enormous rapidity with which the theater evolves. . . each new conquest in the
theater has meant the loss of all the previous gains.
Thus the principal theme of modern theatrical technique has come to be the
coordination of all its conquests, in such a way that each new creation may enrich
its heritage and not destroy it.58
This interest in the past as a balance to innovation could also be applied to the visual and
other performing arts.
One of the ways in which these theoreticians and practitioners, specifically
Grotowski and Brook, had a direct influence on Nimrod was through the work of the
Performance Syndicate, formed by Rex Cramphorn in 1969. Consisting largely o f young
NIDA graduates including Nick (Nicos) Lathouris, Robyn Nevin, John Paramour, and Kate
Fitzpatrick, a commune was established in which the group lived and worked together,
imposing on itself a regimen of rigorously disciplined training. The group disbanded in
1975, a symptom of the period in which ideas were quickly accepted, tested and put aside.
Nevertheless, the group was responsible for many memorable and genuinely experimental
performances and their influence on the formative stage o f the Nimrod company was
important in that most of the cast which Bell directed for the 1970 NIDA/ Jane Street
production of O'Malley and the cast that he directed in Nimrod's third production,
Macbeth, were Performance Syndicate members. Cramphorn himself directed a
Performance Syndicate cast in Nimrod's production o f The Marsh King's Daughter in 1973.
In 1970 the music scene in Sydney was experiencing the same kind o f ferment
evident in the other performing arts. Sharing the same impulses as artists in the visual arts
and in the theatre, many composers and musicians had embarked on overseas travel and
study and in this way a channel of fertile communication between Australia and abroad was
kept open. David Tunley wrote that:

58Augusto Boal, Theater o f the Oppressed, trans. Charles A. and Maria-Odilia Leal McBride (London:
Pluto Press, 1979), p. 177.
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Nearly all the leading composers o f the generation born during or immediately the
Second World War have undertaken periods o f study in Europe, America or even
Asia.59
In 1970 the rather young old garde o f contemporary music consisted o f Sculthorpe,
Meale and Butterley. Peter Sculthorpe has been a dominant composer and influence in the
Sydney, and Australian, music scene from the early 1960s until the present. He was born in
Launceston in 1929, studied at the University of Melbourne Conservatorium of Music.60 In
1958 he was awarded the first Lizette Bentwich Scholarship for study overseas and chose to
study at Oxford under Egon Wellesz61 for two years. In 1963 he joined the staff o f the
Music Department of the University of Sydney, becoming reader in music in 1968. His
career as composer and teacher has been an international one.62 His works, widely
performed and influential at home, have brought him an international reputation and this
aspect of his career can be paralleled with those of'international' artists like Janet Dawson
and Martin Sharp. In 1970, when Nimrod began operations, Sculthorpe's reputation as a
consciously Australian, internationally acclaimed composer and influential teacher was well
established. He was, and probably still is, best known for his Sun Music series, consisting of

Sun Music I (1965), Sun Music II (1966) in which he experimented with the integration of
performers and audience, Sun Music III (1966) and Sun Music IV (1969).
Richard Meale, who was born Sydney in 1932 and studied at the New South Wales
Conservatorium of Music, is an influential piano virtuoso, teacher and composer whose
works from about 1960 onwards were seen as "radical because his was a restless
questioning of conventions and explorations o f new forms of expression."63 In 1960 he
won a Ford Foundation scholarship which took him overseas for fourteen months to
California and throughout Europe. After his return he worked for the Australian

59Frank Callaway and David Tunley. cd., Australian Composition in the Twentieth Century (Melbourne:
OUP. 1978), p. 234.
60His earliest influences were Bartök and Webern while Asian music, particularly certain instruments such
as the Balinese gamalang. has remained an important influence on his work.
61The Austrian Egon Wellesz, 1885-1974, had been a pupil of Schönberg and professor of musical history
in Vienna before 1938 when he became a research fellow and later a lecturer in music at Oxford.
62He was visiting professor at Sussex University during 1971.
63Elizabeth Wood. "Richard Meale," in Callaway and Tunley, op. cit.. p. 148.
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Broadcasting Commission until 1969.64 As a pianist he championed the works o f Messiaen,
particularly at the Sydney Prom Concerts o f the middle sixties. His interest in theatrical
music, evident in the music he wrote for Robin Lovejoy's 1968 production o f King Lear at
the Old Tote, came to a climax with his score for his first opera, Voss.
Nigel Butterley, born in Sydney in 1935, had also established a strong reputation by
the 1960s, that o f a leading light of the 'new wave' composers. He also studied at the New
South Wales Conservatorium of Music. He toured Europe and studied in England under
Priaulx Ranier65 for two years, returning in Australia in 1961 to write Laudes. Butterley
won the Italia Prize for In the H ead the Fire commissioned by the A B C and scored for
soloists, choir and orchestra as well as a collation o f many taped individual recordings of
artists from many parts of Australia. The wide variety o f sources for the text, from the
Latin mass to the Dead Sea Scrolls, invites comparison with Pop art and with the practice,
particularly in the theatre, of exploring traditions and ideas o f the past in a contemporary
idiom. Other important works have included Interaction (1967), Explorations (1970), First
Day Covers (1972), Symphony (1980) and From Sorrowing Earth (1991)
Butterley, who has also written plays, has always shown an interest in inter
disciplinary works and in collaborative efforts which have allowed him to cross traditional
boundaries into other artistic territories. In the performance o f some of his works he
established connections between music, theatre and visual expression. O f considerable
interest is the collaborative 'event', Interaction, performed at the 1967 Sydney Prom
Concert in which artist John Peart66 painted his response to Butterley's collage o f sound
while the orchestra presented the piece, all in full view o f the audience. First Day Covers
was also a collaborative piece, this time with actor/social satirist Barry Humphries, created
for the final night of the 1972 Sydney Prom concert. Humphries wrote and presented a
64 After his return to Sydney he became Federal Director of Music at the Australian Broadcasting
Commission where he was to become Special Assistant, Music Programmes until 1969 when he left
65When Butterley had sought out Michael Tippett as a teacher, Tippett had recommended the South African
composer, Priaulx Rainer as a teacher of composition. See James Murdoch, Australia's Contemporary
Composers (Melbourne: Macmillan, 1972), p. 44 ff.
66John Peart, abstract painter and printmaker, particularly of etchings, was born in Brisbane in 1945. He
was represented in the National Gallery of Victoria Field exhibition of Australian colour-field paintings in
1968.
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witty, satirical spoken text which referred to essential Australian icons such as meat pies,
blow flies and surfing. This was illustrated by Butterley's score which was "pointed and
amusing and the audience even appreciated his affectionate take-off o f Sculthorpe's most
notable music devices in the section Music fo r Surfers Paradise ,"67 The whole was
illustrated visually by huge stamps created by artist George Molnar.68
Born in Sydney in 1943, Ross Edwards received his musical education at Sydney
University under the tutelage of Meale and Sculthorpe and at Adelaide University where he
was taught by Peter Maxwell Davies.69 He went to London to continue his studies with
Maxwell Davies. He studied at York University at a time when several Australian
musicians and composers studied or visited there.70 Since his return to Australia in 1973, he
has lectured at Sydney University and the New South Wales Conservatorium. Although
Edwards is chiefly known for his orchestral works, he has written for voice and for
individual instruments. His life-long interest in nature has had a fundamental effect on his
work. In the seventies he was engaged in experimenting with musical ways to express the
sounds and nature of the eastern coastal regions o f Australia Perhaps one can draw a
parallel between these works and their aim and those o f John Olsen in the sixties, especially
the You Beaut Country paintings with their engagement o f man with his environment
expressed in the mapping of the bones of the landscape.
By 1970 Sculthorpe, Meale and Butterley - and perhaps the younger Edwards - had
become firmly established as the representatives o f contemporary music in Sydney. By this
same time, Sydney-born David Ahern (1947-1988) was recognised as the leader o f the new
avant-garde. He studied at the New South Wales Conservatorium o f Music with Nigel

67Murdoch, op. cit., p. 52.
68Architect, cartoonist, George Molnar was born in Hungary in 1910, migrating to Australia in 1939. He
lectured in Architecture at Sydney and New South Wales Universities. His cartoons were featured in the
Sydney Morning Herald for over thirty years. See George Molnar, Insubstantial Pageant (Sydney: Angus
and Robertson, 1959; or George Molnar, Molnar 1970-1976: A Selection o f Cartoons from the Sydney
Morning Herald (Sydney: John Fairfax & Sons, Ltd ), 1976.
69English composer Sir Peter Maxw ell Davies was composer in residence at the University of Adelaide in
1966. Having studied in England, Rome and then in America, and with an extensive lecturing history in
Europe, Maxwell Davies brought international influences as well as his interests in early English music and
in experimental music and sound, particularly taped and electronically generated sounds.
70See p. 29 below.
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Butterley and then with Richard Meale and also studied art at the University of New South
Wales. From the first his works showed the influence o f Penderecki,71 Stockhausen72 and
Cardew.73 His first orchestral work, After Maliarme o f 1966, a semi-static piece which
"proceeds in a series of juxtaposed blocks o f contrasted sonorities,"74 had a considerable
impact on the Australian music scene and was subsequently performed in Europe. It
demonstrated his interest in using and adapting the musical ideas and principles of the
current European avant-garde within an Australian context.
This Australian context became more specific in Ahern's Ned Kelly Music which was
written for the 1967 series of Sydney Prom Concerts; it shows Ahern's continuing interest in
the qualities of sound. This bizarre, daring work was enthusiastically received by the
youthful Proms audience, although not in a way which accorded with the stated serious
intention of the composer. James Murdoch described the work and its reception:
The work was received as a 'fun' piece and generally viewed as such by the critics.
Certainly the 17th variation of Rachmaninov's Paganini Variations appeared to be
'sent up'. The players silently playing their instruments or shouting "Ned Kelly"
and variations on it; farting noises from the brass; shuffling and anarchical
movements within the orchestra - all provided delighted laughter from the
audience. But Ned Kelly Music must be regarded as a serious work and is possibly
the most original gesture ever made in an Australian concert hall75
Ahern himself had described the work as a serious experimentation with sound, silence,
noise, music and speech.76 The iconoclastic, humorous style o f Ned Kelly Music, coupled
with a serious exploratory intent, provides a ready parallel to the early productions o f the
Nimrod company, particularly Biggies and Hamlet on Ice , wherein a bold, irreverent style
71Krzysztof Penderecki, born in Poland in 1933, has a reputation for creating large-scale works of a rather
confronting nature, often expressionist in style..
72Karlheinz Stockhausen, born in Germany in 1928, is known internationally as a key figure in the history
of twentieth-century experimental music. He made significant advances to the twelve-tone system and was
a pioneer in the field of electronic music
73Cornelius Cardew, born in England in 1936, trained in England and then with Stockhausen in Cologne
where he collaborated with John Cage. During the sixties he was at the forefront of contemporary music in
England working in the style of Stockhausen and Cage. In 1965 he formed AMM, an experimental group
which performed largely without scores, and later he formed the Scratch Orchestra with its emphasis on
participation and performance rather than expertise.
74Callaway and Tunley. op. cit ., p. 237.
75Murdoch, op. cit., p.3.
76Ahern described his intentions in a radio session which preceded a recording of the work. Part of the text
of this talk is reproduced in Murdoch, op cit., p. 4.
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all but veiled a serious experimental agenda There is also a fundamental connection
between the concepts and strategies of these musical and theatrical creations and those
employed by the Imitation Realists and, particularly, by Mike Brown.
Ahern went to Cologne in 1968 when Stockhausen, who recognised the serious
purpose of his music, accepted him as assistant at the Rheinische Musikschule. During his
time overseas Ahern also worked with Cardew in London, and from these two composers
he gained experience in testing out the principles o f acoustic and electronic improvisation.
Works which show Ahern's interest in creating inter-disciplinary mediums and in crossing
boundaries have included Journal, written in London, which requires electronic equipment,
didgeridoo, electric base, violin, three male actors and three female actors. He continued
his experimental convictions after his return to Australian in 1970, attracting considerable
publicity by such 'feats' as a twenty-two hour long concert staged at Watters Art Gallery, a
concert at Central Street Gallery77 and by prompting a mass walk-out from the performance
o f one of his works at the 1971 Prom series. He continued his experimental work as
composer and performer with his own performing groups, Telotopia and A-Z, placing less
emphasis on notated music and more on live, improvised music.78 This emphasis on the
performance and the performer can be related to the privileging o f actor and the act of
performing evident in the early Nimrod performance style.

77See "Interview With Peter Kennedy," Contemporary Art Society o f Australia, NSW Branch Broadsheet,
July-August, 1970, p. 3. Kennedy spoke of his experiments with prepared light and of his interest in music.
He expressed the opinion that other artists were not open to the influence of music, suggesting that Tony
McGillick, who was present at the Ahern concert "was only there I think because he had the keys to the
gallery." Tony McGillick, however, was part of the team of contributing editors, which included David
Ahem, Alan Oldfield and Donald Brook, of the inter-disciplinary journal Other Voices, edited by Paul
McGillick and Terry Smith. Peter Kennedy was born in Brisbane in 1945 but has been based largely in
Sydney since the mid sixties. He had been intermittently involved with the activities of the Sydney
University Tin Sheds from its beginnings in 1969 and, after lecturing at the Preston Institute of Technology
(now Phillip Institute) from 1976-1979, was director of the Tin Sheds from 1980-1985. See Therese
Kenyon, Under a Hot Tin Roof: Art, Passion and Politics at the Tin Sheds Art Workshop (Sydney: State
Library o f NSW Press, 1995), pp. 76-97.
78See David Ahern, "Notes on Expansion," Other Voices, vol. 1, no. 1, pp. 24-25 in which Ahern discusses
collaborative music as post object art, particularly looking at the role of the composer/performer in
collaborative performance.
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Anne Boyd79 is an example of an artist who extended her residence semi
permanently so that she was able to make a valuable contribution to English music.80 A
Commonwealth Overseas Grant for composition took her to England where she studied at
York University. During her time there several other Australian composers including Ross
Edwards, Martin Wesley-Smith and Alison Bauld were in residence, pianist, Roger
Woodward was a frequent visitor. She became Lecturer in Music at the University o f
Sussex in 1972.81 Bauld's career serves to illustrate the careers o f artists in the visual and
performing arts whose influence on artistic developments in Australia may not have been
direct but were able to make an important contribution to the English - or European - scene
which in turn had such an important effect on other artists in Australia.
Alison Bauld, born in Sydney in 1944, is a cross-disciplinary artist who has
demonstrated expertise in several artistic areas, as a performer - as an actor in radio and
television, a music performer and a dancer - and as a painter and a composer. She was a
graduate of the National Institute of Dramatic Art prior to her studies at the New South
Wales Conservatorium of Music and then at the University o f Sydney. She studied at York
University,82 in company with several other Australians, graduating with a doctorate in
1974. Her commitment to theatre and to theatre music is evident in her compositional
output which demonstrates considerable versatility: her works are often quite theatrical in
nature and include works for theatre and contemporary dance and those which explore the
technology of sound, mixing recorded sound and sound effects with traditional instrumental

79ßorn in Sydney in 1946, Boyd studied at the New South wales Conservatorium of Music and then at the
University of Sydney Music Department where Ross Edwards was a fellow student. Her influences were
Bartök, Stravinsky , Berio, Cage and the ideas of Zen.
80An equally important example is Malcolm Williamson who was born in Sydney in 1931 and musically
educated at the New South Wales Conservatorium of music. Since he departed in 1953 to study in London
with serialists, Elizabeth Lutyens and Erwin Stein, a pupil of Schönberg, Williamson has been an important
force in English music although he has maintained his identification with Australia.
81 Anne Boyd returned to Australia in the late 1970s. In 1981 she was appointed to the Chair of Music at
the University of Hong Kong where she herself had established the music department and where she
remained until 1989. In 1990 Boyd became the first Australian, and the first woman, to become head of the
Music Department of the University of Sydney.
82In 1968, she won a Sydney Moss Scholarship which allowed her to study with Elizabeth Lutyens in
London.
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performances. Bauld has remained in London, contributing greatly to the richness o f its
artistic milieu.
Bauld's interest in theatre music is shared by other significant Australian women
composers such as Margaret Sutherland, Peggy Glanville-Hicks and by Anne Boyd The
challenging of traditional boundaries between disciplines can be identified as part of the
post-modernist conceptual package, but it also can be identified as a strong element in
feminist art and thought. If, as writers such as Teresa de Lauretis and Michelene Wandor 83
have claimed, women look at the world in a way that is different from the long established
public male view and that women process and organise information differently from the way
established as 'traditional' by the long held dominance o f male intelligence, then fundamental
changes in the concepts, practices and philosophy o f art will occur when women enter the
public arena on the same level as their male colleagues. The stretching and over-leaping of
these 'traditional' boundaries is a particularly - but certainly not peculiarly - female way of
looking at things. And the growing interest in boundary-challenging evident in the ideas
and practices of the arts in the sixties and seventies, is at least in part the result o f the
improved status of women which accompanied the entrance o f women into all areas of
human endeavour on equal footing with men, the development o f and the establishment o f a
forum for the discussion and analysis of women's endeavours under the umbrella of
feminism, and the beginnings of an acceptance o f the validity o f ways o f thinking other than
those of the dominant paradigm.
Martin Wesley-Smith, born in 1945 in Adelaide, studied at the University of
Adelaide where he was taught by Peter Maxwell Davies84 and Richard Meale,85 among
others. His influence on the Sydney music scene began in 1970 when he visited Sydney on
a tour with John Hopkins, as part of his travelling grant from CAAC. From 1974 he was

83See, among many others, Teresa de Lauretis, "Rethinking Women's Cinema," in Technologies o f Gender:
Essays on Theory, Film, and Fiction , ed. Teresa de Lauretis (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1987),
p. 131; and Michelene Wandor, Carry on, Understudies: Theatre and Sexual Politics (London: Routledge
and Kegan Paul, 1986), p. 193.
84See footnote 69 above.
85Sydney-born Meale had taken up an appointment at the Elder Conservatorium of Music at the University
of Adelaide in 1969 after having left the A B C. in Sydney after a period of six years.
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lecturer, and later senior lecturer, at the New South Wales Conservatorium o f Music where
he has led explorations into electronic music. His compositions, and the works o f his
experimental group Watt, were multi-media in nature, exploiting the possibilities of
recorded sound, live electronics, film, transparencies and video, as well as those of voice
and traditional instruments.86 As early as 1971, he articulated his interest in breaking down
the elitist label of classical music and in aiming to reach a broader based audience, and in
doing so he echoed the views of the Nimrod Theatre Company regarding theatre and
audiences and its aim to bring a more relevant theatre to a broader community audience:87
I'm interested in extending contemporary improvisation procedures, and want to
find ways of bringing contemporary music in a meaningful way to much larger
audiences than at present. This will entail working with film, which I intend to do
later. It also entails going to the grass roots. ..And I'm still keen on jazz, and I keep
tabs on contemporary developments in pop music. We must take the products of
contemporary music's ivory tower researches and bring them into the lives o f the
people, losing in the process, the ivory tower image.88
To Wesley-Smith, innovation and even excellence are not ends in themselves. He went on
to stress the importance of the relevance of art to its audience:
If man's metaphysical sight is to change so that he can see his rapidly-changing
physical world in a relevant and meaningful light, the trigger must come from
contemporary art ...In my opinion pop music, film, jazz, contemporary instrumental
and vocal, and electronic music are all equally relevant in today's sound-world, and
the composer must take account of them all.89
Wesley-Smith's emphasis on the role of music in the process o f making art relevant to its
audience, of linking art with its context, is understandable but not necessarily shared by
artists in fields other than music, but his interest in blurring the boundaries between genres
can easily be seen to reflect those of practitioners in the visual arts as well as in other
performing arts fields of the period.
86From the late seventies, Wesley-Smith has been a leading exponent of computer music. He has composed
works particularly for the Fairlight Computer Musical Instrument and for Apple Macintosh computer. See
Ron Keeley, "Curioser and Curioser: Music and the New’ Technology," in Peter Beilby and Michael Roberts,
Australian Music Directory (Nth Melbourne. Australian Music Directory Pty. Ltd., 1981), pp. 135-156 for a
description of the history and capabilities of the Fairlight Computer Music Instrument.
87See p. 52 for statements regarding the initial aims of the Nimrod Theatre Company.
88Martin Wesley-Smith. quoted in James Murdoch, Australia's Contemporary Composers (Melbourne:
Macmillan, 1972), p. 203.
89Loc. cit.
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There were, of course, many other composers who contributed to the Sydney
contemporary music scene, but these few key figures serve to illustrate the general temper
o f the times. Composers and performers o f music, along with actors, entertainers,
directors, theatre practitioners, designers and writers, felt the need to travel overseas in
order to learn and share knowledge and opportunity. Innovation, experimentation and
abstraction were evident in the works of these influential composers. In the works o f some,
an interest in the importance of the social context of music, changing attitudes towards the
audience, experimentation in the contextualization o f music, and the crossing o f traditional
boundaries between musical styles and between conventional genres, was discernible.
The importance o f popular music from the late fifties onwards, in the total picture of
the cultural context o f the period, is difficult to overestimate. Although pop music may
have a more obviously direct relationship to society than other art forms, the experience and
fundamental concerns o f artists working within this popular art form were in many ways
comparable to those in other art forms. The rock'n'roll o f the fifties which led to, and
continued concurrently with, the pop music styles of the sixties and seventies, appealed to
the young, the post-war baby boomers who by then loomed large on the demographic scale.
Pop music was just one part of a complex sub-cultural context in which rock meant more
than just music. Posters were an important part o f this context and pop groups were among
the first clients o f the poster collectives, particularly Earthworks, established during the
seventies. Posters were used to promote certain pop groups and advertise specific concerts
and events.
The early sixties popular music scene in Sydney, as for the rest o f Australia, was
dominated by overseas artists such as Elvis Presley, the Everly Brothers ,90 Roy Orbison and
Cliff Richard. Even so, from the late fifties, local music developed and at times flourished in
the main Australian centres, received by appreciative local audiences. Some Australian
groups and individuals developed international careers.
90The Everly Brother' single, Cathy's Clown, was top of the Australian pop music charts in 1960. The
Everly Brothers' songs featured in the Australian charts until 1964, by which time the duo had separated
and the Beatles were dominating the local hit parades. See Thomas Guest. Thirty Years o f Hits 1960-1990
(Craigieburn, Victoria: M. J. Maloney, 1991).
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The career of rock singer, 'wild one' Johnny O'Keefe', born in Sydney in 1935, was
at its peak in the early 1960's. Backed by his band, the Deejays, his rock'n'roll style
performances featured high in the pop music charts until the middle of the decade.91 He
was eclipsed by the changing style o f sixties pop music and by the unleashing o f the Beatles
on the Australian pop scene in 1964, but continued to be a presence in the charts until his
death in 1978. He compered the television rock programme, Six O ’Clock Rock, which ran
from 1959 to 1962, gaining a following particularly among the young.
The television show Bandstand was o f a similar nature but rather more sober and
much more long lived, running from 1958 to 1972. The show was host to most o f the key
Australian and visiting overseas acts o f the period. Col Joye and the Joy Boys were regular
performers. Col Joye's career spans the same period as that o f J.O'K although the former's
career, like those of several sixties music 'stars', has had a rather successful after-life which
has continued up to the present.92 Joye, born in Sydney in 1937, was closely associated
with the Joy Boys and together they offered a softer version o f the rock'n'roll style, one
which was less easily superseded by the sudden and quirky changes in pop music styles
During the mid to late sixties the local market in the Sydney pop scene was
dominated by the Easybeats, formed in 1964 at the Villawood Migrant Hostel, all members
having been recent migrants to Australia. They caused riots amongst their fans who
responded with their local version of'beatlemania', 'easyfever'.93 Noel McGrath considers
the Easybeats' 1966 hit, Friday On M y M ind to be "one o f the greatest working class rock
and roll anthems ever recorded."94 Many other bands have had temporary or lasting
success. The Groop and the Twilights were household names for a short time during the
sixties while bands such as Tamam Shud, one o f the first groups to address Australian
91 See Clinton Walker, "Ready Steady Go! Rock in the Sixties," in Australian Music Directory (Nth
Melbourne: Australian Music Directory Pty. Ltd., 1981), p. 26 and pp. 28-29 for an account of O'Keefe's
career.
92Johnny O'Keefe and Col Joye are the only Australians to have made the charts in four decades. O'Keefe:
Wild One (March, 1958), She's My Baby (January, 1960), So Tough (September. 1972) and Legend o f
Johnny O'Keefe (March, 1985); Joye: 'Bye 'Bye Baby (June. 1959), Teenage Baby (April. 1960), Heaven is
My Woman's Love (June, 1973) and Twenty Most Requested Songs (September, 1984).
93Walker, op. tit., p.36.
94Noel McGrath, Book o f Australian Rock: The Stars, The Charts, The Stories, The Legends (Melbourne:
Lothian Publishing Company, 1988), p.41.
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environmental concerns, and Tully, who recorded with the Sydney Symphony Orchestra,
represented the new era rock groups o f the early seventies. Michael Carlos, who formed
the band Tully, was composer in residence for Nimrod in 198 1 95 These bands gave way to
bands such as Skyhooks,96 probably the most influential band o f the seventies, whose use o f
urban Australia as subject matter paved the way for the social concerns expressed by
Midnight Oil.97 Mark Arbuz, o f Earthworks, created a poster for a Skyhooks concert in
197 5 98 Individuals such as Little Pattie," Johnny Farnham100 and Billy Thorpe,101 for
whom Earthworks created one o f its early posters, were popular during the sixties and into
the seventies. Although much o f pop music is, almost by definition, derivative and
imitative, the best o f it can be original and innovative. One memorable performance was
that o f Russell Morris, lead singer o f Sombody's Image, whose number one hit, The R eal
Thing o f 1968 showed the influence o f the electronic experiments of'classical' musicians
and composers and has been described as a "six minute sound collage as a song, an
electronic wizard's brew."102 Such was the cultural climate and the new confidence o f youth

95During his time with Nimrod Michael Carlos was Musical Director for productions of Caryl Churchill's
Cloud Nine, David Hare's Teeth'n'Smiles and composer for Kim Carpenter's Slice. His non Nimrod credits
include Musical Director for the second production of Jesus Christ Superstar, composer for films such as
Storm Boy, The Odd Angry Shot and The Long Weekend and Musical Director for concerts and recorded
albums by Jeannie Lewis.
96Skyhooks was formed in Melbourne in 1973 and restructured in 1974. From their first album. Living in
the Seventies which was released in 1974, they influenced and dominated the Australian rock scene of the
sev enties and early eighties.
91Midnight Oil developed from Sydney pub circuit band of the mid 1970s, the Farm. Their first album was
Midnight Oil, released in 1978. Their album. Place Without a Postcard of 1981 was their first international
success.
98Roger Butler, The Streets as Galleries - Walls Sometimes Speak: Poster Art in Australia (Canberra: NGA,
1993), p. 49.
"B orn Patricia Thelma Amphlett in 1949, Little Pattie's first record. He's My Blond Headed Stompie
Wompie Real Gone Surfer Boy/Stompin' at Maroubra with its distinctly local flavour, was a double sided
hit. She was a regular performer on Bandstand and her career continued into the seventies. See Clinton
Walker, "Ready Steady Go! Rock in the Sixties," in Australian Music Directory (Nth Melbourne: Australian
Music Directory Pty. Ltd, 1981), p. 27.
100John Farnham was born in London in 1946, migrating to Australia in the mid fifties. His career began
in 1967 with his first hit, Sadie the Cleaning Lady, another working class song, and continued strongly
during the sixties. He re-emerged with added strength in the eighties, especially with Whispering Jack of
1986. and has maintained this high profile to the present.
101Also an English migrant, Billy Thorpe was born in Manchester in 1946. Usually associated with his
band, the Aztecs, Thorpe's changing styles allowed him to maintain his popularity and influence from his
first hit, Poison Ivy of 1964 until 1974 when he left Australia to live in the United States. See Nimmervoll.
op. cit., pp. 47-48.
102Walker, op. cit., p. 40.
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that rock groups sprang up almost daily. The English born Brisbane-based group, the Bee
Gees, were a hard-working touring and recording group which enjoyed moderate success
until their return to England in 1967, from which time they leapt to international stardom so
that their impact on the music scene in Sydney, and other cities, was much greater after they
had left Australia.
The social and political concerns o f the period began to be expressed in pop music
although it was introduced rather slowly into the home-grown product. The recordings of
Melbourne-based singer Normie Rowe, born 1947, were very popular in the mid sixties.
His conscription into the army in 1968, at the peak o f his popularity, and subsequent two
years spent in Vietnam, were much publicised and prompted Johnny Young103 to write the
song "Smiley" recorded in 1969 by Ronnie Burns.
The Beatles had their first hit in England in 1962. Sydney was influenced by the
their initial rise to fame but from the time o f their 1964 tour o f Australia, this influence was
overpowering. The popularity o f their music, and that o f other bands like the Rolling
Stones, brought with it much of the cultural baggage o f the English counter culture which it
represented. There emerged a kind of design package which included clothing, hairstyles,
dance styles, magazines, posters and faddism, the acceptance o f the package being
dependent upon the prevailing opinion that adherence to fashion - being cool - was
tantamount to a religion. The American designer, Betsey Johnson, spoke o f the sixties as a
time of a "total blending of art, fashion, and music."104 Although influences still continued
to come from America, the interest in English cultural phenomena, from clothing to
basement theatrical happenings,105 was so strong that Carnaby Street was as familiar to
young Sydneysiders as William Street and Mary Quant became a household name. Clothing
was pop also. A new breed of designers catered for the young, creating a new look. But

103Johnny Young, born John de Jong in Holland in 1945, is best known as the compere of long-running
television show. Young Talent Time.
104Lawrence Alloway et al., Modern Dreams: The Rise and Fall and Rise o f Pop (New York: The Institute
for Contemporary Art, 1988), p. 91.
105For a discussion of the influence on alternate theatre of the Better Books basement as a place for
meetings and discussions and then as the scene for happenings and for theatrical events, see Robert
Hewison, Too Much: Art and Society in the Sixties 1960-75 (London, Methuen, 1986), pp. 111-112 and ff.
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clothing styles exhibited the same tendencies present in the art, music and theatre o f the
period. The treasures of the Portobello Road were as important as those o f Carnaby Street
as 'found objects' were put together in a new way, echoing the dadaist, new neo-classicism
o f pop art in general.
The developments in the visual arts in Sydney during the fifties and sixties, which led
to the situation as it stood in 1970, are broadly parallel to those in the other arts. An influx
o f migrant artists after the second World W ar,106 and even between the w ars,107 brought
artistic and cultural influences, first-hand experience and knowledge of European
movements and expertise of various kinds. This is particularly true o f the skilled migrant
printmakers, from European countries with long established graphic traditions, whose
craftsmanship and technical expertise had an educational and stimulating influence in the
capitals of Australia. The Lithuanian-born Henry Salkauskas,108 for example, migrated to
Australia in 1949, his work as a teacher and practising artist having a profound effect on
printmaking in Sydney from the early fifties. On the other hand, the overseas exodus of
artists in other fields was a conspicuous trend among Sydney visual artists, as it was for
those in Melbourne. In his interview with Janet Hawley, Colin Lanceley gives an idea o f the
strength of the Australian artistic presence overseas:
We went to Italy. Bob Hughes was already there, staying down the road from
Alan Moorehead, but after a few weeks we decided to move on to London. ...In
England, Charlie Blackman told us about a vacant flat in a very good building
called Hanover Gate Mansions near Regent's Park where he was staying, so we
took it, and Hughes and Martin Sharp were the first o f many expatriate house
guests.
London was really exciting, with many Australian artists there - Arthur
Boyd, Sid Nolan, Brett Whitely, Lawrence Daws.109
106Judy Cassab. for instance, born in Vienna in 1920. migrated to Australia in 1951, settled in Sydney to
become an influential portraitist (Archibald Prize 1960) and abstract painter.
107For example, Sali Herman, born in Zurich in 1898, came to Australia in 1936, settling in Sydney after
World War II and Budapest-born Desiderius Orban migrated f from Hungary to settle in Sydney in 1939.
108Henry Salkauskas was born in Lithuania in 1925, migrated to Australia in 1949 and settled in Sydney in
1951. He w as an instigator in the formation of the Sydney Printmakers in 1960. See Sasha Grishin,
Contemporary Australian Printmaking: An Interpretative History (Roseville East: Craftsman House, 1994),
pp. 23-24; and Gil Docking, "The Prints of Henry Salkauskas (1925-1979)", A rt and Australia, vol. 20, no.
2, 1982, pp. 193-195.
109Janet Hawley, Encounters With Australian Artists (St. Lucia. Queensland: University of Queensland
Press. 1993), p. 161.
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The influence of Australian visual and performing artists and writers on English art and
society must surely have been considerable. Lanceley was born in New Zealand in 1938 and
studied at the East Sydney Technical College. Together with Michael Brown and Ross
Crothall, he formed the Annandale Imitation Realists, "our first totally urban art-guerilla
group,"110 which, in spite of their Sydney base, first exhibited at the Museum of Modern Art
in Melbourne in 1962. Later in the year, the group exhibited in Paddington at the Komon
gallery under the name Subterranean Realists.111 Bernard Smith credits this group with
having introduced Pop to the Australian art scene112 although Gary Catalano points out that
"it was only later that they would be identified as Pop artists and that charges of plagiarism
would be made."113 In any case, the group's members were quick to emphasise the
'Australianness' of their work in defence against the criticism that theirs was a totally
imported art.114 Lanceley won the Helena Rubenstein Travelling Scholarship for painting
which allowed him to travel, study, paint and lecture overseas, mostly in England, until he
returned in 1981 to Sydney. The impression Lanceley made directly on Australian art in the
sixties and seventies was largely made before his departure
Michael Brown, whose clash with the censorship laws has been mentioned above,115
was born in Sydney in 1938 and studied at the East Sydney Technical College. He first
attracted public and critical attention, and wrath, with his mixed media collage Mary Lou ,
first created in 1961, and reworked to be exhibited as Mary Lou as Miss Universe in 1963.
This essentially figurative "rollicking assemblage o f innumerable junk elements"116 did
indeed introduce an interpretation, but not a direct imitation, o f Pop to the Australian art
scene, presenting a kind of neo-realism which made references to surrealism and dada as
well as to consumerism and contemporary dysfunctional society. As to the appropriateness
110Robert Hughes, "Introduction" to Colin Lanceley, Robert Hughes and William Wright, Colin Lanceley
(East Roseville, NSW, Craftsman House, 1993), p. 7.
11 'Their full title was Subterranean Realists, formerly o f Annandale.
112Bernard Smith. Australian Painting 1788-1990 (Melbourne: OUP. 1992). pp. 390-391. Smith points out
that Pop was only one of the elements used by the three artists for their satirical purposes.
113Gary Catalano, The Years o f Hope: Australian Art and Criticism 1959-1968 (Melbourne: OUP, 1981), p.
127.
U 4L oc . cit.

1,5See p. 16 above.
116Robert Hughes. "Irrational Imagery in Australian Painting," Art and Australia, Vol. 1, No. 3, p. 159.
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of the label 'Pop', Catalano agreed that by 1964 "Brown was happy to think of himself as a
Pop painter."117 Created in a humorous vein, Mary Lou is an assemblage of junk which
represents the ridiculous but horrific image o f woman as created by society and,
particularly, the media There is in this work, and in Pop art in general, a tension between
serious and non-serious intentions: between simple humour and its darker side, satire,118 and
between the appropriation of banal objects as social protest and the conviction of the
aesthetic value of the new creation. In the catalogue for the Sydney exhibition, Crothall
made the social satirical protest element of their works clear:
perhaps Imitation Realism is an Eloquent Testament to the absurdity o f an
economic order based on chaos, waste, ugliness and misery, and an ultra-modern
display at that9119
But the purposes of Pop art often went beyond satire and protest and there was an implied
assertion of the validity of the aesthetic creation and not just its message:
There is no conscious revolution. There is no conscious bad taste. There is no
Anti-Art. There is no Junk or incongruous materials that are not part o f the
creative transformation.120
At the same time the humour and creative indulgence o f Brown's works are such
dominant elements that it is hard to believe that he was not deliberately subverting any
serious purpose. Smith described his work:
He mixed satire, humour, buffoonery and parody with colour and shape in an
uproarious art which celebrated the gratuitous act o f creation without thought of
the consequences. Brown has come closer than any Australian artist to the
scarifying nonsense of dada which seeks to destroy the conventional boundaries
dividing art from life.121

117Catalano, op. cit., p. 134.
118In his article, "The Aesthetic of the Imitation Realists," Meanjin Quarterly, vol. 35, no. 2, June, 1976,
and in its 'sequel', "The 'Wreckings of Mike Brown: An Essay on the Ideas of an Artist," Art and Australia,
vol. 13, no. 4, April-June, 1976, Gary Catalano argues against a satirical content in Brown's work in favour
of something more direct. He claims that this art was not a "vehicle for satire; it was a method of redress."
119Subterranean Imitation Realists, exhibition catalogue (Sydney: Komon Gallery, 1962).

120Loc. cit.
121Bernard Smith, op. cit., p. 393.
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In spite of the fact that the Imitation Realists exhibitions were well received by young
people and by some critics,122 Brown's work subsequently attracted further negative
attention when his reworked Mary Lou was removed, ostensibly on aesthetic grounds, from
the travelling exhibition, A ustralian Painting Today: A Survey o f the Last 10 Years. 123
There is a distinctly Australian larrikinism in Brown's work which can also be
discerned in the music compositions of David Ahern in the mid-sixties, the plays of Milgate
or Michael Boddy and co. in the early seventies and the productions o f the Nimrod
company during this same period. Heathcote's words describing the style of the Imitation

Realists as "rough and loud and gaudy,"124 or Lanceley's own comment that "it was grubby
and rough, and it was argumentative,"125 could just as appropriately be used to describe the
production style of Nimrod performances o f Biggies, Hamlet On Ice or The Last Supper

Show. This superficially light-hearted, anarchic larrikinism was not solely a post-fifties
phenomenon, but is historically linked to a satirical spirit which reaches back into Australian
history well before the sixties.
Also very important in the field of Pop art is the painter, poster designer and
cartoonist, Martin Sharp, whose collision with the censor in 1964 has been discussed
above.126 His posters completed in England in the late sixties, and those executed in
Australia from the early seventies, have ensured him a place in the art history of both
countries.127 Working in the London art scene o f the late sixties, Sharp was influenced by
the art and culture of that scene, and by American pop artists who were admired in England.

122See Christopher Heathcote, A Ouiet Revolution: The Rise o f Australian Art 1946-1968 (Melbourne. The
Text Publishing Company, 1996), p. 175.
123Douglas Pratt, a member of the Commonwealth Art Advisory Board, had objected to the painting on the
grounds of indecency, in a letter to the editor, Sydney Morning Herald , 6th January, 1964. See Catalano,
The Years o f Hope, op. cit., p. 1 28ff; and Christopher Heathcote, op. cit., pp. 176-177. Heathcote implies a
pragmatic link between Pratt's opinion and Thomas' removal of the painting.
124Heathcote, op. cit., p. 176.
125Colin Lancelev, Colin Lanceley (East Roseville, NSW. Craftsman House, 1993), p. 19.
126See pp. 16-17 above.
127See, among others, Roger Butler, The Streets as Galleries - Walls Sometimes Speak: Poster Art in
Australia (Canberra: N G A 1993); Sasha Grishin, Contemporary Australian Printmaking: An Interpretative
History (Roseville East, N.S.W.: Craftsman House, 1994); Bernard Smith, op. cit.; John Barnicoat, A
Concise History o f Posters: 1870-1970 (New York. Harry N. Abrams. 1972); Harold F. Hutchinson, The
Poster: An Illustrated History from 1860 (London: Studio Vista, 1968); and Graham Keen and Michael la
Rue, eds., Underground Graphics (London: Academy Editions, 1970).
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Sharp designed several posters for the Nimrod Theatre Company between 1973 and
1980.128 Because of Sharp's particular interest in posters and because o f the suitability of
many pop elements to posters, he had a particularly important influence on the newly
developing poster industry.
Richard Larter129 is also often associated with Pop art, but he is an artist o f such
multi-faceted talent, as painter, printmaker, film director and teacher, that it is difficult to
find appropriate labels for his work. Nevertheless, his paintings of the late 1960s reflect
many of the features of Pop art including witty or grotesque compositions o f figures and
objects in collages or assemblages, executed in an array of non-traditional methods.
Although his works of this period are rarely mundane, they often imply an awareness o f
their social context. His abstract works from the 1980s onwards also reveal strong traces of
their Pop ancestry.130
The Sydney visual art scene of the sixties was struggling with the signs of changes
manifested by moves away from the reverence o f abstractionism as the crowning
achievement of Modernism and the highest form o f artistic expression The way in which
Mike Brown's work, for example, was received in Sydney is indicative o f the reluctance
with which artists and their public moved away from a visual language which privileged
non-figurative, self-absorbed abstractionism towards an extroverted engagement between
art and society. Much of the explanation for the rejection o f the work o f artists like Brown
is due to the dominance of abstract artists over the Sydney scene by the 1950s. Smith
summarised the situation:
Although the view that Sydney was the centre o f abstract expressionism and
Melbourne the centre of figurative expressionism during the 1950s is frequently
criticized, it is broadly true.131

128See Chapter 3 below.
129Richard Larter was born in 1929 in London where he was educated. He travelled, residing in Algiers,
returning to teach in London. He migrated to Australia in 1962, working firstly as a secondary school art
teacher.
130See, for instance, the exhibition catalogue for the 1996 exhibition of Larter's work (Richmond: Niagara,
1996).
131Bernard Smith, op. cit., p. 373.

The interest by Sydney artists in abstract painting can be traced almost to the turn of
the century to the art studio of Dattilo Rubbo which provided an environment for the
creation of the first Australian paintings to show the influence o f post-impressionism. The
early abstract works of Roy de Maistre and Roland Wakelin, and those o f Grace Cossington
Smith,132 set in motion an inclination towards experimentation and abstraction which in
spite of opposition, was picked up by artists like Margaret Preston133 and Thea Proctor,134
coming to a kind of culmination in 1925 with the formation of the exhibiting group, the
Contemporary Group, who represented the Modernist front. The contemporary art banner
was kept aloft in Sydney during the thirties by this group and by Rah Fizelle and Grace
Crowley, whose works demonstrated the influence o f Cubism. John Passmore and Godfrey
Miller represented the most influential of the abstract artists who were exploring a
constructivist style during the fifties. John Olsen's135 work also became important after
1955, as ffom this time his work moved away from the constructivist style towards abstract
expressionism. Bernard Smith attributed an exhibition o f the works of Olsen, Passmore and
the sculptor Robert Klippel with having "launched abstract expressionism on the scene in
Sydney."136 With public awareness and positive critical opinion achieved, abstract
expressionism became the dominant style. Carl Plate and Leonard Hessing were just two of
the artists working in this style towards the end o f the decade, both involved like many
others, in exploring the properties and possibilities o f paint. James Gleeson described
Leonard Hessing's love affair with paint:
Few artists use paint more enticingly than Leonard Hessing. He is head over heels
in love with paint - with its mysteries, its potentialities and its actuality; and from
132Grace Cossington Smith (1892-1984) studied in London. Her travels to England and Europe resulted in
the influence of Seurat and Cezanne upon her works. The subject matter of her later works is often personal
and domestic.
133South Australian-born Margaret Preston (1875-1963), was educated in Adelaide and Melbourne,
travelled extensively and adv ocated the development of a distinctively Australian style of art. A painter and
printmaker, she is best known for her woodcuts.
134Proctor, 1879-1964. painter and printmaker, especially known for her woodcuts, spent eighteen years in
London before returning to Sydney where she also became important as a teacher.
135John Olsen, bom Newcastle 1928, important in painting and printmaking; studied at the Julian Ashton
School; travelled for four years overseas from 1957-1960, studying printmaking in Paris. He lectured in art
at the University of N S W. during 1960 and 1961.
136Bernard Smith, op. cit., p. 312.
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this love affair have come some o f the most beautifully painted surfaces of recent
years.137
An art which was often self-referential, focussing on the process o f painting, or on
innovation for its own sake, was bound to find itself at odds with the social and political
concerns of the sixties. To a population, self-consciously aware that it was involved in
creating a new social context, artists who continued to look inward, and thereby distanced
themselves from the world outside the studio and the galleries, had little to offer. The
resultant rejection of abstract expressionism by younger painters was not, however, in
favour of Pop which was set apart from the related movements o f Op art, colour painting
and hard-edge of the sixties, by its decorative and figurative elements.
The stranglehold of abstract expressionism was challenged not only by the
contextual, figural concerns of Pop art, but by the non-expressive, non-painterly, flat
canvases of the colour and hard-edge painters. Some critics, such as Mary Eagle and John
Jones, have found the colour movements to be too imitative o f overseas styles which were
imposed on Australian artists rather than adapted by them. They point to The Field
exhibition of 1968 as having forced the issue138 and find no connection with the earlier
cubist works of painters such as Grace Crowley. Janet Dawson,139 however, was
experimenting with pure colour as early as 1961, as her exhibition in Melbourne o f non
objective, non-expressive compositions showed. Her influence was felt in Melbourne prior
to her moving to Sydney in 1965. Colour painting began to appear in Sydney around 1963
with the work of Dick Watkins.140 After travelling to London and to New York from 1959
to 1961, he returned to Sydney where he explored different styles, including Pop art, but
was among the first to exhibit paintings in the hard-edge style.

137James Gleeson, "Painting in Australia Since 1945 A Art and Australia, Vol. 1, No. 1, May, 1963, p. 12.
138See Mary Eagle and John Jones, A Story o f Australian Painting (Sydney: Macmillan, 1994), p. 266.
139Janet Dawson was born in Sydney in 1935 and trained initially in Melbourne. She was awarded a
National Gallery Travelling scholarship and spent two years in London at the Slade school., after which she
studied, particularly graphic arts and printmaking, in France and Italy. She won the Archibald Prize in
1973 with her portrait of husband. Michael Boddy. See Margaret Plant, "Janet Dawson," Art and Australia,
vol. 17, no. 4, Winter, 1980; Robert Lindsay. Sur\>ey 9: Janet Dawson, exhibition catalogue (Melbourne:
NGV, 1979); and Heathcote, op. cit. Her Nimrod posters are discussed in Chapter III below.
140Richard Watkins was born in Sydney in 1937, and educated at the Julian Ashton School and East Sydney
Technical College, before travelling overseas.
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The Central Street Gallery, set up as a co-operative to publicise and locate a market
for colour paintings, became important as a centre for colour painters.141 It took a
deliberately confrontational stance as a challenge to established art theories and practices.
Members of the group developed hard edge and minimalist styles, styles which were
particularly attractive to the generation of younger artists who, having been trained in
London and Sydney, were working in Sydney in the second half o f the sixties. One o f these
artists was Tony McGillick,142 who returned to Sydney in 1965 after almost five years in
London and a visit to New York, to become a founding member of the Central Street
Gallery. Descriptions of the preparation o f the gallery space are reminiscent of accounts of
the renovation of the original Nimrod Street Theatre:143
the gallery originally occupied the first floor at No 1 Central Street and the
renovations were done by McGillick and Royston Harpur. Harpur practically lived
in the place and he was joined each night by McGillick to do further carpentry and
painting.
The money for the renovations came from Noritis144 and White145 ...When
Harpur was made manager of the gallery, they also paid his salary, as well as the
freight, the printing (the screen-printed catalogues and posters were a feature of
the gallery's operations ...) and general administrative costs. ...White and Noritis
carried virtually the entire cost o f the operation for the first few years.146
In both cases the financial generosity of members was important .147 The gallery was also
the venue for free-form theatrical events, possibly best described as 'happenings', organised
141 See the exhibition catalogue for Central Street: An Exhibition o f Selected Paintings, Shown at the
Central Street Gallery in Sydney Between 1966 and 1969 (Charles Nodrum Gallery, Richmond, Victoria,
1990) for a discussion of the gallery, its influences, establishment and its members and their works.
142Antonov McGillick (1941-1992), was born in Sydney and studied at the Julian Ashton School before
going to live and work in London. He returned to Australian in 1965, after spending some time in New
York. He travelled overseas again, specifically to Europe, in 1972. See Paul McGillick, Central Street,
exhibition catalogue (Richmond, Victoria: Charles Nodrum Gallery, 1990), p. 2ff.; and Paul McGillick,
Survey 6: Tony McGillick, exhibition catalogue (Melbourne: NGV, 1978). Apart from the programme for
Biggies, his works for Nimrod included posters and programmes for . Blair's Flash Jim Vaux, Buzo's The
Roy Murphy Show, Hibberd's Customs and Excise, and Ellis and Hall's The Duke o f Edinburgh
Assassinated! all in 1971; Blair's Flash Jim Vaux, second production in 1972; Blair's President Wilson in
Paris 1973; and Handke's The Ride Across Lake Constance in 1975.
143 See p. 53 below.
144Harald Noritis was not a returnee but a migrant, born in Riga in 1928, who had settled in Sydney in
1951. He and White had occupied the Central Street studio prior to McGillick's leasing of it in 1966.
145John White was also a migrant who was born in Aukland in 1930 and had studied in England.
146Paul McGillick, Central Street, op. cit., p. 4. The Central Street Gallery closed after its final show in
August, 1970. Tony McGillick, who was not very far in the background when Nimrod was being set up
later the same year, must have experienced a strong sense of deja-vu.
147The lease of the Nimrod Street premises w as initially paid by Ken Horler.
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by Mike Parr, Paul McGillick and others, as well as musical events such as those staged by
David Ahern and his group.
In 1965 Janet Dawson arrived in Sydney where she painted hard-edged
monochromatic modular paintings, her interests were in hard-edge and then in colour-field
painting. Although there was considerable opportunity for individual taste within the
movement, Heathcote identifies colour field as "the prevailing youth style of 1966-68."148
The tendency towards minimalism in the work o f some artists was an outcome of the
simplified subject matter of colour painting in the works o f artists such as McGillick and
Gunter Christmann. Minimalism, in many ways one logical conclusion to experiments in the
manipulation of space, can be paralleled to theatrical theorists, like Grotowski, and
practitioners who sought to reduce performance to its essential elements. Alma de Groen's
play, Perfectly Alright, was a practical application o f the concept o f minimalism to theatre:
I wanted to see whether I could do the same sort o f thing in the theatre as painters
were doing at the time with Minimal art, to get rid o f almost everything.149
Sydney exhibitors in the Field exhibition at the National Gallery o f Victoria, in
August 1968, included Dawson and McGillick. Most exhibits were in the hard edge or the
modular styles, but Smith indicates that some artists "were best described as colour-field
painters."150 John Peart was also an exhibitor in the Field His expressive use of the
arrangement of edges and colour, particularly monochromatic colours, was a style eminently
suited to his painting performance in which he interpreted visually the rhythms and
changing tones of Butterley's score as discussed above. 151
That a new kind of poster production emerged at the end of the sixties is due to a
number of factors. The market for posters was supplied by the need for appropriate
mediums through which to voice the concerns o f the period. Theatre groups, musical
events and socially and politically orientated groups provided a ready market and for such
148Christopher Heathcote, A Quiet Revolution (Melbourne: The Text Publishing Company, 1995), p. 189.
149Alma de Groen, in an interview with Jennifer Palmer, Contemporary Australian Playwrights (Adelaide:
Adelaide University Press, 1979), p. 159. Several plays by New Zealand born de Groen were presented by
Nimrod. She was married to artist Geoffrey de Groen. See p. 57 below.
150Smith, op. cit., p. 444.
15'See pp. 25-26 above.

groups the poster became a cult object and a vehicle for social communication and protest.
Renewed faith in the value and strength of community was evidenced by the formation of
groups in which members could collaborate to create products which related directly to the
social community. Co-operative groups also formed as a result o f the blurring of
boundaries between high and low art and o f the challenges to the notion o f art as necessarily
the creation of an individual.152 The styles o f posters drew on influences from art
movements and from cultural experience, but designers also responded directly to their
subject matter.
Several poster and craft collectives were set up from the early seventies. The
experience of the influential Earthworks Poster Collective provides a representative case
study. Earthworks was established in 1972 as an expansion o f the Earthworks poster
company set up in 1971 at the Tin Sheds, a "collection of ramshackle galvanised iron
buildings on City Road"153 which housed the Sydney University o f Art Workshop The
setting up of the Art Workshop was the result o f a virtual break-in154 and occupation by
various artists who brought their own equipment, such as kilns and the like, in order to
teach others. The squatters were supported by such people as Professor Johnson, Bernard
Smith and Lloyd Rees155 and the invasion became an establishment. The determined,
committed, do-it-yourself attitude of the Tin Sheds was also reflected in the philosophy,
methods and output of the Earthworks Collective.
The posters o f the first few years reflected the socially conscious aims of the
collective and its individual members, adopting the decorative style o f the popular

152Janine Burke discusses collaboratively-produced art as a challenge to conservative attitudes regarding
the nature and ownership of art in her chapter. "Collaboration: Artists Working Collectively," in Paul
Taylor, ed. Anything Goes: Art in Australia 1970-1980 (Sth Yarra. Victoria: Art and Text, 1984), especially
p. 126.
153Chips Macinolty, "The Tin Sheds: A Rose by Another Name?" Arts Melbourne, vol. 2, no. 1, August.
1977, p. 38.
154See Therese Kenyon, Under a Hot Tin Roof: Art, Passion and Politics at the Tin Sheds Art Workshop
(Sydney: State Library of N S W. Press, 1995), p. 11 and pp. 25-27 for a description of use of the Tin Sheds
spaces from the time when occupancy passed from the CSIRO to the Faculty of Architecture.
155See the interview of Toni Robertson by Julie Ewington and Nancy Underhill, Sites o f Power, exhibition
catalogue, University Art Museum. University of Queensland, 1986-1987, p. 3. See also Mackinolty, op.
cit., p. 38; Mackinolty explains that for a time Lloyd Rees, who taught art for the Faculty of Architecture at
Sydney University, occupied a room known as the "Middle Shed." See also Kenyon, op. cit. pp. 26-27.
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alternative culture posters of the sixties with direct references to the visual language o f the
English counterculture and American psychedelia. Such posters included those for
musicians, such as Billy Thorpe and the Aztecs and later Skyhooks, art happenings, leftwing groups and alternative cultural activities. The Earthworks logo with its use o f mystic
symbols, the Egyptian pyramid and the evil eye,156 was a philosophical and stylistic remnant
of this influence. This style, however, became simplified as the political nature of the
Collective intensified and its aims were clarified. The interests o f the collective became
more overtly political with the advent of new members such as Toni Robertson, who joined
the group in 1975 and whose strongly political works helped to shape the less
compromising tone of the later Earthworks posters. She explained that, "We only do work
for groups that we have some sympathy for"157 The clients were groups concerned with
women's rights, aboriginal rights, gay liberation, nuclear energy, unemployment,
conservation and politics, reflecting the interests, concerns, confusion and anger of the
period Colin Little's work, Concert fo r Elsie, 1974, for example, was produced to raise
money for 'Elsie', Australia's first women's shelter. The plays of the period were also
vehicles for the expression of many of these issues. Plays of this type were typical o f those
produced during Nimrod's later Belvoir Street years.
In the early seventies the Earthworks Poster Collective was doing something quite
new in Australia. The fact that we now take the political and promotional nature o f posters
for granted can, to a large degree, be credited to Earthworks as can the transformation of
the poster into a virtual cult object. Screenprinting was patented in England at the turn of
the century and introduced into Australia by 1907.158 Until the late sixties, except for
Herbert McClintock's trade union posters o f the late forties, the medium had been used for

156The tear was added after the death of one of the members. See Christine Nestel. "On the Wall,"

Canberra Times, 4th September, 1986.
157In Geraldine Brooks, "Lo, What Passions Pulpy Posters Stir." Sydney Morning Herald, 10th August.
1979.
158In his article. "Stencil and Screenprint in Australia." Imprint, nos. 3-4, 1985, pp. 5-11, Roger Butler
gives a brief history of the technique in Australia. Other information on the technique and its use in
Australia can be found in Roger Butler, The Screenprint (Canberra: ANG, 1983), p. 4 and Roger Butler,
"Colin Little: Postermaker," Imprint no. 4, 1983, p. 13. The process itself is described in Imprint, no. 2,
1971, p.2.
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advertising and in textiles in the thirties,159 and as a 'fine art' process from the forties, but
not for voicing social and political concerns. Political posters had been produced in
America in the thirties, in China in the forties and in France in the sixties and Earthworks
looked to these as their models.
The aim of this message-oriented art was to reach a mass audience. The print was
used because of its ability to be in many places at once. The works were designed to carry
messages to the people in the streets, they were designed to be posted on walls, fences,
hoardings and telegraph poles. The 'success' of the designs was dependent upon their being
noticed and understood quickly. The print, in the form o f the screen printed poster, was
used because of its large format and because it was basically a simple and relatively
inexpensive technique. It was also very versatile. Large areas o f colour could be used to
create bold and striking effects, and yet photo stencil silk screening can produce subtle and
delicate images.
The democratic nature of the medium was eminently suited to the philosophy of the
Collective. Postermakers worked together in collectives, like Earthworks, in order to pool
resources and funds - which are usually very low. Only some Earthworks members had
teaching positions at the Tin Sheds and these, in any case, were paid very little. Most o f the
clients were highly motivated but minimally funded. As Toni Robertson pointed out, "Often
those groups can't afford to pay us for labour, so they pay the cost o f the materials and
perhaps we keep a few posters to sell, for $2 or $3 each."160 Clients were encouraged to
print their own posters, making use of the equipment which was available to artists and
members of the community. Advice was free. Making use o f client labour was
economically sensible, the medium may be relatively simple and inexpensive, but it is very
time-consuming.161 The co-operative, collaborative nature o f the collective was important
to its members. In this pragmatic philosophy o f art wherein art is a medium for a message
159In August. 1937 Burway Prints, the first registered screenprinting textile workshop in Australia, was
founded by Frances Burke and Maurice Holloway. See John McPhee. Australian Decorative Arts
(Canberra. ANG, 1982), p. 86.
160Brooks, loc. cit.
161For a silk-screened poster the number of operations required is the number of the run multiplied by the
number of colours.
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rather than a precious object, authorship was o f little importance. Many o f the posters were
collaborative efforts and almost none was signed. Unlike other works o f art, and even other
prints, these posters were produced to promote a product or an idea, not themselves.
Because of this essentially pragmatic aim, all the properties and tricks of the medium
were exploited and herein lies the basis of a paradox. This non-precious, unselfconscious
philosophy of art relies on a democratic approach to and use o f what is basically a simple
medium. This philosophy is coupled with a commitment to the message o f the art product.
The commitment to the message, however, demands that the possibilities o f the medium be
exploited fully. The aesthetics of the image and a virtuosity o f technique, therefore, assume
great importance.

Still Life with Overtones of 1976, by Mackinolty and Robertson, displayed this
virtuosity of technique. It required six photostencils and twenty-two paper stencils to bring
about the subtle range of brilliant colours and very careful registration was required to build
up the twenty-eight colours of the image. The title itself was a subtle pun, commenting on
the process of producing the image The subject matter o f this poster confronted headlong
ideas which were at least implied in all the work o f the collective as in a sense all
Earthworks posters were arguments about the nature and role o f art. They challenged
traditional ideas about art by virtue of their subject matter, their display contexts, their
method of production and by the attitude o f the artists to their products. The work Walls

Sometimes Speak of 1979, by the same team, for instance, is a statement about the function
of art, a comment on its power and a reflection on the close relationship between the
medium and the message.
The Earthworks Poster Collective was disbanded at the end o f 1979.162 Its legacy,
however, has continued. Political posters have changed stylistically but they are now an
accepted and expected part of Australian culture. This is art which not only reflects society
but has become part of it.
162The Tin Sheds Art Workshop still functions, providing teaching and workshop facilities. These facilities
include a screenprinting workshop. Tin Sheds Posters, previously called Lucifoil Posters, is currently based
there. See Helen Maxwell and Roger Butler, "Social Concerns," Im p rin tsol. 22, nos. 3-4, December, 1987,
p. 22.
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The art scene of the sixties and early seventies was a period of experimentation and
change, a time when a wide range of influences interacted with local practices, resulting in a
variety of forays in several directions. In spite of the multiplicity of ideas and practices
explored and the number of directions taken, the period was marked by a tendency in the art
front to challenge pre-existing definitions o f the forms and functions o f art. In the work of
the period there was an awareness of a 'connectedness' between art forms. It is significant
that it is a painter whom Leslie Rees acknowledged as "the progenitor o f the New Wave in
Sydney"163 theatre. Rodney Milgate's play, A Refined Look at Existence, was the most
successful, in terms of attendance and popular acclaim, o f the 1966 programme of plays at
the tiny newly-opened Jane Street theatre. In his review of a performance o f the play, Keith
Thomas dignoses that the original death in A Refined Look at Existence was the result of
the unwillingness of one woman to believe in the inter-relationship between things.164
Painter, actor, poet, novelist, critic and television compere, Milgate himself in a way
represents the art front and the inter-relatedness o f its various forms. Milgate's play was a
kind of theatrical collage
Here was a piece of richly imaginative , do-it-yourself theatre which
unselfconsciously mixed Greek legend with dance, pop songs, absurdist dialogue,
music hall routines, philosophical discussion, advertising jargon and moral
statement, with a dash of audience participation thrown in.165
Leonard Radic's description of the play sounds very much like a description o f a theatrical
incarnation of Mary Lou. Harry Kippax must have thought so too as, in reviewing the play,
he declared it to be Pop art.166 As 'progenitor' o f Sydney's new wave, A Refined Look at

Existence exhibits many of the features which were taken up and developed in theatre in
Sydney over the next ten years, particularly by the Nimrod Theatre Company: a satiric and
parodic stance, reference to and exploitation of previous dramatic forms and traditions; the
presentation of a mixture of genres, sometimes involving the crossing o f traditional
163Leslie Rees, A History o f Australian Drama, Volume 2: Australian Drama 1970-1985 (North Ryde:
Angus and Robertson, 1987), p. 9.
164Keith Thomas. "Dionysus, Pop Singer," The Bulletin, 12th November, 1966.
165Leonard Radio, The State o f Play: The Revolution in the Australian Theatre Since the 1960s (Ringwood.
Victoria: Penguin Books. 1991), p. 46.
166Harry Kippax, "Three Cheers for Jane Street," Sydney Morning Herald, 2nd November, 1966.
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boundaries between art forms; an awareness o f audience, often through audience
participation; contextualization, often in the form o f local settings and current subjects and
themes; irreverent attitudes to established traditions and conventions, institutions and
authority, and a presentational style of performance characterised by a general enthusiasm
and youthful ebullience. Such elements were prophetic o f the initial aims and performance
style of the Nimrod Street Company . 167
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CHAPTER II

The Nimrod Theatre Company
And Cush begat Nimrod: he began to be a mighty one in the earth.
He was a mighty hunter before the Lord: wherefore it is said, Even as Nimrod the mighty
hunter before the Lord.
Genesis 10: 8-9

If Rod M ilgate's^ Refined Look at Existence, first performed at Jane Street in 1966,
was the progenitor1 of alternate theatre in Sydney, then The Legend o f King O'Malley by
Michael Boddy and Robert Ellis, first performed at Jane Street in 1970, was its immediate
antecedent. The key stylistic and conceptual features o f ,4 Refined Look at Existence were
further developed in O M ai ley. Although the Nimrod Street Theatre Company never
published a manifesto, its loosely connected agenda o f aims was evident from the start.
Nimrod's first production of Biggies by Michael Boddy, Marcus Cooney and Ron Blair made
it abundantly clear that one of its initial aims was to tap into the ideas set in motion by its Jane
Street precedents.
From its establishment in 1970 by lawyer Ken Horler and actor John Bell, the chosen
theatrical domain of Nimrod encompassed the experimental, the popular, the energetic, things
original and things Australian. It was a collaborative venture by a group o f young theatre
practitioners and recent graduates who were influenced by a plethora o f new ideas about
theatre and by their shared dissatisfaction with the state o f theatre in Sydney at the time. A
"Director's Note" in the Biggies programme states that:
The writers worked with the cast throughout rehearsals to evolve the final script.
John Bell wishes to acknowledge the importance of the actors' contributions.
This statement pinpoints just one of the definitive Nimrod features which were evident even in
this first production: the involvement of the actors in the evolution of the text typified the
collaborative style of early Nimrod productions. The play itself was also indicative o f one of
Leslie Rees. A History o f Australian Drama, Volume 2: Australian Drama 1970-1985 (North Ryde. N.S.W.:
Angus and Robertson. 1987). p. 9; and Chapter I, p. 49 above.

Nimrod's most important and enduring aims, namely to encourage Australian writers by
mounting professional productions of new Australian plays. Norman Kessell quoted John
Bell as stating that:
he aimed to stage as many original Australian plays as possible, interspersed from
time to time with classics given highly modernistic interpretation and presentation .2
This aim was clearly iterated in the programme for Hamlet On Ice performed almost
one year later:
The tradition of the Australian Theatre is noisy and vulgar. It is appropriate that the
warehouse which is now the Nimrod Street Theatre should have been a stable, a
gymnasium and a Sunday school. Nimrod Street wants new Australian plays. We
believe that only new Australian plays and a contemporary treatment of the classics
will bring audiences back to the theatre.

Biggies was performed by seven actors. The fact that all performances at the original
Nimrod Theatre were executed by no more than seven people was partly one of the dictates
o f the tiny stage and partly due to the Nimrod commitment to paying all actors and
production personnel. From the outset actors were paid at least minimum union rates, a clear
stand in the direction of professionalism .3 All Nimrod employees, however, had the right to
accept work from other companies.

Biggies was a musical satirical comedy with elements o f fantasy. It was presented in a
mixture of styles which included melodrama, clowning, stand-up comedy, music hall and
vaudeville. The production style drew on many o f the elements o f John Bell's production o f

The Legend o f King O'Malley by Michael Boddy and Bob Ellis, first performed at the Jane
Street theatre and then at the Parade Theatre. This combination o f musical, vaudeville and
political satire, given an Australian setting and a brash, bold style o f presentation, proved so
successful that, recognising the implications o f the success o f this new Australian energetic
style, Bell and Horler decided to explore it through the creation o f Nimrod.

2Norman K essell." The Theatre Business." Daily Telegraph, 18th November. 1970,
3See Ken Horler, "Conversation with Hazel de Berg." 16th September, 1975, tape no. 854, transcript p. 11,304
for a discussion of Nimrod's initial wages policy.
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The inauspicious century old building, originally a stable for a coach company, was
situated at number ten in the narrow, dead-end Nimrod Street in Kings Cross.4 Bell and
Horler took out a three year lease on the derelict, wedge shaped sandstock and timber
building and, aided by an extended family of co-workers which included Lilian Horler, Anna
Volska, Richard Wherrett,5 Larry Eastwood,6 Nick Enright7 et a/., converted it into what was
initially called the Nimrod Theatre Club. This was the beginning o f Nimrod's rather rocky
road. The first simple 'conversion' created an auditorium in the top storey which was reached
by a single staircase. A triangular stage was created from the original feed loft. Tiered
seating for almost 150 people rose from two sides of the stage and consisted of backless,
cushionless benches which, according to one reporter, were built by Larry Eastwood at a cost
o f $30.8
Actor Chris Haywood 's description o f his involvement in the first Nimrod years
revealed the hands-on commitment of those involved:
I've been part of every show they've done here. When I first arrived I knocked down
4Sources of information regarding the establishment of the company and the preparation of the theatre have
included: Leonard Radic, The State o f Play (Ringwood. Victoria: Penguin. 1991); Katharine Brisbane, "The
Crippled Hunter - Nimrod." New Theatre Australia, February , 1988; John Bell, "Conversation with Hazel de
Berg," 18th December, 1973, tape no 730; Ken Horler, "Conversation with Hazel de Berg," 16th September,
1975, tapes no. 854-855; Robert Ryan, "Nimrod, all encompassing theatre," Charisma, no. 1, August. 1972;
and many newspaper reports which include Norman Kessell, "The Theatre Business," Daily Telegraph, 18th
November, 1970; "The Nimrod Project," The Bulletin, 28th November, 1970; H. G. Kippax, "Nimrod looking
for a personality," Sydney Morning Herald, 4th December, 1970; and Katharine Brisbane, "The invincibility
of Major Biggies," The Australian, 12th December. 1970.
5Richard Wherrett was born in Sydney in 1940 and was educated at the University of Sydney. He worked,
trained and tutored in London from 1965 to 1970. He taught at the East 15 theatre school where Laurence
Eastwood and Chris Haywood were training. Wherrett returned to be involv ed unofficially in the setting up of
Nimrod, but took on the position of Associate Director of the Old Tote for two years. He was guest director at
Nimrod for Buzo's Roy Murphy Show in 1971 and de Groen's The Sweatproof Boy in 1972. In 1984, he
became the third of Nimrod's team of artistic directors which already included Bell and Horler. He directed
many productions for Nimrod and was Artistic Director for the 1976 Australian National Playwrights'
Conference. He left Nimrod in 1979 to become the Artistic Director of the Sydney Theatre Company.
6Laurence Eastwood and Chris Haywood had very recently migrated from England where they had trained at
the East 15 experimental theatre school operated in accordance with the ideas of Joan Littlewood.
7Nick Enright was born in Maitland, NSW, in 1950. He was educated at the University of Sydney and at New
York University School of the Arts. He has had a varied career as an actor, playwright, teacher and director.
He won an Awgie in 1990 for Daylight Saving and in 1993 for The Property o f the Clan, possibly his best
known play.
8Ursula O'Connor, "Enthusiasm on stage," Sydney Morning Herald, 13th November, 1971.
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walls, pinched wood from demolition sites, all that sort of stuff. I don't mean I've
acted in all the plays - that's only part o f the story. I've been part of the shows in the
best meaning. I've helped get them and the theatre ready, even if it's only putting the
posters up around town.
Stories regarding the setting up of Nimrod, and other artistic ventures like it, abound, but one
recollection by Ken Horler of a very early moment o f doubt illustrated the intimate
relationship that company members had with their building.
I remember the first day I took John Bell and his wife Anna Volska . . .when we first
went to the theatre with Michael Boddy, and there were gaping holes in the old tin
roof which we were trying to repair with sacking and pitch, the floorboards were
gone, and the rain was pelting in. Michael Boddy, who is a big man, went through a
floorboard, and when he observed a very heavy 12"xl2" post in the middle o f the
floor, he looked at John and John looked at me, and I thought, "This isn't really the
building for us."9
But they made it their building, and the post, which presented a considerable challenge to set
designers, became an integral part of the set in every production.
It seemed that no sooner had Biggies opened on 2nd December, 1970 than the
troubles began. Neighbourhood concerns about the exact nature o f the activities on the
premises were soon allayed, but concerns, particularly by the Sydney City Council, about the
safety of the building were much more of an obstacle.10 By 15th December, newspapers were
reporting the possible end of Nimrod under headings such as that o f the Daily Mirror's
"Theatre May Be Closed."11 Claims were made that the building was a fire hazard and that
the theatre had opened without appropriate approval.12 Approval was given,13 however,
dependent upon further modifications being made to the building, including the building o f a
second staircase and the installation of toilets.14 The company's second production, Beckett's

9Horler, op. cit., p. 11,305.
10Loc. cit.
1^'Theatre May Be Closed." Daily Mirror, 15th December, 1970.
12"Court Move on Theatre Proposed." Sydney Morning Herald, 15th December, 1970.
13"Nimrod Theatre approval proposed." Sydney Morning Herald , 3rd February, 1971.
14"Luring the audiences with lavatories," The Australian, 13th March. 1971.
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Endgame, was staged in the St. James' Hall while these alterations were carried out. Then the
theatre was burgled and ransacked:15 just another problem to overcome.
The three and a half years which the company spent at Nimrod Street were
characterised by a quick succession of popularly accepted and acclaimed productions
interspersed by a small number of more esoteric experimental works. Although critical
opinion was most often rather mixed, the plays were very well attended by audiences who
enjoyed and came to expect the distinctive Nimrod style. An important part of this style was
the element of surprise. In a period when new ideas and styles were greeted enthusiastically,
tried and then replaced by something new, audiences came expecting to be surprised,
sometimes shocked, and delighted.
A high proportion of the plays were Australian works, many of them given their
first performance by the Nimrod company. Williamson's The Removalists had its premiere at
La Mama in July of 1971. Three months later, directed by John Bell, it was presented at the
Nimrod where it attracted the George Devine Award16 for both playwright and company.
The realistic style of the play called for a departure from the established Nimrod style, but the
Nimrod Street space and the Nimrod style proved to be adaptable and the project was an
immense artistic and box office success. In any case, a theatre company which devoted itself
to Australian drama, to experimentation and to subjects o f interest to its patrons could surely
be expected to find room under its umbrella for such plays as this.
Also of significance in these early years was the nature o f the Nimrod treatment of
classics, particularly of Shakespearean plays. It was highly appropriate that a theatre
company purporting to have as one of its fundamental aims a return to popular theatre should
include in its repertoire the works of the master of popular theatre. Nimrod's first
Shakespearean essay, perhaps more significant for its concept than for its artistic success, was
15"Footnote," The Australian, 4th December, 1971; and Katharine Brisbane, "The Crippled Hunter - Nimrod,"
New Theatre Australia, Februar}’, 1988, p. 18.
16The George Devine Award, named after one of the founders of the London Royal Court Theatre, was
awarded annually by the English theatre profession. In 1971, The Removalists was co-winner of the award,
the first time it had been presented outside Britain.
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John Bell's direction of Macbeth. With a cast of only seven to double and treble the roles in a
play of such great conceptual and theatrical depth and breadth, the limitations of the tiny stage
were severely tested. In accordance with his aim to bring Shakespeare closer to his modern
audiences, Bell focussed on the Macbeths as mass murderers, drawing upon the reports of
the trials of Charles Manson and of the Moor Murderers, Ian Brady and Myra Hindley. He
sought to express the Macbeths' domestic situation as steeped in perversion and evil.
Obsessed with a need for power and perversity, the Macbeths indulged in devil worship,
surrounded by blood-spattered implements and items o f murder and torture.17
At the end of 1971 Nimrod celebrated its first birthday with Hamlet On Ice , written by
Michael Boddy, Marcus Cooney, Ron Blair "and the cast," and directed by Aarne Neeme.
While this production could hardly be called Shakespearean, it made use o f the vaguely
recognisable plot of Hamlet as a basis for a pantomime in which the problems of the state of
Denmark were diagnosed as wholescale confusion over sexual identity amongst its
inhabitants, resulting from unchecked permissiveness. Hamlet's "strange behaviour" was
translated into his (?) confusion regarding his ambiguous sexual identity. In this pantomime
Hamlet became the principal boy and was therefore played by a girl, Kate Fitzpatrick. The
characters Rosencrantz and Guildenstern became the Crantz brothers, Rose and Gilda who
were in female disguise. In a completely debunking, anti-iconic treatment, the 'sacred' text of

Hamlet became an irrelevant, irreverent romp which poked fun at just about everything.
Nimrod completed its first year with this production which was, perhaps surprisingly, widely
approved by the critics and, not surprisingly, popularly attended. The Telegraph review of
the production concluded:
It's a great wind-up to a highly successful year for the Nimrod, and little wonder that,
the night I was there, the small auditorium was packed and disappointed customers
were being turned away.18

17See Chapter III, p. 76 below.
Daily Telegraph, 23rd December, 1971.
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Katharine Brisbane, writing in The Australian , also referred to Nimrod's audiences in her
assessment of the reasons for play's success:
its success is due not simply to the cleverness o f the cast of six but to the active
sympathy of Nimrod's now totally partisan audiences.19
So, at the end of a year of operation, Brisbane referred to the Nimrod audience as
established and particular. From the outset, Nimrod's publicly stated aim was to attract a
popular audience. The pitch evident in the Biggies publicity was that it would provide an
evening of non-intellectual, humorous entertainment. At the same time, the $2 ticket price
was deliberately low so as to encourage young people, especially students, as John Bell
revealed in his interview.20 The deliberate encouragement o f students, particularly university
students, implied an informed and at least nominally educated audience which could very well
be quite different in composition from a more general 'popular' audience. Further, a group
which aimed to explore the possibilities of theatre must, for this aim to make any dramatic
sense, attract an audience from the theatrically informed. This notion is strengthened by the
choice for Nimrod's second production of Beckett's Endgame, a difficult experience for the
uninitiated. Even though Hamlet on Ice was billed as a riotous romp, its satirical, parodic
basis could hardly be appreciated without an informed audience. Nimrod was involved in a
discourse on the nature and possibilities of theatre and needed an audience who would and
could appreciate this.
Towards the end of 1972 Nimrod produced Alma de Groen's21 The Sweatproof Boy,
their first production of a script by a female writer, and Basically Black, a revue with an all
19Katharine Brisbane, "Hamlet on Ice, or What the Butlers of Elsinore Saw," The Australian, 21st December,
1971.
20John Bell. "Conversation with Hazel de Berg." 18th December, 1973, tape no. 730, transcript p. 9.412.
21 Alma de Groen was born in New Zealand in 1941, arriving in Australia in 1964. She married artist
Geoffrey de Groen, born in Brisbane in 1938, and they travelled overseas between 1968 and 1972 in Britain,
France and Canada where Geoffrey painted and exhibited. Written in Canada, Alma's first play was The Joss
Adams Show, a one-act piece, partly based on personal experience and drawing on elements of popular culture
such as the hosted television show. Alma was living in Canada when Nimrod presented her second play, The
Sweatproof Boy. The De Groens separated in 1980. Alma won an Awgie award in 1993 for The Girl Who
Saw Everything of 1991, which, like many of her plays, deals with the problems of women and artists in
society. See Elizabeth Perkins, The Plays o f Alma de Groen (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 1994). Geoffrey's first one-
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Aboriginal cast. Basically Black was directed and designed by Ken Horler and was written by
Ron Blair, Jim Crawford, Gary Foley, Ken Horler, John Huston, Bob Maza and Bill Reed, a
truly co-operative effort by Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal artists. The production o f these
plays, and of course The Removalists, signalled Nimrod's willingness to deal with issues,
causes and social concerns. If this was a true indication of intention, this intention must have
been tempered by the fact that both plays were o f only medium success at the box office. In
his 1975 interview with Hazel de Berg, Horler said:
I don't think audiences were really ready, I'm not sure they would be ready now, for
the kind of raw anger of some of the scripts. I was very happy with it .22
In the entire history of Nimrod only a proportionally few plays by women, no other plays by
Aboriginal writers and very few concerning Aboriginal people were staged. The staging of
Thomas Keneally's Bullies House was a splendid example of the latter.23
Perhaps one of the great highlights o f the Nimrod Street years - certainly one that is
remembered with affection - was the 1973 production o f K enna's^ Hard God, a sensitive
production which revealed the quality o f this enduring play. Katharine Brisbane has
suggested that from this time on there was a shift towards an interest in and respect for the
text as something other than a platform for the actor's performance.24 It was probably to be
expected that the days of pop theatre, like its visual counterpart, were limited and that actors'

theatre could be explored only so far on a stage as tiny as the Nimrod's. At the same time, in
spite of the emphasis on acting, the Nimrod company had continued to fulfil its initial aim of
encouraging Australian writers by performing new Australian plays. The almost inevitable
outcome of this continued practice was a developing awareness o f the importance o f the text.

person shows were in the mid sixties at the Watters Gallery and he was represented at the main Sydney
galleries during this period. He has continued to exhibit in all states and has taught at the Canberra School of
Art and at East Sydney Technical College. He is also an art critic and writer.
22Ken Horler, "Conversation with Hazel de Berg," 16th September, 1975, Tape no. 855, Transcript p. 11,319.
23See, for instance, H. G. Kippax's review, "Here is a play of power about Australia," Sydney Morning Herald,
8th February. 1980.
24Katharine Brisbane, "The Crippled Hunter - Nimrod." New Theatre Australia, February. 1988, p. 20.
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Although the styles of the larrikin pop phase were beginning to change, they had generated an
energy which was to be rechannelled into new explorations.
Richard Wherrett directed five of the ten plays offered by the Nimrod in 1973 and, in
1974, he officially joined Bell and Horler to form a team of three artistic directors. The
Nimrod company moved to its new premises in Belvoir Street, Surry Hills in June, 1974 The
three hundred seat theatre, a converted Cerebos Salt and Fountain Tomato Sauce factory,
simply re-named the Nimrod Theatre, was purchased with the assistance o f government and
private funds. Days after the opening, Gough Whitlam announced that the remaining debt of
$123,00 was to be discharged.25 Although the larger space had many o f the physical features
of the original theatre and although the company was keen to carry over some o f the stylistic
features of their Nimrod Street performance style, the company was never again to be as
'alternate'. Jeremy Eccles later described the Surry Hills theatre, cynically but with some
accuracy, as "still rough enough to encourage the revolution, but comfortable enough not to
frighten the bourgeoisie."26 The first production at the new venue was an Australian rock
adaptation of Euripides' The Bacchae, retitled Bacchoi, a testament to the continuing
commitment to the presentation of original Australian works, and the presentation o f plays in
the Nimrod style. The production was not a success however, and, in spite of its visually
splendid and innovative sets and costumes, was rather tamer than the text and music
demanded.27
During the first year at Belvoir Street, Nimrod productions regained their robust
quality and although there were signs of change, the old Nimrod spirit was discernible in many
productions, particularly in Ginge's Last Stand, written and directed by Ken Horler. The
plays that followed tended to be more serious, often dealing with moral and/ or social issues
and this more responsible phase continued into the early eighties. Jim Me Neil's How Does

25See Leonard Radic, The State o f Play (Ringwood, Victoria: Penguin. 1991), P. 128.
26Jeremy Eccles. "Nimrod's Big Test: Acts of Faith," Financial Review, 8th August. 1986.
27See Leonard Radic, The State o f Play (Ringwood, Victoria: Penguin. 1991), p. 128; and Frank Harris,
"Nimrod goes to a new home," Daily Mirror, 4th June, 1974.

Your Garden Grow?, dealing with prison life, was an example of these. Bill Reed's You Want
It, Don't You Billy ? was considered to be so confronting that Nimrod itself gave it an R
rating. Peter Carroll's performance in Blair's short but powerful one-hander, The Christian
Brothers, was seen as an outstanding achievement and indeed a performance which in a sense
defined the play for many years. Works by Buzo and Spears proved successful for the
playwrights and for the company.
By August, 1976, the Downstairs theatre had been established particularly for
experimental productions. The Downstairs inaugural production was Spears' one-hander, The
Elocution o f Benjamin Franklin which Gordon Chat er, like Peter Carroll had done in The
Christian Brothers, performed in such a definitive way that he became closely associated with
the role. The play transferred to the New Arts Theatre and thence went on tour, culminating
in a season at the Mayfair theatre in London in 1978.
Leonard Radic reported that, "By the end of 1976 the Nimrod had undertaken
seventy-five productions of which forty-five - or sixty per cent - had been Australian in their
origin.28 Although from 1974 onwards, increasingly more non-Australian plays were
produced by Nimrod, this figure illustrates the continuing commitment which the company
had to Australian plays. By the end of 1980, o f a total of 126 productions, seventy-nine had
been Australian plays, the work of fifty-two Australian writers.29
Due to the success of Benjamin Franklin, the next Spears play was performed in the
Upstairs space. Young M o or, to give it its full title, The Resuscitation o f the Little Prince
Who Couldn't Laugh as Performed By Young M o at the Height o f the Great Depression o f
1929, had been produced in Adelaide and at the Bijou in Sydney, prior to its production in
1977 at Nimrod where it was performed as the Nimrod's contribution to the Festival of
Sydney. It also provided the Mo logo, designed by Martin Sharp, with which Nimrod came
to be associated until the company folded.
28Leonard Radic, op. cit., p. 137.
29Statistics published in " Supplement. Celluloid Heroes - Nimrod's 10th Anniversary Production," Theatre
Australia, vol. 5, no. 5, December, 1980- January. 1981. p. 11.
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Plays by Louis Nowra were followed by a stint o f realism during which period de
Groen's Going Home and Williamson's immensely successful The Club were produced. The
Club was transferred to the Theatre Royal at the beginning of 1978, a year characterised by a
high number of plays which were on tour or which transferred to other theatres. This high
level of activity was largely responsible for the new commercialism which became evident at
this time.
The financial and artistic strains of this period were not helped by changes in the
company's administrative structure nor by changes in the wider theatre scene. In 1979,
Richard Wherrett left Nimrod to take up the position o f Artistic Director o f the Sydney
Theatre Company. Although Nimrod's contribution to the STC's Interim Program, The
Venetian Twins, provided Nimrod with a hit, it also brought it into an arena of direct
competition with other companies and particularly with the STC. The first STC productions,
especially the acclaimed Cyrano de Bergerac, with two Nimrod bright lights as director and
star, must have provided serious competition for Nimrod. From 1980 the Griffin Theatre
Company took up residence in Nimrod's old theatre, renamed the Stables Theatre and owned
by Bob Ellis, and began to challenge Nimrod's 'alternate' territory which it still sought to cover
in its Downstairs venue.
Nevertheless, The Venetian Twins was, indeed, a triumph. Nick Enright 'translated'
Carlo Goldoni's commedia delVArte piece so that it became a full-scale musical in a style
which was a deliberate and successful attempt to recapture the larrikin, irreverent flavour
associated with early Nimrod productions. Directed by John Bell as Nimrod's contribution to
the Interim Programme, this production premiered at the Sydney Opera House in October,
1979. In 1981 it enjoyed a revival at the York Theatre o f the Seymour Centre, followed by a
national tour.30 Such successes, coupled with the fact that Nimrod continued to produce
plays in fairly rapid succession, meant that the company felt artistically secure enough to
support an increase in the range of its activities. Some important Australian plays produced at
30A recording of the musical was also made by Larrikin Records and released in August, 1981.

62

the end of the decade included works by Janis Balodis, Thomas Keneally, Louis Nowra and
Stephen Sewell. When, in 1980, Nimrod celebrated its tenth anniversary, it still saw itself as a
viable, important company which was proud of its past achievements and which anticipated a
positive future.
From the early eighties financial difficulties and changes in administration led to a
more commercial approach on the one hand, and a leaning towards issues-based theatre on
the other Chris Westwood was appointed youth officer in 1979 and was outspoken in her
view that Nimrod's history had been one of "refracting the world only through male
consciousness."31 Due to her energies, a Women and Theatre Project was carried out in
1980, Women directors' workshops were undertaken and Nimrod became involved in the
Women and Arts Festival of 1982. There was an increase in the number of productions by
and about women during this period, but the perceived stranglehold by "the Amazonian
hordes of militant feminists who invaded the place in the early 1980s"32 was largely a
misperception The general trends discernible in the output o f the eighties, a time when a
range of serious issues and social concerns was addressed, were decidedly pluralistic. In spite
of the financial problems which were proclaimed and discussed in the press on a weekly basis,
Nimrod's productions continued to be adventurous, innovative and, for the most part,
critically successful.
Just as the 1970 robust, innovative company had outgrown its Nimrod Street space in
1974, the more mature, serious Nimrod of 1984 had outgrown its two theatre spaces with a
total seating capacity of under 400. The Nimrod board decided to sell the Nimrod building in
order to settle its debts and to move to the larger capacity York Theatre at the Seymour
Centre. The move solved very few of the company's problems. The most public result was
the disruption of the proposed 1985 season which was severely diminished and this in turn
brought about an even worse financial situation.

31Chris Westwood, " Supplement: Celluloid Heroes - Nimrod's 10th Anniversary Production," op. cit., p. 22.
32Brian Hoad. "A tale of ambivalence," The Bulletin, 23rd September, 1986.
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The Seymour Centre, at the edge of the Darlinghurst campus of the University of
Sydney, is a performing arts centre housing three theatres. Nimrod's new home was the
largest o f these, the York Theatre, a fully-equipped thrust stage theatre with a seating capacity
of 783. Downstairs at the Seymour, a flexible, multi-purpose studio o f 205 square metres
accommodating an audience of up to 200, was also used by Nimrod. The York Theatre, with
its seats arranged in amphitheatre formation around the thrust stage was designed specifically
for drama and the "Preliminary Brochure" claimed that:
The relationship of the stage to the auditorium o f the York will make it ideal for the
presentation of both large scale and intimate productions o f period and modern
works, (p.3)
The audience capacity, however, meant that only "large scale" productions and those
popular works which guaranteed large audiences could be financially viable. Certainly, the
venue and its audience capacity made it possible and viable for Nimrod to feature the
internationally acclaimed Warren Mitchell and Mel Gibson for its 1982 production o f Miller's
Death o f A Salesman. On the other hand, the Nimrod's years as company-in-residence at the
York Theatre, from 1984 until its demise in 1987 (a demise to which some33 have claimed the
venue itself contributed) were not comfortable years. The stage and auditorium were to some
extent inimical to the style which the Nimrod's audiences had long associated with its
productions. The new venue seemed to call for a new approach which the company seemed
unable to develop. Critical responses to Death o f a Salesman and A Midsummer Night's
Dream, for example, indicate that Nimrod designers were having practical problems with the
stage space.34 One cannot, however, lay all the blame for the end o f Nimrod on the
unsuitability or the incompatibility of the venue. The Seymour Centre had been operating
33Brisbane, "The Crippled Hunter - Nimrod," op. cit.. p. 20; Peter Robinson, Financial Review, 20th
November, 1987; and "Alas, poor Nimrod," Sydney Morning Herald, 5th December, 1987.
34See Barry Lowe, "Not the Event of the Year," Newcastle Morning Herald, 13th August, 1982, in which
Lowe criticises Kristian Fredrikson's set because it muffled the actors' voices and obscured too much of the
action; and H. G. Kippax, "Drama of Shattering Power," Sydney Morning Herald, 12th July, 1982, where
Kippax speaks of "set-induced awkwardness." Also see James Waites, "Nimrod's dream is a Freudian
Nightmare," The National Times, 15th February. 1985. in which Waites is highly critical of the limited view'
of Kim Carpenter's set experienced by much of the audience.
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since 1975, several Nimrod actors had worked on its stage spaces and Nimrod had previously
staged performances there of The Venetian Twins, Candide and Death o f a Salesman.
Nimrod solved most of the artistic challenges o f the larger theatre fairly quickly, but
the logistical problem of filling the larger number o f seats - an increase of over 100 per cent was not to be solved so easily. In spite of an increase in subscriptions o f twenty-five per cent
in 1984,35 Nimrod's 'old' audience was not sufficient to fill even half of the seats and in its new
venue the company could no longer be certain of a loyal audience. The change in emphasis
towards the classics, made to attract a wider audience, did little to make certain of Nimrod's
'old' audiences. Even so, although some productions, such as Nowra's The Golden Age in
1987, were not well patronised, there was not a wholesale withdrawal o f support for Nimrod,
nor were people "leaving the theatre in droves for the Sydney Theatre Company."36 Although
some potential audience members interested in classic drama were lured away by the success
of the Sydney Theatre Company, especially after its move in 1984 to its permanent home at
the Wharf Theatre, Nimrod's 55,000 patrons in 1987 placed it second only to the STC37. The
new emphasis on the classics, which represented a change in quantity but not in policy,
resulted in the production of several innovative Shakespearean productions. Productions
included a highly acclaimed King Lear directed by Aubrey Mellor, and a much less successful
A Midsummer Night’s Dream, directed by Kim Carpenter and widely criticised as 'designer's
theatre.'38 Productions of classics included plays by Shaw, Brecht, Sheridan and Moliere.
The 1986 season of four plays was presented as a repertory season. Two 1987 productions,
Shakespeare's The Winter's Tale and Christopher Hampton's Les Liaisons Dangereuses,
received the highest of critical acclaim.39 During Nimrod's time o f just over three years at

35Statistics presented by Nimrod in an undated press release in 1984.
36Leonard Radic, The State o f Play (Ringwood. Victoria: Penguin, 1991), p. 151.
37"The last Act for Nimrod?" Sydney Morning Herald , 13th November, 1987.
38See Chapter IV, p. 123 below.
39See H. G. Kippax, "Winter's Tale is powerful, lucid," Sydney Morning Herald, 12th June, 1987; Brian Hoad.
"Shakespeare allowed to speak for himself," The Bulletin, 30th June, 1987; Michael Morton-Evans, "Telling
performances in a top tale," The Australian, 11th June, 1987; H. G. Kippax, "A deadly game, played in style,"
Sydney Morning Herald, 18th September, 1987; Susan Breddow, "A scintillating exercise in wit and
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Seymour, several Australian plays were performed, plays by Hibberd, Hewett and Nowra.
The proportion of Australian plays, however, was lower and very few o f them were premiere
productions, indicating a policy change regarding the importance of Australian plays to the
company.

wickedness," Daily Telegraph, 17th September, 1987; and Pat Bishop, "Liaisons is brilliant." Sun-Herald,
20th September, 1987.
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CHAPTER III

The Nimrod Theatre Posters: Part I
The Visual Expression of Early Nimrod
Nimrod's history can be divided into two stages; the first was defined by the residence
of the company in the original Nimrod Street building, while the second concerns itself with
Nimrod's activities after the move to Belvoir Street. The initial Nimrod style which had such an
immediate and forceful impact on the Sydney theatre scene virtually defined the early years of
Nimrod, and the first stage of Nimrod's history can be seen in terms o f its use of the Nimrod
Street space. Although certain changes were set in motion during the years in Nimrod Street,
the real changes became evident after the company moved to Belvoir Street and became, for a
time, the New Nimrod. Taken overall, Nimrod's history may seem to be a simple one o f
evolution, but, due to its consistent commitment to experimentation and to producing plays by
Australian writers, its history was also one o f constant and vigorous stylistic changes and focal
shifts. The posters reflect this history of change.
The 'face' which Nimrod presented to its public was created by a combination of factors
which included posters, programmes, foyer decorations, media advertising, critical reviews,
newspaper articles, Nimrod's press releases and public statements and, of course, word of
mouth. These combined to form a kind o f total Nimrod image package which created and
maintained an image of Nimrod in the eyes o f the public. The importance o f the poster in this
package was paramount and its significance reached far beyond its basic function as a conveyor
of facts regarding what's on when and where. Each poster presented, to some degree, a kind of
visual summary of the production it represented and, at the same time, carried a message about
the company which produced both the play and the poster. The Nimrod company
acknowledged the high profile role of the poster in a note concerning the designer, Kevin
Brooks who created many of the early posters:
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he has been responsible since 1970 for Nimrod's image through his poster and
programme designs1
The first poster (fig. 1), for the production o f Biggies, written by Michael Boddy and
Robert Ellis for the Nimrod Street Theatre Company's inaugural production at the newly
refurbished building in Nimrod Street, Darlinghurst on 2nd December 1970, was entrusted to
Janet Dawson.2 Apart from being related to Nimrod by marriage, by way o f being Michael
Boddy's wife, Dawson was an influential young avant-garde artist who had taken a leading role
in the development of colour painting in Melbourne and then o f hard-edge in Sydney and had
exhibited in The Field exhibition of 1968. She had also set up printmaking facilities in
Melbourne and Sydney. The posters for the first phase o f Nimrod's history were largely the
work of three designers: Dawson; Tony McGillick, also an exhibitor in The Field and the
founder of the Central Street Gallery, and Kevin Brooks, a graphic designer who used
photographs as a basis for his designs. The only exceptions were a poster each by Brett
Whiteley and Martin Sharp, both leading figures in the contemporary art scene and, in their
respective ways, both enfants terribles of Sydney's cultural environment.
Tony McGillick was involved in the first Nimrod production as designer of the
programme, (fig. 2) Virtually a smaller black and white poster, measuring 45 x 34.4 cm, it was
the forerunner of the typical tri-fold programme which usually included a version of the poster
design and which, as Nimrod management were to claim in a bid to sell advertisement space on
the reverse side of programmes, were often collected as posters.3 The Biggies programme pre
dated the selling of advertisement space and the verso was blank. Nimrod programmes fulfilled
an important function in the Nimrod machine. They provided the expected basic information
about the play, the production and the production personnel. They also gave information about
biographical note on Kevin Brooks in the programme for Coralle Landsdowne Says No, 1974. Brooks
designed set, programme and poster for this production.
2See Chapter I. p. 42 above.
3A short manuscript outlining the early history of Nimrod, part of the Nimrod Theatre Archives held by the
State Library of N S W., contains several pages (pp. 5-8), presumably sent to prospective adv ertisers,
concerning advertising rates and the style of Nimrod programmes. The text claims that the poster style design
of Nimrod programmes was superior to the traditional brochure and that "Nimrod programmes are often
collected as posters."
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the Nimrod company, its policies and aims, its past and projected productions, background
information about the play, actors, directors and designers, and sometimes a scholarly essay on
the play .4 Although the name of the designer was not included on many of the posters, the
programme sometimes supplied this information The programmes also contributed to the
creation of Nimrod's public image through the style and variety o f the information provided and
the reiteration of the poster design. Although their impact was generally limited to theatre
goers, the programmes came to be an important part of the 'total Nimrod image package.'
Apart from the expected information regarding cast and crew, the Biggies programme
had two significant inclusions. One was the director's note which underlined the collaborative
nature of the new company.5 The second was the stated connection with the Old Tote Theatre
and its management, made clear above the title in the words, "John Bell and Ken Horler's
Nimrod Street Theatre Company (in association with the Old Tote Theatre) presents..." This
association was important not only because the team who created, produced and performed the
Old Tote's landmark production, The Legend o f King O'Malley were virtually the same team
responsible for Biggies, but because one o f the aims o f the Nimrod group was to pick up on the
style established by O'Malley and develop its potential. The larrikin, irreverent, satirical style
of the Old Tote Production was the style, initiated by Milgate in A Refined Look at Existence,
which Nimrod actively pursued and the style with which it became associated over its first years
of operation. The Nimrod company did not overtly rely on the patronage o f Old Tote theatre
goers, but the names of the writers and director were included on the poster and this would
have informed the initiated that here was another production by the team which brought you

O'Malley and that you could perhaps expect something in similar vein.
The initiated might also have recognised a similarity in style between the Biggies poster
and the screenprint poster also designed by Janet Dawson6 for O'Malley (fig. 3) with its
4The programme for the 1980 production of The Oresteia. directed by John Bell, designed by Kim Carpenter
and with poster and programme designed by Clenton Hankin, included an essay by Dr (now Professor) Michael
Ewans.
5See Chapter II. p. 51 above.
6Janet Dawson was also designer for the O'Malley production.
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primary colours, its whimsical juxtaposition of images and its similar spatial organisation and
proportion of lettering to image Not only had the connection with O ’M alley provided Nimrod
with a style, a potential audience and a writer in the person of Michael Boddy, it had also
provided its first set and poster designer in the person o f Mrs Boddy, Janet Dawson. Nimrod
was indeed fortunate to have such an experienced writer/designer team7 which was to provide
them with three of their most successful early productions.
Dawson's Biggies poster, a screenprint measuring 74.5 x 57 cm, was rather larger than
those which followed during the first year of Nimrod productions. The use o f black over solid
areas of yellow and red on white was colourful and striking. The overall design consisted of a
central image with the title, in large brushed lettering, above and information, given in clean
sanserif Futura lettering, below it. The centre o f the poster consisted o f a mini collage o f cut
outs of Biggies himself in his best Boys' Own Album manner, overlapping a map of inner King's
cross, seen as it were through Biggies' gun sights and focussing on Nimrod Street. This was a
very important inclusion given the new venture in a newly-converted building; only those very
closely involved could have been expected to know where the theatre actually was. It also had
an in-house reference to the method by which the theatre had originally been chosen.
According to Ken Horler,
What I did was to get a map of the city o f Sydney, and quite arbitrarily, I suppose,
draw a circle with a diameter one mile from the GPO, and then over week-ends I
would just walk around the city looking for warehouses, church halls, anything that
might be cheap and flexible enough to be turned into a theatre space.8
If one were expecting that the opening production o f a new theatre company should be
announced by the poster equivalent of fanfare and trumpets, Horler's account, and those of
others, of Nimrod's beginnings and a reminder o f the style of the building itself, would be
enough to quell such expectations. All possible references to the commercial hype of a
7Boddv and Dawson met in Melbourne and first worked together when she designed sets for his play. You'll
Come to Love Your Sperm Test. See Julia Orange, "'Beware the artists when they talk. .
The Australian, 7th
November, 1970,
8Ken Horler, "Conversation with Hazel de Berg," 16th September, 1975, tape no. 854, transcript p. 11,304.
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mainstream theatrical business were studiously ignored and Dawson's poster was deliberately
youthful and unsophisticated: an alternate poster for an alternate theatre. The poster was used
more as a cult object than as a playbill.
There was a direct connection between the poster and the subject matter of the play, its
style of presentation and with the image o f the new company. Biggies was presented in cartoon
fashion and this was certainly indicative o f the cartoon-like stylised approach to acting given in
the performance itself. The poster limited itself to just a suggestion of the non-realistic, non
illusionist, presentational performance style characterised by youthful energy and an over-riding
sense of fun. The play in performance began with speed and energy, the first half following the
exploits of the hero in a way in which both he and the morally simplistic literature he
represented were thoroughly, but affectionately, ridiculed. The plot took him through public
school, into the RAF and through the two world wars, all delivered in a fast moving array of
theatrical styles which included slapstick, singing, mime, clowning, verbal punning and repartee
presented by seven actors who doubled the roles. This was irreverent, satirical pop theatre with
a strong emphasis on entertainment and fun, in spite o f the change to something a little darker
and a little more uncomfortable in the second part. In the second act, the post-war
superannuated hero is a guest entertainer in a nuclear defence act in an Australian RSL Club.
Having become senile and fanatical, Biggies, and the old heroic style he represents were
impotent in the face of the nuclear bomb. This suggestion o f a darker tone in the second act is
all but rescued from any charge o f seriousness by virtue o f its being treated with even more
slapstick than the first. Overall, the play's theme was an indictment o f war, a 'message' not
quite overwhelmed by all the fun.
In an article celebrating Nimrod's tenth anniversary, John Bell wrote that, "Our original
aim was to provide an Australian "way" of doing theatre, using broad slapstick humour, the
traditions and times of the Tivoli or Sorlies' tent show . " 9 This 'new' style involved, among
9John Bell. "Supplement: Celluloid Heroes - Nimrod's 10th Anniversary Production," Theatre Australia, vol. 5,
no. 5, Dec., 1980 - January, 1981, p. 1. George Sorlie (1885-1948), English-born black comedian, was
proprietor of Australia's longest-lived travelling tent show , performing firstly melodrama and then variety acts
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other things, an emphasis on the Australianizing o f older theatrical forms such as pantomime
and vaudeville. While it may be unfair to label the stylistic emphasis o f the new theatre
'retrospective', it certainly resonated with historical awareness. The poster visualised this
essentially Pop translation of past forms into a contemporary idiom: overall the poster had a
nostalgic early century flavour translated into a sixties colourist medium with Pop overtones.
There was a certain lack of sophistication and simplicity which was reiterated in later posters,
particularly by Dawson, Sharp and Babicci, and which accorded precisely with the 'new wave'
style. As John Bell said in interview:
It wasn't original in that it did hearken back to much older theatre conditions but we
wanted to shake up the theatre scene a bit and to remind people o f the basic enjoyment
and fun to be had in the theatre.10
The appearance of the first poster and the style of the first performance invites a
consideration of Nimrod's projected audience. Because o f Nimrod's stated commitment to a
locally produced, community based theatre, and its exploration o f popular acting styles, it is
reasonable to assume that the audience which they hoped to attract would consist of'ordinary'
members of the populace. In the interests o f making theatre available to everyone, ticket prices
were set at $211 and programmes were free. The desire to reach a broad-based audience was
also indicated further by the fact that Nimrod was established at a time when the Old Tote and
Jane Street theatres were functioning successfully, an expression o f the need for a theatre not
associated with an institution of higher learning. In her review o f Biggies, Katherine Brisbane
interpreted the aims of Nimrod as being "to create a house style o f a non-literary kind and to
make their productions work in terms of their community and their public."12
with his wife and others, including Hal Lashwood. better known as Roy Rene's radio partner. After Sorlie's
death, his widow, Grace and a former troupe member, Bobby Le Brun, ran the Sorlie tent show until 1961. The
Tivoli was closed in 1966 and demolished in 1969. Roy Rene contributed towards the success of the New Tivoli
after 1932. See Chapter I, p. 18 above.
10John Bell, ''Conversation with Hazel de Berg, "18th December, 1973, tape 730, p. 9,411.
11 See Ursula O'Connor, "Enthusiasm on stage," Sydney Morning Herald, 13th November, 1971; and Natalie
Scott, "Shakespeare takes another bashing in a 'desperate concoction'," The Australian, 18th December. 1971.
12Katharine Brisbane, "The invincibility of Major Biggies." The Australian, 12th December, 1970.
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In spite of a generally-expressed opinion that the company was creating popular theatre,
the audiences of its first phase productions consisted chiefly o f members o f the parallel youthful
'alternate' culture, or those sympathetic to it, which gave rise to the establishment o f Nimrod
and many other arts groups of its kind. Presumably the young members of the new theatre
group, closely associated as they were with the Old Tote at Jane Street, hoped to attract many
of the same audience members. The fact that the play chosen was very much in the style of

O'Malley and that the chosen acting style was that so successfully explored by the Old Tote
also in O'Malley, strengthened this hope. The emphasis upon youth and the trappings o f the
alternative culture was evident in the decoration o f the building spaces, particularly the foyer
Foyer displays were characterised by art exhibits, bright colours, lighting effects and
arrangements of posters. The Biggies posters, for instance, were arranged around the foyer
space and were given a luminous appearance by appropriate lighting, with added excitement
provided by the use of strobe wheels . 13 Here was a genuine appropriation o f the visual
trappings associated with the pop culture of the later sixties, in the seventies with its interest in
multiple images, luminous surfaces and psychedelic effects. Kippax wrote about the foyers of
the first two Nimrod theatres:
cramped at Darlinghurst, but with the congestion usefully eliminating the pomp and
circumstance of a "society", rather than a social, occasion, egalitarian, informal, a
coatless, open-necked, short-sleeved affair. 14
There were, admittedly anecdotal, accounts which suggested that, from its very
beginning, Nimrod managed to attract an audience not totally confined to the alternative culture
and not necessarily always young. Robert Ryan described the early audiences as consisting of:
barristers, doctors, university students, actors, housewives, schoolkids, printers and a
barman. From what they wear, it's possible to pick factory workers and socialites in
13"An Ethnic Experience." Daily Telegraph, 6th December, 1970.
14Harry Kippax. "Supplement: Celluloid Heroes - Nimrod's 10th Anniversary Production." Theatre Australia,
vol. 5, no. 5, December, 1980 - January. 1981. p. 5.
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the audience any night. . . Fur coats mingle with jeans and shirts. Cigar smokers with
gum-chewers . 15
Even so, audiences were generally specifically interested in theatre and were sympathetic to
Nimrod's aims. Although an opening night audience is rarely typical o f audiences o f subsequent
performances, it does at least indicate those whom management wished to and were obliged to
invite. The critic for the Daily Telegraph provided this description, indicating that at the
opening night at least there was little room for many Mesdames and Messrs Average:
The Nimrod Street Theatre project o f Lawyer Ken Horler and actor-director John
Bell, has been chipped and coaxed out o f an ancient tumbledown stable-warehouse by
an odd team, including doctors, actors and a judge. All were in the audience at the
opening performance of "Biggies" on Wednesday night. So were their mothers,
sponsors, friendly theatre critics, most o f the academic staff of the University o f New
South Wales and Dr. H. C. Coombs, Keeper o f the Cultural Purse . 16
Whatever the composition of the audience, the aim during the first years was to attract a
sympathetic audience by a wide range of adventurous offerings and generally to keep the
audience guessing. As John Bell wrote, "In our early days our programming was deliberately
startling, so that people never knew what to expect o f us next. " 17 Taken overall, Nimrod's
posters contributed enormously to the establishment and maintenance o f its public face,
reflecting the company's sometimes surprising changes in style and direction. The first poster
went only so far in establishing the style o f the new company, leaving the way free for
development in a range of directions.
The "deliberately startling" nature o f Nimrod programming was established with the
choice of their second offering, Beckett's Endgame, in its first professional Sydney production.
It is difficult to think of a play more different from Biggies. H. G. Kippax found the play to be
something of an endurance test and felt that Ken Horler's tempos were too slow even for
Beckett . 18 Endgame was offered along with a performance o f one o f Beckett's Acts Without
15Robert Ryan. "Nimrod - all encompassing theatre," Charisma, no. 11, August. 1972. p. 22. It seems pertinent
to comment that fur coats could be bought at op' shops as readily as they could be purchased from 'Cornelius
Furs'.
16"An Ethnic Experience," op. cit.
17Bell, "Supplement: Celluloid Heroes - Nimrod's 10th Anniversary Production," op. cit., p. 1.
18H. G. Kippax. "For Those With Endurance," Sydney Morning Herald, 29th January, 1971.
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Beckett.18 Endgame was offered along with a performance of one of Beckett's Acts Without
Words and a comic shadow puppet performance by Richard Bradshaw.19 The poster (fig. 4)
was the first of many designed by Kevin Brooks.20 Brooks was bom in Adelaide and came to
Sydney with a history of design experience in University review, television, theatre and opera.
He had worked as a graphic artist for AD5 Channel 7 and had designed for the ABC in Perth
and Sydney. He was a partner in the Coombs/Brooks graphic design venture and at the time of
his first working with Nimrod was working as a freelance designer. In 1973 he designed
posters for the Australian Labor Party's campaign for the South Australian state elections.
Most of Brook's posters made use of photographed images so that his hallmark, for his Nimrod
posters, was his creative use of the photograph as the basis for atmospheric and interesting
poster designs. Although the main image in his first Nimrod poster, for Endgame, was a
sketched face, Brooks made rather whimsical use of photomontage so that the oversized fly
appeared to hover over this image. Further humour of a disturbing kind was achieved by the
Op art eyes which move in and out of the poster's surface and imbue the face with a startled
tragi-comic quality.
The photograph of the fly in the Endgame poster was the beginning of a long
association with Nimrod which lasted into 1975, during which Brooks explored the
possibilities of the photograph in theatre poster design. Although the use of photographs in
theatre posters is now commonplace, it was rare in those of the sixties and seventies. Theatres
traditionally used photographs of actors, or scenes from plays, in foyer displays and
commercial theatres used photographs in programmes. In the non-theatrical art scene,
18H. G. Kippax, "For Those With Endurance," Sydney Morning Herald, 29th January, 1971.
19Richard Bradshaw, bom in Sydney in 1938, was a science graduate and mathematics teachers before becoming
a puppeteer. Most o f his work has been in shadow puppetry and he has produced work for children as well as,
often satirical or political, performances for adults. He was artistic director o f the Marionetter Theatre of
Australia from 1976 until the mid eighties. He has written one published play, Bananas.
20Kevin Brooks' numerous posters for Nimrod included: in the first phase, Beckett's Endgame and Williamson's
The Removalists, both in 1971; Shakespeare's Measure for Measure, Bakaitis' Shadows o f Blood, Buzo's Rooted,
Wood's On Yer Marx and de Groen's The Sweatproof Boy, all in 1972; a Jim McNeil double, 'Prison 73', Kenna's
A Hard God, Cove's Jesters, Buzo's Coralie Landsdowne Says No, all in 1974; in the second phase, Chekhov's
The Seagull, Lord's Well Hung, Cove's Kookaburra, McNeil's How Does Your Garden Grow? and Handke's My
Foot, My Tutor, all in 1974; and Compton's No Mans Land in 1975.
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and methods from Pop art practices. His methods also harked back to the exploitation o f the
textures and expressivity of photography by the European and Russian avant-garde designers,
particularly those of the Bauhaus, of the twenties and thirties,21 made possible by the advances
of Lazio Moholy-Nagy.22 Brook's black and white poster for Nimrod's third production,

Macbeth, (fig. 5) made use of both texture and expressivity. The poster was a greatly enlarged
black and white photograph by Robert Walker of Nick Lathouris who played Macbeth. Brooks
made a strong sinister statement with his image o f the half-shadowed enlarged face o f Macbeth
which covered much of the poster space, peering through blackness, by relying heavily on the
strength of black and white contrast, making much use of the extremes o f the black and white
scale. The use of black and white was also a significant choice as it was used to portray a very
'black' Macbeth indeed. The production concept, which linked the Macbeths with Satanic
rights and the black mass, was clearly indicated by the sharp black perversion of the cross
which stood out over the white forehead of the photographed face.
From the outset, Nimrod took its productions of Shakespearean plays very seriously.
The seriousness needs to be stressed because the twentieth-century production strategy of
relocating Shakespearean plays in terms o f period and setting according to the 'production
concept' of the director, a technique which Nimrod embraced and made its own, has been
roundly criticised as inappropriate, frivolous and verging on the sacrilegious. Although it was
not until the programme for Hamlet on Ice that Nimrod published anything approaching a
policy statement or manifesto, the newspapers which heralded Nimrod's beginnings reported
that Nimrod's chief aim was to present Australian products, "interspersed," as Kessell quoting
Bell put it, "from time to time with classics given highly modernistic interpretation and
21See Alain Weill. The Poster: A Worldwide Survey and History, trans. Marilyn Myatt (London: Sotheby's
Publications, 1985), pp. 153-158.
22Läzlö Moholy-Nagy (1895-1946) was born in Hungary and initially studied law. His experimentation with
film began in the early twenties. He joined the Bauhaus in 1925 and experimented further with photography
and typography. He worked in Amsterdam and London before founding a New Bauhaus in Chicago in 1937.
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presentation."23 In 1973, when Nimrod presented its much acclaimed Hamlet, the preproduction press release declared:
Each year the Nimrod Theatre presents a classical play to contrast with our continuing
programme of indigenous works.24
The policy of presenting classics resulted in a Shakespearean play being presented
almost every year, except in the years when other classic dramatists25 were represented and
during Nimrod's later years when productions o f Shakespearean and other classic plays became
much more frequent. A very large percentage of these were directed by John Bell whose
commitment to the classics and his belief in their relevance to contemporary audiences has
continued to the present26. In 1980, he was to write retrospectively:
A theatre without classics is like a man without a memory. As an actor and a director,
I need to be reminded of the disciplines o f the shape, technique, articulation.
Audiences enjoy seeing the new plays and the classics ricochet off each other, the
classics given a sense of contemporaneity and localisation. ...In my own approach to
the classic plays, one o f the things I have most deliberately set out to do is replace the
"English" way of doing them with a way that is our own. I have grown used to the
howls of those critics and academics who loath [sic ] this approach and want their
Shakespeare "straight."27
Vox Macbeth, the poster designer chose to stress this "sense of contemporaneity and
localisation,"28 the relevance to audiences, rather than express the classic nature o f the play.
For its first Shakespearean production, Bell and his cast chose to confront its audience with an
intense, no holds barred introduction to its policy o f presenting contemporary and relevant
classical plays. No changes to the words o f the text were made but Bell, 'inspired' by the recent
Manson murders, presented the play as a ritualistic black mass with actors dressed in black
robes. Rationalising the tiny space through this ritualistic approach, the action of the play
23Norman Kessell. "The Theatre Business," Daily Telegraph, 18th Nov., 1970.
24Nimrod Street Theatre Press Release, concerning Hamlet which played from 30th March until 19th May,
1973, n.d.
25Works. for instance, by Chekhov, Farquhar. Webster or Jonson were performed.
26John Bell is currently artistic director of the Bell Shakespeare Company.
27John Bell. "Supplement - Celluloid Heroes - Nimrod's 10th Anniversary Production." op. cit., p. 1.
28Loc. cit.
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focussed on a central altar decorated by candles and a goat's skull. In 1995, Bell spoke about
the production and its importance:
it was highly ritualistic. Duncan was led to the altar blindfold and sacrificed on the
altar, and when Macbeth was being surrounded by Birnan Wood, it was the cast
singing the 'D ies Irae' and acting out an exorcism on him. . . . At the time it was
exciting because it was so intense and so small in the space, but I think the audiences
were quite excited by it and it was an unusual approach.29
The same intentions of 'contemporaneity' and relevance lay behind Brooks' poster for
John Bell's production of Measure For Measure (fig. 6), presented at Darlinghurst at the
beginning of 1972. Bell chose, with seeming incongruence, to set the play in Victorian England
and so make use of the tension created between surface prudishness and the sexual realities
beneath this fagade. Once again, Brooks used a photograph, this time by Anthony Horler. The
man and woman were arranged in a typical highly formal Victorian photographic pose and this,
as well as the tan colours which called to mind the sepia tones o f old photographs, allowed the
viewer to register the Victorian setting. The photographs had very little detail, only the heads,
allowing the poster viewer to recognise the actors, the demure hands o f the woman and the
Victorian neckwear, were at all clear The major part of the figures was delineated by a cut out
area of flat dark tan colour placed starkly against a black background. This almost crude use of
a Pop art technique stressed the incongruity o f the Victorian clothing and the photograph with
the uncompromisingly modern mixture of white sanserif typographical styles over the black
ground.
Brooks' consistent use of photographs o f actors playing key roles was a frequent
reaffirmation of the overt theatricalism of Nimrod's work. By reminding their viewers that the
play advertised was not a slice of life but an art form performed by actors, the posters were
indeed in conceptual collaboration with the theatrical discourse in which Nimrod was involved.
The tiny stage of the Nimrod Street Theatre allowed little room for creating the illusion of
29Frances Devlin-Glass, "An interview with John Bell." Australasian Drama Studies, no. 30, April, 1997. p. 32.
See also Chapter II, p. 55 above.
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reality. This is not simply to say that the stage was unsuited to realism.30 The first few
productions were decidedly non-realistic, but when realism did come, and it came very early
with Williamson's The Removal!sts, it was highly effective. But it was not, and could not be, a
fourth-wall style realism, but a realism which tacitly acknowledged the existence o f the
audience. The almost triangular shape of the stage meant that the audience members could not
only see each other, but actually confronted each other, and were thereby constantly kept aware
o f the theatricality of the event. The size o f the stage and the limited funds meant that doubling
- and trebling - of actors was necessary. Such necessity was turned to theatrical advantage
right from the first production in which it was absorbed into the theatrically-conscious
performance style, and thereafter was to survive in various forms to become a Nimrod
hallmark. In Macbeth, the doubling and trebling of all the characters except Macbeth was used
to underline the nightmarish qualities of the production, a quality well expressed by the poster.
The third artist who shared the early 'responsibility' for the visualisation in poster form
o f Nimrod's work during the first phase was Sydney-born Tony McGillick31 who designed the
programme for Biggies and several other posters, including those for the Flash Jim Faux32
productions during the Darlinghurst period and for The Ride Across Lake Constance during the
Surry Hills phase. His second poster was 'Two For The Price of One', not a play title but a
catchy heading for a double bill of two Australian plays, Alex Buzo's The Roy Murphy Show,
directed by Richard Wherrett, and Jack Hibberd's unpublished Customs and Excise, directed by
Ken Horler. Performed in July 1971, this was Nimrod's fifth production and its first double bill.
30The 'realism' referred to is the theatrical tradition which emerged at the end of the nineteenth century, most
predominantly in the works of Ibsen, Chekhov and the later Strindberg, which attempted to present theatre as a
slice of life separated from an 'invisible' audience by an imaginary fourth wall. Realism reached a culmination
of sorts in the 1950s with the work of the British playwright, John Osborne. Australian plays such as Lawler's
Summer o f the Seventeenth Doll and the domestic dramas which followed, including most of David
Williamson's plays of the seventies, stand within this tradition.
31 See also Chapter I. p.43.above.
32Two productions of Ron Blair's musical play, Flash Jim Vaux, were presented during the Nimrod Street
period. The first, in 1971, was directed by John Bell and the second, in 1972. by Aarne Neeme. Posters for
both productions were designed by Tony McGillick. The play was produced again in 1982 for the Belvoir Street
venue, this time as Flash Jim, directed by Anna Volska. McGillick's image for the first two posters was used as
the basis for the poster for the third production.
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(Nimrod's second production of two Beckett plays supported by the Bradshaw puppet
presentation had been virtually a triple bill.) Although double bills were not a regular feature of
Nimrod programming, they occurred frequently enough, when short plays were combined, as in
these first two cases, or when plays with a thematic link were performed together, such as
Prison 73 which included two Jim Davis plays, The O ld Familiar Juice and The Chocolate
Frog. Later in 1972 another double bill was presented, a coupling of an Australian and an
English play: John Williamson's The Removalists33 - in its original form a one act play - and
Tom Stoppard's After Magritte 34
The poster for the Buzo/Hibberd double bill (fig. 7) measured 55.5 x 43.8 cm, in
keeping with other Nimrod posters of the time. Its Pop art style was eminently suited to the
up-dated, presentational, even vaudevillian style of performance which this combination of
plays required. The soap boxes which formed the central image were a direct quotation o f
Warhol's Brillo Boxes works of the sixties.35 By this reference, the poster was tapping into the
characteristic selection by Pop artists of commonplace objects - particularly objects which
represented mass manufacture, consumerism, the mania for repetition and the creation o f false
images - from a commercially oriented society in order to comment upon that society. The
poster was also borrowing from the style o f supermarket 'specials' posters of the period, a style
closely connected with Pop art. McGillick was relying upon on an instant recognition o f this
connection on the part of the poster's audience.
33The stage manager for this production was English born Mike Morris, newly arrived from London where he
had studied at the East 15 theatre school with Larry Eastw ood and Chris Hayw ood who played the part of the
removalist. In 1972. Morris was involved in a community art and education project involving several visual and
performing artists who used the Tin Sheds as a workshop and basis for operation. See Therese Kenyon, Under
a Hot Tin Roof: Art, Passion and Politics at the Tin Sheds (Sydney: State Library7of NSW Press, 1995), p. 62.
After Magritte was directed by Larry Eastwood who denied any connection between the choice of the play and
the exhibitions of Magritte prints at the Yellow House. See Barbara Hall, "Actors want to give us cheap
theatre," The Australian, 23rd October. 1971. If this was so, the timing was remarkably fortuitous.
35Andy Warhol's first Brillo Boxes works were executed in 1964 and 1969. The 1969 version, acrylic and
silkscreen on wood, was exhibited in the exhibition, Pop Art 1955-1970 which toured Australia in 1985. See
Henry Geldzahler, Pop Art 1955-1970, exhibition catalogue (Sydney: International Cultural Corporation of
Australia, 1985), p. 94.
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The active surface was created by a combination of several focal points and a
multiplicity of informal lettering styles used at angles, in overlapping configurations and in
varying sizes to create angles, curves and the illusion o f a surface constantly changing in depth.
This effect was enhanced by the black on white design with its close integration of images and
lettering and by the heavy use of lettering treated in outline. There was no subtlety: areas of
black and white provided contrast and only small areas o f half-tone were used. Heavy black
lines and white lettering over solid areas o f black created movement and energy.
The images on the two soap powder boxes represented the two plays to be performed.
The Roy Murphy Show box had its cartoon-style compere wearing a suggestion o f evening
dress and the Customs and Excise box had its nude lovers semi-reclining in classical style on
their plinth with its decidedly non-classical black heart proclaiming that it was "new!" These
images directly conveyed a promise of entertainment in which nothing would be taken too
seriously, with the possibility that, because nothing was sacred, a few sacred cows might be
given some irreverent treatment
The whole effect was very bold and crowded, with lots o f movement. The impression
created was one of spontaneity and, with its quotation o f the style o f the supermarket poster,
the suggestion of a bargain. Making use o f the old advertising rule o f thumb that the more
black, the cheaper the inference, the use o f a high proportion o f black on the poster reinforced
this. Even the texture of the paper seemed to have an inexpensive butchers' paper look about
it. There was nothing subtle about the message - that it wouldn't cost you very much and that
you would get your money's worth - that fairly blazed across the poster.
By making use of the imagery and styles associated with Pop art, the poster was also
able to convey its satirical spirit. There was a direct link between this spirit expressed by the
style of the poster and Buzo's play. The Roy Murphy Show made full use o f the gaudy glitter
and tawdriness of television football and other panel shows, satirising their jargon and rituals.
It drew upon audience familiarity with the loud, brash style o f such popular entertainment with
its meaningless contests, giveaways and cheap excitement. Similar themes were treated by

Alma de Groen in her Pop influenced play, The Joss Adams Show . 36 Paralleling the way that
Pop artists made use of the everyday objects of society in order to satirise it, Buzo presented
detailed observations about game show practices in order to expose their lack of substance.
Kippax praised the comedy and "knockabout" style o f the play, but particularly admired
Buzo's uncannily accurate ear for the jargon and convention o f sports talk - the
synthetic passions as the merits of the rival teams are argued, the solemn alliteration,
the utter lack of humour .37
These ideas were also inherent in the concept and design of the poster. In a sense the poster
itself was parodying the jargon of the supermarket poster by commenting on its use of cheap
advertising tricks: the spontaneous hand-drawn lettering style, its use o f black to give an
impression of cheapness and its flashy proclamatory style.
McGillick's poster presented the appearance o f an appeal to a popular audience, but this
appeal was part of its satirical aim. By its direct reference to a grass-roots suburban advertising
poster, the inference was that the show would be for ordinary people, that the emphasis would
be on entertainment and would not be intellectual or serious. The popular appeal of the show
was evidenced by the fact that it was given an almost full-page article style review in the Rugby
League Week in which the writer lamented the brevity o f the play's running season .38 The
Nimrod image was clearly presented by the style o f this work. It suggested that there was
nothing elevated or sophisticated about the entertainment offered at Nimrod Theatre. But
always beneath Nimrod's early ebullient larrikinism there lay a serious concern with the nature
o f theatre and a less serious satirical intent. The treatment o f the classical reference in the
design is an indication of Nimrod's debunking agenda.
In spite of the inference that this was something for everyone, that Mrs Everyone could
get a bargain in two plays at the Nimrod just as she could when buying soap flakes at the
supermarket, this was not an accurate indication o f the real audience who attended the play.
36See p. 100 below.
37H. G. Kippax, "Two new Australian productions," Sydney Morning Herald, 3rd July, 1971.
38Michael Woolcott, "Stand Up The Weal Won Casey!" Rugby League Week. 23rd July, 1971, p. 5.

•»y
MICHAEL BODDY
MARCUS COONEY
RON BLAIR and the CAST
direction
KEN HORLER
AARNE NEEME
m usic

GRAHAM BOND
RORY O'DONOGHUE

NIMROD ST. THEATRE

FROM DEC.
BOOKINGS

D .Jts and MITCHELLS
THEATRE 31 3754
Ptmiad by Soutfneoori Pin» Pty Limited. 77 Steam Mill Street. Sydney

V

RE.

S

SOSA
t
O-C-C- s

Tee

poSi «£?f
t

t

CS ~1 x

\ c \~~l

U
-U
-

l
c^r>r~\v

82

The poster was more likely to appeal to a cultural group familiar with and appreciative of the
styles and concepts of Pop art, than to the soap-buying housewife. Satire may not seem
serious, but it is directly related to social analysis and, by implication, to social reform. Buzo's
play is comic but ruthless satire. It takes the form o f a television sports show whose
commentator presents what turns out to be his disastrous final show before a live audience.
The 'audience' of the television show in Buzo's play, the real subject o f his parody, was indeed
the supermarket audience, the working class, suburban breadwinner and housewife audience.
As Peter Fitzpatrick points out in After 'The Doll', this is not the audience o f "people likely to
attend a Buzo play in the subsidized theatres."39 Indeed, from this time on, most of Buzo's
plays tended to deal with a more wealthy, educated, although not necessarily more intelligent,
class of people. Such plays were the legacy of the achievements in Australian drama of the
fifties and early sixties characterised by plays like 'The DolT, The Shifting Heart and The One
Day o f the Year. These gave rise to so-called 'slum drama' which was applauded for bringing
the subject matter of the theatre closer to its audience, but which, in reality, explored the lives
o f working class people before middle class audiences.
Several important aspects of the Nimrod agenda were reinforced by this poster: its
irreverent, energetic style; an awareness of its cultural context through the use of the visual
language of Pop art and the theatrical language o f Pop theatre; an interest in satire and social
comment; and the championship of local content. The importance o f new Australian plays to
Nimrod had already been established by Biggies and Flash Jim Vaux by Ron Blair, and was to
be reinforced further by the next two productions, The Duke o f Edinburgh Assassinated by
Bob Ellis and Dick Hall and The Removalists by John Williamson. Most of these Australian
plays were newly written or specifically devised for the Nimrod Street Company.
Hamlet on Ice (fig. 8), which opened at the Nimrod Street Theatre on 8th December,
1971, also fitted this description. It also fitted into the category o f the experimental, larrikin,
vulgar style associated particularly with Nimrod's Australian productions by this juncture at the
39Peter Fitzpatrick, After the 'Doll': Australian Drama Since 1955 (Melbourne: Edward Arnold, 1979), p. 102.
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end of Nimrod's first year of operation Moreover, it was the work o f the same writing team of
Boddy, Cooney and Blair who had created Biggies and, once again, Janet Dawson designed the
set and poster Dawson was to design sets and poster for one further production, The Last
Supper Show (fig. 9), written by Michael Boddy and performed in December, 1972.
As in her previous posters and The Last Supper Show, Dawson used strong, solid
colours and key images representative of the play for the Hamlet On Ice poster. Measuring 57
x 44 cm, the poster featured one large central highly whimsical image, but this was augmented
by the treatment of the title which was given in such appropriately expressive lettering that it
took on a pictorial role. The skull grinned from the centre o f the poster with huge red
Vaudeville lips somewhat predictive of the lips of the Mo image which came to be associated
with Nimrod from the time of the production of Steve J. Spears' Young M o in 1977. The skull,
probably the most easily recognisable theatrical symbol o f the English-speaking world, was
given a stylised, cartoon-like treatment. The skull was 'capped' by a tiny jauntily-angled
Cavalier style hat from which flourished a very large feather, giving it an expression o f hideous
archness. Spontaneity was achieved by the sw^eep o f the feather and the informal and irregular
lettering. Perhaps this style could not quite be termed 'Pop' but it was certainly nodding in its
general direction.
Apart from the expected information regarding the title, dates, venue and booking
details, a democratic tone was achieved by the inclusion o f "the cast" in the playwriting team of
Michael Boddy, Marcus Cooney and Ron Blair The cast were not named in their own right
but, as in almost all Nimrod posters, the names of directors - Ken Horler and Aarne Neeme,
and the music team - Graham Bond and Rory O'Donoghue, were all included This suggested
the democratic nature of Nimrod theatre and its productions. By the end o f 1971 Nimrod had
experienced over a year of successful productions and had developed something approaching a
clientele. To this clientele the inclusion of the names o f those responsible for the production
would suggest that here was another experimental, zany, eclectic offering from a familiar team,
people whose work you have seen before and applauded. At the same time, the poster, with its
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juxtaposition of oddly related images and boldly contrasted colours, economically captured the
spirit of the play and would have told even the uninitiated something of the bizarre nature of the
entertainment offered
The play itself was an eclectic pantomime style concoction for adults, very loosely
based on the plot and themes of Hamlet. According to reports o f the time, the production
managed to be "not only a demonic debunking o f pretentious Shakespeareanism," but it was
also "a deliciously spot-on send-up of the old Tivoli-type panto."40 Natalie Scott wrote that,
"If you like pantomime, vulgarity, noise, songs, dances and a total absence o f serious cultural
values you will love the show."41 Of course much the same thing had been written about other
productions of the first year. The 'style' of these first productions, however, was not an
homogenous one. Productions of this period included the bold and boisterous Australian
offerings, a very serious production of Macbeth and plays such as those by Beckett, Stoppard
and Williamson which required a range of treatments. What linked these plays and
productions, and what combined to form the Nimrod image, was a kind of intensity, an almost
perverse intention to create the unusual and the unexpected either in the choice of play or in its
treatment, or both.
Dawson's posters were not attempts to foreshadow the visual appearance o f the
production as it would be performed. Photographs o f the production indicated a spangled,
glitzy camp overall design statement, which relied strongly on the witty over-the-top costumes
associated with pantomime. The essence o f the production, however, was well captured by the
poster design. The skull was the classic, inescapable reference to Shakespeare's Hamlet, while
the witty and imaginative treatment of it gave an accurate indication o f the total lack of
reverence in Nimrod's treatment of the source of this extremely revised version. The poster
expressed an air of fun, a lack of sophistication and an inexpensive feel to it appropriate to the
$2 ticket price which the Nimrod company was proud to offer.
40"Uproarious Concoction," Daily Telegraph, 23rd December, 1971.
41Natalie Scott, "Shakespeare takes another bashing in a 'desperate concoction'," The Australian, 18th

December, 1971.
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Given this connection, the poster worked as part o f the total event and would have been
effective as a foyer decoration to help set the noisy, 'circusy', irreverent atmosphere o f the
piece. It also worked well as an advertisement with its bold royal blue and white contrast and
its bright red accents. It would also have looked well as a repeated image with several posters
placed side by side consequently and would have been effective on the hoardings. The thrust of
the poster was populist in accordance with the intention and style of the entertainment offered.
Once again, this brings into play the argument concerning the true nature o f the audience to
which the poster was aimed and for which the production was developed. Once again, there is
no simple answer. The fun element was undeniable and one did not have to know very much
about theatre to make the skull association. However, some knowledge was required to
understand the poster's total message, just as some understanding o f the Shakespearean play
and of the nature of pantomime was helpful if a patron were to appreciate the satirical,
debunking intention of the play and its production style. By this juncture in Nimrod's history,
with its established core audience following, the desire to create community, populist theatre
had become overshadowed by the desire to explore and test the possibilities o f theatre,
particularly as they related to Nimrod's specific acting and audience space. The role o f the
audience in this exploration was very important as it involved an exploration o f the actoraudience relationship, but it now required a relatively informed, or at least sympathetic,
audience.

Shadows o f Blood by Helmut Bakaitis,42 directed by Rex Cramphorn, was the second
play of Nimrod's second new calendar year, following John Bell's conceptually experimental
production o f Measure fo r Measure. Shadows o f Blood was experimental in a different way,
for with this production Nimrod added the horror genre to its eclectic theatrical menu
Margaret Jones wrote:
42Helmut Bakaitis. born in Dresden in 1944, was a graduate of NIDA. He was in the cast of the original
production of Rod Milgate's^t Refined Look at Existence at Jane Street in 1966. His only published play, The
Incredible Mind-Blowing Trial o f Jack Smith, was written in 1971. His career has focussed on youth and
educational theatre. See also p. 14 above.
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One of the best things about the Nimrod Street Theatre is that it is clearly ready to try
anything once. Having experimented in recent times with historical musicals,
Victorian Shakespeare, social realism and surrealist pantomime, it has now bravely impetuously might be a better word - launched itself into a Gothic horror play.43
Written specifically for Nimrod, the play was set in an asylum for the insane. It was inspired
by, and relied heavily upon, the works and ideas o f Edgar Allan Poe and the piece was redolent
with the preoccupations associated with him: necrophilia, occultism, insanity, tuberculosis,
sexual fantasies, drug abuse and the death o f young women. The piece was an intense, closely
observed investigation of the kind of sickness o f mind which conjures up the particular kind of
nightmarish horror which Poe created. It was enacted on the Nimrod Street stage which was
completely enclosed by what at first appeared to be walls and a door but which, when lit,
proved to be scrims which remained in place for the entire performance to create a suggestion
o f a barrier between the actors and the very close audience. Brian Hoad commented that the
setting provided:
the perfect hot-house for the cultivation o f sick minds. The audience sees the action
as it were through a cobweb, a vague mist or a darkened glass. It is alienated from
what goes on within that horrid cocoon, but at the same time the cocoon and the
intimacy of the theatre combine to create a uneasy feeling of oppressiveness, of
claustrophobia.44
For its total effect the production relied on a kind o f opulence of details which were combined
almost to saturation point: the slow, intense acting tempo, the reds and blacks of the set, the
red of quite an amount of blood, the screams, the hypnotic atmosphere created by the live
music from dulcimer and flute, and even, as more than one critic commented, the smell o f wine,
candles and cigars.45
The poster (fig. 10), by Kevin Brooks, competently captured the style and atmosphere
o f this production. Just as the play and the set vividly portrayed the sickness of a mind, so too
did the 'face' of the figure in the poster. There was shock value in the use o f the surrealist
43Margaret Jones, Sydney Morning Herald, 10th April, 1972.
44Brian Hoad, "Horrors of the mind," The Bulletin. 15th April, 1972, p. 31.
45Margaret Jones, Sydney Morning Herald, 10th April, 1972; and Brian Hoad, "Horrors of the mind." The
Bulletin, 15th April, 1972, p. 31.
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convention of replacing the face with a combination o f images which represented the mind
behind the face. Using traditional photomontage, Brooks created a collage o f nightmare
images surrealistically juxtaposed with each other and arranged over a photograph of an
overgrown gothic mansion. He borrowed directly from surrealist practices o f juxtaposing nonrelated images or images of different proportions in order to disquiet or to startle. In this way
Brooks created a compressed surrealist Pop version o f the opulence o f disturbing detail which
was to be created on stage This poster was quite closely related to Brook's poster for the
preceding production of Measure For Measure as in both posters the creation of an historical
era was balanced with the use of overtly modern techniques. Both posters made use of cut-out
shapes and strong contrasts in colour, black with tan, black with white and grey. Brooks also
made use of contrasting textures in the evenly dotted texture o f the hair, created by the use of
commercial film shading - probably Letratone - o f the Shadows o f Blood figure against the
softness of the solid black background.
This was a visually interesting poster which made conscious reference to and use of
current artistic trends. It was successful in creating a sinister atmosphere appropriate to the
play and in suggesting the horrors that may lurk behind anonymous faces. It provoked thought
about the subject matter and, possibly, about the nature of visual representation. In addition to
information regarding the production details of the play, the poster expressed something of the
sinister, macabre atmosphere of the play in performance so that people who saw the poster
would not have been surprised by the nature o f the performance they witnessed.
Katherine Brisbane expressed not surprise, but shock at the style o f Shadows o f Blood.
She wrote.
Helmut Bakaitis' new play at the Nimrod Theatre, Sydney, comes as a shock to the
constitution - not an unpleasant one by any means, but far enough from our
expectations of the environment to leave us in a consternation o f feeling. Shadows of
Blood is the title and . . . Stemming as it does from the boards which gave birth to
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Biggies and Hamlet On Ice, it might be forgiven if we had different expectations o f a
Nimrod author's Gothic melodrama 46
Brisbane's "shock", however, was connected with her expectations about the use of the acting
space, and with the idea of horror as a predictable genre for Nimrod The discomfort which
some critics have shown in their reviews of this production, and o f Nimrod productions in
general, has been the result of a desire to categorise theatre groups and their production styles.
A group which set itself up to explore an Australian version o f a Vaudevillian tradition and
champion new Australian works and maintain an experimental agenda and produce classics in a
contemporary way, was bound to be very difficult to categorise. Moreover, a group which
cultivated for itself a brash, larrikin image and which deliberately sought to surprise its
audiences with every new production made such categorisation almost impossible.
By the time of the production of Shadow's o f Blood, there was a perception on the part
o f critics and audiences that Nimrod had developed a distinctive robust, irreverent, basically
satirical style which veiled but did not conceal a serious exploration o f the nature o f theatre,
this latter aspect relating particularly to the more intellectual approach to the classics. The
problem which Shadows o f Blood posed for critics and audiences lay in the perceived fact that,
just when they had categorised and articulated the style, the style seemed to change. Seen
overall, the style had been highly eclectic from the first, but there was an undeniable shift in
emphasis from about this time; less emphasis was placed on the Biggies style characterised by
mayhem, irreverence and satire; and more emphasis was placed on the more serious of
Nimrod's aims. This shift in emphasis was possibly evident in the posters from Measure For

Measure, or perhaps, from Shadows o f Blood onwards, insofar as these posters posed
questions and made more complex statements about the plays they visualised.
Possibly the most telling comments regarding the expectations which patrons had of the
Nimrod fare and the constitution of the Nimrod audience were by Brian Hoad who recognised
the experimental nature of the production but felt that this particular type o f experimentation
46Katharine Brisbane, "Exercise in Madness," The Australian, 17th April. 1972.
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could not attract the audience which Nimrod needed to maintain. His summary of Shadows o f
Blood was that "It isn't a popular piece of theatre. It's too rich in ideas, too thick with observed
detail."47 From hereon in, the Nimrod company was much less interested in targeting a popular
person-in-the-street audience, but, aware o f the value o f its coterie, put its energies into refining
and intensifying its dialogue with its theatrically aware audience and into building up this
particular type of audience. In 1975, John Bell wrote:
I now regard Alternative Theatre rather as one of the manifestations of an Alternative
Society, and one which is therefore likely to be politically radical, deliberately anti
commercial, deliberately unprofessional and impermanent, aimed not at entertaining or
even communicating with an anonymous floating public so much as having a particular
statement to make to a certain select and sympathetic audience.48
Bell's statement was a recognition that Nimrod was a product o f an alternate culture and that an
'alternate' theatre was not popular in that it belonged to everybody, but that it was specifically
connected with an 'alternate' audience. In spite of comments regarding the Nimrod's aim to
produce popular theatre, they had, for the first few years o f operation at least, targeted a quite
specific audience and had, without anything like a marketing plan, managed to attract the right
audience to the right product
In October and December of 1972, Nimrod staged Basically Black, a revue written by
Aboriginal and white writers with a large, all-Aboriginal cast. The director, Ken Horler, was
quite proud of his own and the cast's achievements even though he expressed the concern that
even the broad-minded Nimrod audience was not quite ready for the intensity and "raw anger"
o f the piece 49 The revue presented
a coolly satirical look at the values of white Australians. In 16 sketches it comments
on such issues as Aboriginal conditions in the Top End, the legalities of mining rights
in the Northern Territory, attitudes to sacred sites, the Aboriginal cricket team that
47Brian Hoad. "Horrors of the Mind," The Bulletin, 15th April, 1972, p. 31.
48John Bell. "Alternative Theatre," Southerly, 25, 1975.
49Ken Horler, "Conversation with Hazel de Berg, tapes 854 - 855, 16th September, 1975, transcript p. 11,319.
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preceded any official Test team to England, Bennelong (the exotic Manly showpiece
of 180 years ago) and the dark side o f Tasmania's history.50
The script was a confrontational presentation o f matters o f concern to Aboriginal people,
characterised by unmistakably Aboriginal style 'black' humour and performed in an energetic,
committed mix of styles. Although the performance style o f Basically Black was well in
keeping with that of several other of Nimrod's previous productions, the more serious message
o f the production was symptomatic of Nimrod's change in emphasis towards a more committed
exploration of theatre and of a newly evident interest in social concerns. The poster (fig. 11)
expressed this serious side of Nimrod and, in addition, carried its own clear message. The
confronting black and white poster was by controversial painter, printmaker and sculptor, Brett
Whiteley. The Basically Black poster was completed after his final return to Australia in
November, 1969. During this period Whiteley's work displayed an immense variety in terms of
subject matter and style, but there was a proportion o f his work which reflected his response to
social and environmental concerns. The image he created for the revue, Basically Black,
represented a strong response indeed. The overall statement o f the work was one of intense
anger, a statement which immediately brings to mind Horler's comment about "raw anger".
People who had seen the poster may have been partly prepared for the intensity o f the anger
expressed by the performance.
The poster showed Whiteley's delicate strength and his ability to say quite opposite
things at the same time. The poster's single image managed to convey strength and weakness,
movement and stillness, humour and tragedy, oppression and defiance. The white hand firmly
holds and shakes the black head, but the strong neck, with its trunk-like sinews, is firmly rooted
and will not be moved. The head is thrown back in pain, but the facial expression is
ambiguous; there is a hint of laughter in the face o f violence which will hurt the body but not
the spirit. The very image of oppression, the head forcibly held back, is at the same time the
image of the raised fist of defiance.
50Christopher Dawson. "A Taste of Black Humour for Sydney," The Sydney Morning Herald , 14th October,
1972.
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The main achievement of Whiteley's poster was its visual expression of a range of
complex statements and a suggestion of his own and Nimrod's stance. The poster said nothing
about the style of performance, but it said a great deal about the ideas with which the revue was
concerned. It was a highly effective tool for communicating with Nimrod's thinking, socially
concerned audience. It presented them with a confronting image which implied a range of
subtexts.
This poster did not reflect the Nimrod image in any o f the ways employed by previous
poster designers. It did not reflect the larrikin element which is evident in posters such as those
for Hamlet On Ice and The Last Supper Show. It did not reflect the theatrical emphasis of
Nimrod by using photographs of actors, not did it reflect contemporary approaches to the
classics as did the Macbeth poster. It did not emphasise the experimental. As the poster for
Nimrod's first serious attempt to tackle a social issue, it conveyed an uncompromising message
about that issue. What it said about Nimrod was that it was willing to explore society's
concerns in a theatrical idiom and that people and their opinions mattered. Nimrod provided
opportunity for artists - writers, directors, actors, designers and visual artists - to respond to
their social context.
The final production at the Nimrod Street Theatre before Nimrod's move to its Belvoir
Street premises was Coralie Landsdowne Says No by Alex Buzo. When Nimrod premiered the
play at the 1974 Adelaide Arts Festival, the two week season sold out prior to the first
performance, a feat which gave weight to Buzo's opinion that this was his best play yet.51 The
Adelaide performances were followed by a season at the Nimrod Street Theatre where its
reception was mainly positive, although there were some who found the play disappointing.52
Susie Eisenhuth found the play "superb" and "a positive hit".53 Eisenhuth was speaking of the
creation of the character of Coralie, a twenty-nine year old woman, single and on the brink of
51Brian Hoad. "Buzo's new-found Heart." The Bulletin, 30th March. 1974.
52Kevon Kemp. "Buzo's cliches [.svc ] fall short - but 'Coralie' is a must," National Times, 22nd - 27th April.
1974. In spite of the basically positive title, Kemp is highly critical of the play and, particularly, of the
performance.
53Susie Eisenhuth. "Buzo's Coralie a positive hit," Sunday Telegraph, 24th April, 1974.
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an uncertain future, as much as of the play itself. Coralie, jeans-wearing, outwardly hard,
opinionated, self-sufficient, cynical and vulnerable, was among the very best of the female
characters created by Australian dramatists at the time. Hoad said that the play, among other
things, "is about loneliness and aloneness, about the need to find a balance between attachment
and detachment".54 Kevin Brooks' poster for this production captured precisely this element of
the play's themes.
The programme for this production (fig. 12), featured the image from Brooks' poster
and was typical of the style and format of programme which Nimrod was to use right up until
its final years and of which it was justly proud. The poster image was based on a photograph
o f Jude Kuring who played the character of Coralie Landsdowne. The 'message' of the poster
stemmed, not from an emphasis on the face as in most of Brooks' posters, but on the body
language and attitude of the figure. Coralie sits, almost slouching, relaxed in her director's
chair. She is independent, unconcerned with preconceived ideas about how a woman should
sit, unconcerned with the spectators' opinions o f her. She is rare amongst the figures in Brook's
posters in that she does not look at the camera/spectator. She is also a relative rarity in
Australian drama, and in Nimrod productions, up to this time, insofar as she is the central
character of a play and a woman. Once again, Brooks created a poster which was closely
connected to the subject matter of the play and which gave the audience some fairly clear,
accurate expectations regarding the performance o f the play. As in his Shadows o f Blood
poster, he created a work which expressed a message o f its own and which, to an extent,
worked independently of the theatrical event.
Kevin Brooks also produced a poster (fig. 13) which advertised Nimrod's new venue.
In typical Brooks fashion, the poster made use o f photographs, photographs of previous
posters and of previous productions arranged into a collage o f familiar faces. In this poster, he
referred overtly to the use of photography in Pop collages and his use of the heads with their
speech balloons is strongly reminiscent of the artwork in OZ magazine. The poster linked the
54Brian Hoad, "Buzo's new-found heart," The Bulletin , 30th March, 1974.
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two venues and the two phases of Nimrod's development. It expressed a retrospective
summary of the best of Nimrod's achievements, features which were, o f course, to be retained,
as well as a hint of better things to come. The poster included a map, just as the first poster for

Biggies had done, and also featured Cerebos Salt and Fountain Tomato Sauce containers which
represented the previous function of the new venue, and at the same time conjured up
connections with Andy Warhol's use of similar popular images.
It was highly appropriate that the poster for the final production and the poster that
linked the old with the new Nimrod venues, should be by Kevin Brooks as it was he who,
above all others, contributed most towards the composition o f a public visual image o f the
work of the Nimrod Company during the early years at Darlinghurst. Through his use of
photographs of actors in their character roles, Brook's contribution, which was to continue until
early 1975, had been to interpret Nimrod's emphasis on the actor as performer in a visual form.
This emphasis implied that the Nimrod company saw theatre primarily as an interaction
between performer and audience, an attitude reinforced by the acting space, and that the role of
the audience in this exchange was of vital importance.

CHAPTER IV

The Nimrod Posters: Part II
The Visual Expression of Later Nimrod
The shift towards the stylistic focuses which came to be identified with the later
Nimrod had been discernible before the move to the new venue, in the selection and
production of some of the 1973 Darlinghurst offerings, particularly in the plays by Jim
McNeil and Kenna's A Hard God. From this time on, the rollicking presentational style o f the
first years was gradually complemented by a socially conscious realism and a more overt
experimentalism. By the time Nimrod had settled into its new theatre, the larrikin style
production served as a firmly established foundation on which to build and a reference point
for future productions such as Ginge's Last Stand in 1975 and Young Mo in 1976, the latter
being consciously retrospective, and the successful musical productions. The beginning of
this shift also marked the beginning of a move away from the early desire to privilege the
audience as an interactive element. In terms of the posters, this shift manifested itself by a
move away from designs which focused on the presentational acting style and on the actor,
towards an emphasis, in the hands of new designers who used a different visual language, on
ideas and themes. In this way a new focus on the play as the significant element developed.
This privileging of the play as a finished product, albeit an original and/or experimental
product, as the main aim of theatrical endeavour was to be accompanied by a less
collaborative approach in which the boundaries between writer, director, actor, administrator,
etc. were to become more clearly defined.
There was considerable overlap between the poster styles associated with the two
addresses, as the early stage poster designers continued their work into the second stage.
The work of Kevin Brooks, with its emphasis on the actor, continued to be heavily
represented. The rather serious posters of Brooks were balanced by the exuberance o f those
of Martin Sharp whose contribution to Nimrod's public image during this second phase of
Nimrod's history was very important. More than anyone else, his designs bridged the

conceptual gap between the two stages of Nimrod's history. Sharp designed only eight
posters1 for Nimrod, but these works dominated the poster history of Nimrod for most o f the
second phase. Part of the reason for this perceived dominance lay in the adoption of the Mo
logo from Sharp's poster for Steve J Spears' The Resuscitation o f the Little Prince Who
Couldn't Laugh as Performed By Young M o at the Height o f the Great Depression o f 1929
as Nimrod's logo from 1977 on. A more important and fundamental reason for this
dominance lay in the coincidence between certain essentials in Nimrod's style and aims and
those of Sharp. Taken overall, Sharp's posters have an essential theatricality which accorded
well with the Nimrod theatrical discourse. Among other things, Sharp's posters displayed a
direct presentational approach, an awareness o f history and a willingness to appropriate its
images and resonances, an idiosyncratic style and an anarchic stance, all o f these things had
parallels in some aspect of Nimrod's aims and practices which had been established during its
first phase and which became the foundation for the developments of the second. Further,
Nimrod once again associated itself with a young avant garde artist, as it had with Dawson,
McGillick and Whiteley. Nimrod's image as an 'alternate' theatre was highlighted by this
placing of its image in the hands of a young avant-garde artist who was also strongly
associated with the counterculture by dint of his work as cartoonist for the student magazine,
The Arty Wild Oat and then as cartoonist and writer for OZ, the latter precipitating his
departure to London where he produced posters which reflected the styles and interests of the
English underground.
Sharp's first poster for Nimrod was in 1973, before the move to Surry Hills, for the
production of Peter Handke's Kaspar. Martin Sharp, born in Sydney in 1942, painter,
cartoonist, poster designer and film-maker, began designing posters for theatrical and
community events after his return to Sydney from London. Although the spirit of Sharp's
1Sharp completed eight posters for Nimrod: Kaspar (1973), Ginge's Last Stand (1975), Young Mo (1977),
Curse o f the Standing Class (1978), Kold Komfort Kaffee (1978), The Venetian Twins (1979), Sideshow in
Burlesco (1979) and the Nimrod 10th birthday poster (1980) which was also reproduced on the cover of
Theatre Australia, vol. 5, no. 5, December, 1980 - January, 1981 and. in a slightly different black and white
version, on the cover of the Nimrod Banner, no. 9. September/October, 1980.
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posters had changed very little from his London days, unlike the complex decadence which
characterised his most famous sixties images, such as those of Bob Dylan and Jimi Hendrix,
the Sydney posters, particularly the Nimrod examples, feature a much simpler, but often more
striking, use of image and colour.
Billed rather inaccurately as "Nimrod's first staging o f a contemporary non-Australian
play , " 2 Kaspar was directed by Richard Wherrett and featured Philip Sayer as Kaspar. An
uncompromisingly experimental play, it was generally well received. At best, Roger Pulvers
found it to be" the most perfect combination o f playwright, director and actor that I have seen
on the Australian stage . " 3 Norman Kessell, on the other hand, wrote that it was "not so much
a play as a wordy endurance test for both performer and patron . " 4 That audiences and critics
should find the play "wordy", however, was totally intentional. Kemp wrote that Kaspar.
must surely be one of the most purely wordy plays since Shaw.
This is perfectly in character, however, since the entire play is a brave philosophic
attempt to make us stand off and look at the tyranny and terror o f the words: the
hard ways in which the words and set phrases come to be the real universe, standing
in for objects, always distorting them to some degree, never allowing us to
manipulate experience quite in the raw .5
The play deals with, and is a demonstration of, the function, use and abuse o f language in the
development of the individual and in the maintenance o f social conventions, themes which
Australian playwright, Louis Nowra, was later to explore in several of his plays.6 The central
2This statement appeared in the Nimrod Street Theatre's 'Press Release' for this play and also in Norman
Kessell's preview article on the play, ''Nimrod Theatre to break new ground," Sunday Telegraph, 25th
October, 1973, which was presumably based on the Nimrod 'Press Release'. Nimrod's second and seventh
productions, Beckett's Endgame and Stoppard's After Magritte, surely fit into the category of "contemporary'
non-Australian play."
3Roger Pulvers, Canberra Times, 28th November, 1973.
4Normal Kessell, Daily Telegraph, 9th November, 1973.
5Kevon Kemp. "Kaspar a wordy look," National Times, 19th -24th November, 1973.
6The early plays of Louis Nowra. born in Melbourne in 1950, were produced at La Mama. Albert Names
Edward, originally conceived as a radio play, which deals with themes similar to those of Handke's Kaspar,
was first produced at La Mama in 1976. Nowra moved to Sydney where his first full-length play, Inner
Voices, also dealing with the themes of language and isolation, was first staged by Nimrod in 1977. Visions
and The Golden Age both deal with similar themes. Visions was first performed in 1978 by the Paris Theatre
Company (formed by Rex Cramphorn and Jim Sharman but lasting only one season) while The Golden Age
was first produced in 1985 by the Playbox Theatre in Melbourne and by Nimrod in 1987. The Nimrod also
presented the first production of Nowra's Inside the Island, concerning quite different themes, in 1980.
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idea of the play is based on a discovery, in 1828, o f a sixteen year old boy who was found to
be undeveloped in mind due to his having been deprived o f human company since birth. This
event provided the basic focus of an experimental play which is aggressively non- ealistic and
essentially without plot and conventional form, in accordance with the playwright's concern
with evolving new theatrical forms. The play is a demonstration of Kaspar's tragic, moving
and very funny struggle to discover and develop the structure o f his mind via his learning to
use language. In his preliminary remarks, Handke said of the play that, "It shows how
someone can be made to speak through speaking. The play could also be called 'speech
torture'."7 Although the name of the subject of the torture is Kaspar, calling to mind the
German, Kasper, a Punch-like clown, he is not a clown in any traditional sense. Handke
himself wrote that:
he does not resemble any other comedian; rather, when he comes on stage he
resembles Frankenstein's monster (or King Kong).8
Martin Sharp's poster, 58 x 44.2 cm, (fig. 14) directly quoted the hands to the side of
the anguished face pose of Expressionist despair o f Edvard Munch's The Scream,9 and in so
doing, squarely addressed the Expressionist angst of Handke's play. The poster was a direct
visual translation of the central concept of the play and, o f all the Sharp Nimrod posters, this
was the most clearly illustrative of the play which it advertised. Sharp eloquently depicted the
agony and frustration of the torture and struggle o f the clown-monster. He made use o f the
comic and theatrical associations of the popular cartoon icon, Mickey Mouse, with his
essentially vaudevillian 'make-up', further distorting the popular image to become Handke's
clown-monster. Rendered bodiless and anchored to the chair at centre stage, the tortured
central image was rained upon with words, a composition which expressed the tyranny of
words and at the same time captured the theatrical nature of Handke's play. The 'words'
which informed the viewer of the names of the playwright, director, and cast, surrounded the
7Peter Handke, Kaspar, (London: Eyre Methuen, 1972). p. 11.

%Loc. cit.
9Edvard Munch. The Scream, lithograph, 1893, oil painting, 1893.

98

Mickey Mouse/Kaspar image so that they formed part o f the image to become an integral part
o f the message of the poster. The frame of laughter words served to ridicule and deride the
central figure, but also to suggest that the performance may have a comic element. Sharp
also created the set for the production, a set design in which he employed an imaginative
translation of the essence of the play similar to that which we find in the poster. Susie
Eisenhuth, who hated the play and the performance, praised the "sunny, funny" set while
Kevon Kemp's more elucidating comments, served to demonstrate the link between the poster
and the production style:
the Martin Sharp setting is quite something for these days. The artist has let the play
work on his own imagination. There is hardly one note o f realism (barring a
practical object or two) in the set, but it works extremely well as a sort of child's
benign nightmare . 10
Sharp has expressed the concept of this play in his visually brash but conceptually
subtle poster so that audiences were well prepared for the philosophy of the play. Even so,
the translation of Handke's clown-monster into a distorted Mickey Mouse may have resulted
in some surprises for audiences when they were confronted with the actual performance
Audiences could not have fully understood the subtleties o f the message o f the poster until
they had seen the actual performance and in this sense the dialogue between the poster and its
audience was able to continue, for the theatre audience, after the poster's function as
advertisement was long over. This implies the possibility of a further element in the after-life
o f the theatre poster. Posters have long been valued as collectable items, more or less
independently of the event which provided them with their original purpose. They have been
collected as items of aesthetic or decorative value, as examples o f the works o f a particular
artist, particularly when that artist is well known, or as souvenirs o f a particular event.
Collected as souvenirs of an event, posters function to continue a dialogue between event and
audience. Posters like Sharp's Kaspar may serve to continue this dialogue at a more
complex, even intellectual level.
10Kevon Kemp. National Times, 19th - 24th November, 1973.

Sharp's posters, nevertheless, functioned very well as advertisements. Attractive, bold
and eye-catching, they had the added attraction of being easily recognised as the work o f their
designer. The Nimrod management were well aware o f this as they marketed completed sets
o f the Sharp posters well after the events.11 Most o f the Sharp Nimrod posters took the form
o f an overall composition which presented a narrative to be read by the spectator. In the case
o f the Kaspar poster, the bizarre picture presented the viewer not so much with a narrative as
with an intellectual puzzle. It transmitted information, but this was so skilfully integrated into
the overall design as to become part of it. This was an attractive, clever poster, designed to
fulfil a complex set of functions, but nonetheless effective in its first function, to advertise the
theatrical event in a manner appropriate to the Nimrod image.
The first production in the 'new' theatre was Bacchoi, an Australian musical version,
by Bryan Nason and Ralph Tyrrell, of the Bacchae. It was not particularly well received and
was neither an artistic nor a financial success.12 It was advertised by way o f a minimalist
poster which relied on its uncompromising simplicity for effect. With a design that consisted
o f large white lower case lettering on a solid royal blue background, the poster gave nothing
away as to the nature of the play or the performance, except to name Jon English and Jeannie
Lewis as the star performers. This production and the opening o f the new theatre was given a
very wide media coverage.13
At its new venue Nimrod continued to offer an eclectic range o f plays, themes and
production styles. Experimentation remained a high priority, clearly illustrated by the opening
o f the eighty-five seat Nimrod Downstairs chiefly as an experimental space in February, 1976.
The social realist and feminist elements which became increasingly important towards the end
o f the decade were well illustrated by the 1977 production of Alma de Groen's Going

1'Other kinds of merchandise, such as the 1978 Christmas cards which featured Sharp's KoId Komfort Kaffee
poster design, were also available.
12See p. 59 for critical opinion of this production.
13See. for example, "Big business gets the Nimrod on the move," Sunday Telegraph, 5th March. 1974; and
"All but the art at the Nimrod goes conventional," The Australian, 1st April, 1974.
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H om e.14 This was the fourth de Groen play staged by Nimrod and the fact that it was staged
in the Upstairs space indicated the importance that the company placed on her and her plays.
Nimrod had previously staged her first full-length play, The Sweatproof Boy, as early as 1972,
for which Kevin Brooks designed a poster (fig. 15) featuring full-length photographs o f actor
Joe Hasham taken from seven different angles, a design which owed much to Andy Warhol's
repeated image works such as Mona Lisa o f 1963 and Elvis I o f 1964.
Another reference to Warhol's imagery was made in Sally Toone's poster (fig. 16) for
Going Home. Toone's use of a large peach can as the visual key to De Groen's play, was a
direct quotation of Warhol's Campbell's Soup Cans and a reference to his appropriation and
manipulation of banal and commonplace objects, particularly manufactured objects, which
expressed the surface of modern society and its devotion to consumerism. The image o f the
tin can in the poster acted as an all-purpose symbol o f the many manifestations o f loneliness
which de Groen explored in her plot. For the character of Zoe, an addiction to shopping is a
manifestation of her desperation and loneliness as she is taken in by the hollow promises and
surface glitter of consumerism in her attempt to solve her personal and family problems.
Visual references to Pop art used in connection with the plays o f Alma De Groen are highly
appropriate because of the direct influence o f Pop art on her early works and because she
addressed the problems of the consumer society and the dangers of the glossy surface images
created by commercial interests. The gap between the idealised images created by the
permitted lies perpetrated by a mass media driven by commercial interests, and the problems
o f real life, were dealt with in The Joss Adams Show and Perfectly Alright,15 both o f which
were directly influenced by Pop art .16 The Joss Adams Show employed a theatrical Pop idiom
to combine a treatment of the problems of young motherhood and child-abuse with a critique
o f the false joviality of commercially-created images o f society, particularly the game show, a
14See also p. 44 and p. 57 above.
15The short play, Perfectly Alright was developed in 1973 from the earlier unpublished full-length play, The
Sweatproof Boy, which was produced by Nimrod in 1972.
16See De Groen's discussion in Jennifer Palmer, ed. Contemporary Australian Playwrights (Adelaide:
Adelaide University Union Press, 1979), pp. 160-172.
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theme also tackled in Buzo's The Roy Murphy Show. 11 De Groen also explored these ideas
further in Perfectly Alright, which was in essence a theatrical version of Richard Hamilton's

What Is It That Makes Today's Homes So Different, So Appealing?
Going Home, set in Canada where de Groen herself had spent some four years, dealt
with a group of expatriates, four Australians and one Englishman, coping rather badly with
their new environment, with isolation and loneliness and with one another. Both men and
women were treated with rather cruel candour in the way that the inept coping mechanisms
and character flaws of each character were revealed. The humour, also, was somewhat cruel,
relying on the character traits of the characters and on a sharp, witty dialogue underlaced with
a sad but familiarly Australian brand of viciousness.
Like many Nimrod offerings, this production had mixed critical reception. Frances
Kelly wrote of the production:
What a bright, amusing start to the season it is. Going Home is a thoughtful
comedy, carefully directed by Richard Wherrett, realistically designed by Ian
Robinson, and drawing some clever performances . 18
Norman Kessell referred to it as "as pointless and boring a play as I have seen in some
time " , 19 while Jon Fogarty was able to declare that "the play is about the best offering by a
local playwright I have seen for quite some time ." 20 But even the detractors - mostly admired the accurately drawn manifestations o f loneliness, isolation and insecurity and the
biting wit of the dialogue.
Sally Toone designed several posters during the middle to late seventies.21 Her
posters, together with those designed by others during this period, provided a kind o f balance
to the posters of Martin Sharp. Toone's practical, bread-and-butter posters designed to
suggest and advertise a theatrical event, were nothing like Sharp's self-conscious alternate art
17See Chapter III, p. 78 above.
18Frances Kelly, "Piercingly Accurate Theatre," The Australian, 9th August. 1977.
19Norman Kessell, "Norman Kessell's Theatre." Daily Telegraph. 6th August. 1977.
20Jon Fogarty, "Moments of Sheer Delight." Manly Daily, 19th August. 1977.
21Posters by Sally Toone include Going Home (1977), Jack (1977). A Visit With the Family (1978), Jumpers
(1978), The Bastard From the Bush (1979), The Sea (1979) and Clowneroonies (1980).
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objects which were virtually events in themselves. Her posters made extensive use of
Letraset letters and Letratone shading films and often the cutting and overlapping o f film
layers was visible. In contrast to Sharp's bold colours and overall designs, Toone's posters
featured a central image, simple colouring and delicate lines. In spite of Sharp's ability to
express basic concepts of plays in a visual language, his posters often told as much about their
designer as they did about the play in question. Toone's always focussed directly on the plays
they represented. She tended to use colour fairly sparingly, often employing one strong
colour, such as the gold of the peach, as a foil to an otherwise black and white design. In her
poster for Jumpers the strongly contrasting green o f the suggested landscape formed a half
frame around the delicately drawn black on white focal image o f a weeping fish in a waterless
bath.
The central image of Toone's Going Home poster had strong feminine and feminist
connotations. The design and colour of the warm glowing peach strongly suggested the
female genitalia, invoking a new interpretative approach to the play. Although De Groen's
oeuvre, considered overall, identifies her as a feminist playwright, her early works can be
more accurately described as proto-feminist. The central characters are both women and
men, but her major concerns and settings are often those associated with women. She deals
with pregnancy and birth, with the domestic arena and the female role in society. There is,
particularly, a considerable amount of womb imagery in The Joss Adams Show which lends
itself to expressionistic visual interpretation. Even in the essentially realistic Going Home, the
isolated domestic setting in a snowbound house focuses attention on the traditional female
domain and works symbolically as a womb image. A wholly feminist reading o f the play is
possible by focussing, not on Jim whose actions bring him more into line with the traditional
definition of the protagonist, but on Zoe whose psyche dominates the play.
The poster supplied some basic information in a traditional manner although there was
some attempt to rationalise the wording as part o f the design by having it form the writing on
the can. The effect was rather marred by the failure o f the lettering to follow the curve of the
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can, a limitation imposed by the use of Letraset. Because o f Toone's method of selecting key
objects, often mundane objects, to suggest an element of the play they represent, her posters
often presented the viewer with a puzzle which could only be solved by attending the
performance. There was often a considerable wittiness underlying her selection of images.
This wittiness was also evident in Toone's poster for Jumpers in which she used another
mundane object, a bathtub, but this time the object was used surrealistically, more overtly
presenting a problem to be solved. In both cases the image was used symbolically to illustrate
an element of the play, but in neither case was there sufficient information to enable the
uninitiated to decode the message. The object was to entice the viewer to see the play in
order to solve the puzzle. Both posters also offered the possibility o f a continued dialogue
between poster and theatre audience, albeit on a much more superficial level than for Kaspar,
after the theatrical event
The eclecticism of Nimrod's offerings can be demonstrated by reference to virtually
any year in the company's history. 1978, for example, began with an adaptation o f Treasure
Island, performed for children on Clarke Island, and concluded with Stoppard's Jumpers: the
year's programme comprised one play for children, two musicals, both Australian, two
Shakespearean productions, three non-Australian contemporary plays and six contemporary
Australian plays. A look at four of these productions, with posters by four different
designers, should serve to indicate the depth and breadth which Nimrod sought to reach in
their programming.
In March of 1978 Sam Shepard's Curse o f the Starving Class was staged Upstairs.
Martin Sharp's poster for the production (fig. 17) was atypical o f his Nimrod posters in the
arrangement of images in the poster space. The Curse o f the Starving Class poster did not
have the more or less overall picture-like arrangement o f the other posters, but featured a
large central image with production information arranged above and below, much more in the
manner of most other Nimrod posters. In other ways, however, the poster was in keeping
with his other works for Nimrod. In size, 57.3 x 43.2 cm, the poster was just slightly smaller
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than that for Kaspar, and fell within his - and Nimrod's - wide range of poster sizes. As in the

Kaspar poster, there was a clear connection between design of the poster and the theme of
the play. The startling, quite shocking, image o f a struggle between equally destructive
opponents contained a viciousness, fierceness and hopelessness which accorded well with the
tone and subject matter of the of the play. The vivid use o f colour in the background worked
to attract attention by its vividness and its contrast with the black and white image and letters.
It also functioned symbolically as an obvious, but effective, representation o f blood.
Images of destruction, struggle and blood were directly related to the ideas of the play
which deals with the disintegration of a family o f rather simple South Californian rednecks.
The family is beset by unscrupulous land developers, feasible lawyers and violent debt
collectors and each member is seduced by his or her own perception of the American Dream.
Although the play is, unusually for Shepard, basically realistic in mode and has some
reasonably well-fleshed characters, the realism verges on hyper-realism and the play as a
whole is laced with flashes of surrealism and makes use o f a deal o f rather heavy-handed
symbolism
Critical reaction to the production was mixed, 22 but most critics were impressed by
the violence and the desperation of the struggle in which the characters were engaged and the
ultimate hopelessness of this struggle. Kessell commented that even the young daughter
"exudes the violence that will be her undoing " 23 while Frances Kelly concluded th a t "Curse o f

the Starving Class is not a pleasant play, with outrage piled on outrage " .24 Naturally enough,
the overt symbolism had its impact on audience and critics:
there are symbols all over the place: The refrigerator, like Shepard's vision o f the
American Dream, is empty. The very word "curse" from the title takes on an
ambivalent meaning. Son adopts father's discarded clothes and takes on father's
22By this stage in Nimrod's history', critical reaction to virtually every play could accurately be described as
"mixed". Given the experimental and contemporary agenda, the company would long have been used to
varying and even conflicting responses to its productions. Also,given the company's 'alternate' tag. adverse
criticism from some quarters would have been deemed desirable.
23Norman Kessell. "Kessell's Theatre," Daily Telegraph, 14th March, 1978.
24Frances Kelly, "Evening of Indigestion," The Australian, 10th March, 1978.
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characteristics. Daughter's oncoming of puberty finds a macabre echo in a
slaughtered lamb.25
Kessell specifically mentioned "the pathetic developing dementia o f Malcolm Keith as the son,
culminating in the horrifying gulping of food from the refrigerator."26
Sharp carried this use of symbolism over into his poster design. Although there was a
connection between poster and play, this was not a literal connection as, for instance, was
partly the case in the Kaspar poster. There were some literal links in that the image of an
American Bald Eagle made a precise statement about the setting o f the play, and the
symbolism of the colour red was a reference to the way blood was used literally and
symbolically in the performance. More importantly, however, this poster was a symbolic
translation of the violence at the centre of the play into a entirely new visual image. Like the
play, the poster reduced the nature of existence to a symbolic image of hopeless violent
struggle. The aptness of this image would have given prospective audiences an understanding
o f the violence and symbolism of the play, although not o f its surface realism.
In September of 1978, the company presented a strong production in the non-realist
experimental strand which formed one of the key focuses o f Nimrod productions in the late
seventies. This was Steven Berkoffs adaptation of Kafka's short story, Metamorphosis,
which Berkoff had previously directed three times27 and which he recreated for Nimrod in
1978, and again revived with the Nimrod cast for the Melbourne Theatre Company in the
following year.28 As well as adapting and directing the piece, Berkoff designed the stark
minimalist set which consisted of a scaffolded structure used symbolically, as bars which

25Taffy Davis, "Symbols of an Empty Dream," The Sun, 14th March, 1978.
26Norman Kessell, "Kessell's Theatre," Daily Telegraph, 14th March, 1978.
27Revision of earlier productions is still a common practice for Berkoff who revised an earlier production of
Coriolanus for the Bell Shakespeare Company in 1996. The poster for this production featured side by side
close-up photographs of Bell and Berkoff, privileging the actor (and director) rather than the play or concept,
in a manner reminiscent of Brooks' early Nimrod posters.
28Both seasons were very well received on the whole. Among the many reviews for the Sydney and
Melbourne seasons see, "Improving on Kafka," National Times, 14th April, 1979; Geoffrey Hutton, "A touch
of the horrors," The Australian, 2nd April, 1989; and for a negative view Neil Jillett, "The gorge rises at
Berkoff," The Age, 11th April, 1979,
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suggested imprisonment, alienation and isolation, and practically, in that it created the space
for Gregor's cage and as a basis for the physical contortions o f the metamorphosed Gregor.
The poster for the production (fig. 18) was a good example o f the finely detailed work
o f Silvia Jansons who also designed the costumes. Jansons was born in 1950 and studied
Fine Arts and Education at the University of Sydney before travelling overseas where she
worked as a stage designer in London in 1977. After returning in 1978 she worked with
Nimrod and other companies designing costumes, sets and posters.29 Jansons' posters for
Nimrod and for performers, such as Robyn Archer, engaged directly with the play or with the
performer and one can tell a great deal about the theatrical subject o f the poster from the
poster itself. Her posters of the period typically presented a carefully structured, usually
centrally focussed design which incorporated all the elements o f the poster, including the
lettering, in an integrated design which involved the total picture space. Jansons' poster for
David Williamson's Celluloid Heroes (fig, 19) was typical of her subtle and complex use o f a
wide range of colours although its does not have the central focus of most o f her works.30
Commissioned by Nimrod to celebrate its tenth anniversary in 1980, Celluloid Heroes was
heralded by enthusiastic pre-production publicity but proved to be a critical and financial
failure.31 An indication of the atmosphere and subject matter o f the play, which is a satirical
approach to the history of the Australian film industry, can be seen in the poster. The stars,
the famous figures, and the overall reference to the film poster, are literal references to the
play while the celluloid film tape is both a structural and a thematic device.

29Jansons' work for Nimrod included Shakespeare's Henry IV, 1978 (poster), Metamorphosis, 1978 (poster
and costumes), Shakespeare's Romeo and Juliet, 1979 (poster and costumes), Williamson's Celluloid Heroes,
1980 (poster) and Teeth'n'Smiles, 1981 (poster, programme and mural).
30See also, for instance, Jansons' poster for Robyn Archer's Celluloid Heroes, in the Silvia Jansons'Theatre
Posters Collection, NLA.
31 In spite of considerable rewriting, the second season of the play in Sydney and the subsequent tour were also
not successful. Williamson refused to allow the play to be performed in Melbourne and it has never been
published. There is a manuscript copy of the play in the Nimrod Archives at the State Libran' of NSW. See
David Williamson in The Age, 27th May, 1981; and Leonard Radic, The State o f Play (Ringwood, Victoria:
Penguin, 1991), pp. 150-151.

IOb 6

H

I

1

hv DAVID VUE J JAMSON
directed by JO H N BELL
designed by LARRY EASTVVOC >D

J H
•.

V

'

F i C ^av\ £ S \L _ v < /\

J M ^ S O H S

C e , l \ o i \ o ' ci

O ’C ^' S t^

\ >i

H e ro e S )

<=\1^

p o Si

r* ^

t>0 . E x

If 3

C .^ .

107

While the Celluloid Heroes poster was undoubtedly more beautiful, Janson's black
and white poster for Metamorphosis was more indicative of her capacity for expressivity.
The poster was remarkable for its fine detail and was an almost virtuosic exercise in tonal
gradation and surface textures. It presented the viewer with a surprisingly complete reading
o f the play, revealing its atmosphere, themes, symbolism and the key plot elements. The
European background and gothic nature of the original story was expressed by the castles and
houses which line the mountains. The tone o f the poster was brooding, solemn and sombre in
accordance with the bleak horror of the text. The central figure o f the poster was the central
character of the play - Gregor Samsa, hard-working travelling salesman, downtrodden and
unappreciated by his self-centred family who depended on his dehumanising labours He
crosses his arms in supplication but also in defence, creating a barrier behind which he
imprisons himself. The crossed-arm gesture was a characteristic o f Ralph Cotterill's
performance. The figure's pose and facial expression are highlighted against the textured
darkness of his body and much of the background, reflecting the importance placed on facial
expression and gesture in the acting style adopted for the performance. The faces o f the
actors were painted white to emphasise their facial movements.
Central to the plot and theme of the play is the metamorphosis of this central figure
into a dung beetle, the physical manifestation of his true essential nature. The beetle is
already there in the poster, waiting above the title. The change that the man is to undergo is
expressed in the change in and gradual distortion o f the style o f the letters in the title. His
ultimate fate - to fade away - is found in the title's black shadow which curves behind him.
The opposing curves, which create the structure of the design, work to push the figure
forward and draw it back into the picture by turns.
There were certain features of the production which remained outside the parameters
o f this extremely expressive poster. Jansons made no attempt to indicate the actual style of
the play in performance. She was not concerned with the visual appearance of the set, the
stylised music or the performance style which involved a combination o f naturalistic and
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stylised movements, mime, gesture, gesticulation and even a version o f acrobatics, combined
with a vocal range which took the voices, particularly Cotterill's, outside the normal range of
the speaking voice.
In October 1978, as a balance to this experimental, non-Australian fare, Nimrod
redeemed its eclectic image by staging the realistic Australian domestic drama, A Visit With

the Family by Greg Bunbury, in the Upstairs space. A domestic drama concerning an Irish
Catholic family living in Redfern during the thirties invites comparisons with several plays,
most specifically with Lawler's Summer o f the Seventeenth Doll, Kenna's A Hard God and
even Hewett's This Old Man Comes Rolling Home A2 Like these plays, and the swag of
domestic dramas which form part o f this Australian genre, A Visit With the Family is a
naturalistic play which examines the individual and collective lives o f the members o f the
household. It is essentially realistic in style, but this realism is tempered by the theatrically
conscious structure created by the narrator who addresses the audience directly, much in the
way that Tennessee Williams' Tom presents his "memory play" to his audience in The Glass

Menagerie, or, to make an Australian comparison, something like the way that Patrick White
has Roy penetrate the fourth wall to address his audience in The Season at Sarsaparilla. 33 In
spite of the validity of these comparisons and in spite o f the almost disarmingly
compassionate treatment of the family members and their problems and miseries, A Visit With

the Family has little of the depth, dramatic tension or the humour o f its Australian precedents.
Some of the reactions to the play revealed a division along the lines o f basic opinions
about the form and functions of theatre. Some welcomed the domestic realism and its
reference to the working class plays o f the fifties as a return to grass roots issues,34 while

32Dorothy Hewett was born in Perth in 1923 and was educated at the University of Western Australia. She
lived and worked for the Communist Party in Sydney from 1949 to 1959. but her first play, This Old Man
Comes Rolling Home, set in the inner city suburb of Redfern, was completed in Perth in 1966. The play,
essentially realistic but with some poetic moments, was first performed in Perth. It was part of the 1968 Jane
Street season which also included a revival of Milgate's A Refined Look at Existence and a production of his
second, yet unpublished, play, A t Least You Get Something Out o f That.
33White made use of the device of the narrator in his earlier 1947 non-naturalistic play, The Ham Funeral.
34See Brian Hoad, "The spirit of The Doll reappears." The Bulletin, 31st October. 1978.
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others found the play old-fashioned35 and its realistic presentation pointless. In all, however,
the general reaction was very mild Not even the meticulously detailed realistic set by Larry
Eastwood, an expert cast which included Helen Morse, Robyn Nevin and Brandon Burke,
and a compassionate interpretation by director Richard Wherrett, could rescue the play from
its mildness.
The poster for A Visit With the Family (fig. 20) was designed by Sally Toone who,
once again, selected key images in order to express something of the core of the play. The
old radio - pre-television symbol of the hearth - was combined with a wreath o f flowers to
suggest the period of the play, its domesticity and its sombre tone. These suggestions were
also carried over into the use of Letraset Palace Script lettering with its ordered swashing and
reference to early twentieth-century writing style. The limited sepia into pink palette o f this
poster was different from Toone's other posters which featured a juxtaposition of strong solid
colour with black lines on white paper The use o f a mundane, specifically domestic and
historical image, and an almost too subtle colour range, also attested to the mildness of the
play. Such subtlety would have placed limits on the effectiveness o f the poster as an
advertisement and this leads to the assumption that its chief function was to inform patrons of
the central ideas of the play.
In November and December of 1978, Gone With Hardy, written by English-born
Australian playwright David Allen, was staged in a kind of intellectual return to the vaudeville
flavour of the early Nimrod days. Allen's play is loosely based on the fact o f an alliance
between Stanley Jefferson and the ex-patriate Australian Kate Laurel, a second-rate
performer of the dying art of vaudeville. The play is a non-realistic mixture o f episodes and
'performances' which illustrates the development o f the persona o f Stan Laurel from the
uncertain Stanley Jefferson into the accomplished clown who appropriates Kate's surname,
dumps her and goes off with Hardy. Performed by only three actors, and Terence Clarke

35See Norman Kessell, "Kessell's Theatre," Daily Telegraph, 21st October, 1978; and H. G. Kipax, "Life is
sad isn't it? Yes it is," Sydney Morning Herald , 20th October, 1978.
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who provided the piano accompaniment, the play was a vehicle for theatre as performance
involving the overt theatricalism o f vaudeville musical and physical routines, songs, dance,
stand-up comedy and clowning. The play, production and performances were very well
received indeed and there was hardly a detractor amongst the critics who reviewed it.36
The style of the play and the Stan Laurel persona were wittily illustrated and
proclaimed by the sunny poster (fig 21) created by the designer o f the show, Anthony
Babicci, a NIDA graduate whose previous theatrical experience had included work in
marionette theatre, rock musicals and music hall.37 He had designed a rock musical and a
music hall production for the Q Theatre in 1977 He was granted a scholarship under the
Australia Council Directors' Development/ Theatre Designers' Scheme to allow him to work
with professional companies in Sydney and so completed a year with Nimrod in 1978/1979
during which time he designed sets and posters for Gone With Hardy, Steve J. Spears' There
Were Giants in Those Days, Lloyd Suttor's The Job and David Mamet's American Buffalo.
He also designed the set for Robyn Archer's IIM agnifico in 1984.
Babicci's poster was a large, 69.5 x 51.4 cm, mostly hand-executed screenprint The
design relied on an integration of image and lettering, a central image surrounded by a
combination of handwritten, three-dimensional and pictorial lettering, to create a busy, active
picture surface This design, together with the process o f execution with its deliberately naive
handwriting and its, possibly deliberate, overprinting, created a spontaneity which accorded
well with the direct vaudevillian style of the show. In spite o f the general informality and
spontaneous spirit of the poster, it was carefully executed and displayed great attention to
detail: much the same is true of direct, presentational comic acting. Careful hatching and
cross-hatching to create a range o f tones, was used in the central image and in the lettering.
The attention to detail was carried through to what is possibly the most special feature o f the
36See especially Victor Emeljanow, "Indulging the audience." The National Times, 16th December. 1978; and
H. G. Kippax, "Brilliant, cruel tale of a clown." Sydney Morning Herald, 4th December, 1978.
37Since his involvement with Nimrod. Babicci has become increasingly interested in performance art. He was
involved, for instance, in "Running in the Liberty Horse: Artist and Carnivalesque", a presentation of
performance art, live music and spectacle at the 1995 Brisbane Festival.
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poster, the delightful Hardy-esque treatment of the H A R D Y letters with their chunky,
cheeky poses. The poster was as entertaining as the play.
Martin Sharp's screenprint for The Venetian Twins (fig. 22) was also lively and
entertaining. The Nick Enright/ Terence Clarke musical adaptation of Goldoni's play was
staged in 1979 as part of the Interim Program o f the Sydney Theatre Company at the Sydney
Opera House. The poster, huge by Nimrod standards, measuring 101.6 x 75.9 cm, may have
seemed at first encounter to have much in common with the images, themes and style of
Sharp's other works and little connection with the subject matter, ideas and themes o f the
play. But it was, in its way, a virtually perfect representation o f the play, its production style
and the Nimrod image, delivering as much as one can optimistically expect from a theatre
poster. The chief plot element - the identical but separated from birth and differently raised
twins scenario which forms the basis of the convoluted narrative - was dealt with by the
humorous use of the twin faces with their shared eye and musical eyelashes. The twin faces
provided a witty parody of the Greek tragi-comic masks, evidence o f a gleeful plundering of
the past of a kind that paralleled Enright and Clarke's use of the Goldoni text, itself a revival
o f the commedia dell'Arte, which in turn traces its origins back to Roman comedy or even to
ancient Greek forms. Not only did this illustrate the play's heritage, but it referred to
Nimrod's own beginnings, to the early days when its experimental approach involved the
renaissance of traditional theatrical forms popular in Australia's past. These early forms, such
as vaudeville, music hall and the tent show reviews, are essentially in the spirit of popular
knock-about comedy which can be traced back to commedia. The Australianization of an
historical classic is articulated by the inclusion o f the shape o f the Sydney Opera House.38
The poster also expressed the spirit o f entertainment and spontaneity which Nimrod
was working to sustain. At a time when, approaching its tenth year and a new decade, it was
considering its past and its future, Nimrod chose a musical version o f a commedia piece

38A similar effect is achieved in Sharp's version of the tenth anniversary poster created for the cover of the

Nimrod Banner . no. 9, September/October, 1980, which also includes the shape of the Sydney Opera House.
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specifically because of its link with past comic forms and because of the improvisatory
presentational performance style it implied This style was expressed in the design and the
process of execution of the poster which featured disingenuous shapes and clean, bright
colours, and cut out images and lettering. There is some over-printing and some bleeding of
colour from beneath the stencil which, possibly, adds to the spontaneous charm. The separate
shapes of solid colour dance over the poster surface to express a vitality and exuberance
which so perceptively described a modern musical approach to a commedia classic and also
an important component, or so Nimrod still hoped, o f the Nimrod spirit.
Sharp served Nimrod well39 with his posters, but it is safe to say that he needed to
make little adjustment in his style and interests to do so. Sharp's direct, essentially theatrical,
presentational style approximated to Nimrod's own. And so did his anarchic image. Sharp's
work for Nimrod had a lot to do with his other work and interests: Mickey Mouse, Ginger
Meggs, the Sydney Opera House and even the musical notes, for instance, all crop up in his
other works. The Martin Sharp-Nimrod relationship worked so well because their several
agendas coincided so well They shared an interest in the past, a willingness to appropriate
images and traditions from the past and from the works o f others, and an ability to translate
perennial and iconic images which connect the present with the past into an Australian idiom.
The posters for the productions for most of the seventies were created by a few
designers who each executed several posters. From the late seventies into the eighties when
Nimrod's interests covered a much wider range and when, arguably, the company seemed less
sure about its direction, the poster designs were created by many more designers who each
created only a very few. In 1980, for example, these included Robert McFarlane who
designed the poster and programme for Keneally's Bullies House, George Baker who
designed the poster and programme cover for Frayn's Clouds and Clenton Hankin whose
programme and poster design for Balodis' Backyard was reproduced on the back cover of
39This is true until the final years when the use of the Mo logo seemed out of touch w ith a company that was
offering a largely classical repertoire to a predominantly middle-class, mainstream audience.
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Theatre A ustralia40 Also in 1980, Heather Matthews designed the poster and programme
cover for a production of Nowra's Inside the Island. Bill Haycock, who was the designer for
this production of Nowra's play, also designed the poster for Strachan's Eyes o f the Whites
produced in 1981.
Sometimes poster designers of single productions were engaged because of their
specific connection with an aspect of a particular play or production. One o f these is Czechborn poster designer, Josef Stejskal, who was invited to provide the poster design for Protest
(fig. 23), his only poster for the Nimrod company.41 Stejskal was born in Czechoslovakia in
1945. He became involved in the production side o f theatre during his time at university and
later worked with theatre groups such as Divadlo na Proväzku. After his arrival in Australia
in December 1978, Stesjkal designed posters for many theatre companies and venues
including Griffin Theatre, The Rocks Players, Kinetic Energy and the Seymour Centre as well
as designing book covers and journal illustrations. Stejskal produced a proliferation of
posters in the early eighties, chiefly for student and experimental groups who strongly
identified with his cheeky, cheerfully plagiaristic, surrealist images, product of the influence of
the Czech surrealist tradition and a genuine interest in experimental theatre.
Protest was the title for a trilogy of short plays by Vaclav Havel, entitled A udience,
Private View and Protest,42 which was directed by Aubrey Mellor for performance in June
1981 in the Nimrod Downstairs space. Havel, playwright, political activist and, later
President of the Czech Republic, was at the time of this production serving a four and a half
year gaol sentence for subversion. One of the most important, and certainly the best known
representatives of the Czech Theatre of the Absurd, Havel presents an existential view of the
world via a dramatisation o f his personal experiences. The three plays deal in turn with
^Theatre Australia, vol. 4, no. 11, June, 1980.
41 Stejskal designed a poster for the Actors' Collective, Macquarie, for their production of Trevor Griffiths'

Occupations which, "by arrangement with Nimrod Theatre Comp. Ltd." was presented at Nimrod Downstairs
in July, 1983.
42An English translation of this trilogy of plays can be found in manuscript form in the Nimrod Theatre
Archives held by the Mitchell Library. State Libran of New South Wales.
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encounters between the central character, Vanek who has made a stand against the
authorities, and several friends whose individual human identities are disintegrating under the
pressure of their capitulation to an autocratic government. Margaret Smith summed up the
trilogy and its performance:
The end, like all the plays has a marvellous twist, which leaves you gasping. Vanek
walks back into the streets of Prague, and ultimately into prison. The plays are
nothing short of brilliant with their blending o f Kafkaesque nuance, Absurdist
nightmare, social realist relevance, and poetic rhythmic structure. The Nimrod did
wonders with a small stage and the actors were extraordinary .43
Walter Sullivan wrote about a conversation with Mellor:
Havel [might] sound like a writer o f heavily political plays, but Aubrey Mellor finds
him first and foremost an entertainer. "These plays are not tragic." Mellor says,
"not even heavy. They have political significance, but they are wonderfully
entertaining ." 44
Although there were some negative reviews , 45 critical reception o f this production
was fairly uniformly positive. Viki Wright found the production "an absorbing evening's
entertainment" 46 pointing out that the performance was so successful that extra seats had to
be brought in. Others found the production worthy for various reasons 47 but Ken Healey
declared:
It is not often that I am prepared to assert that a play is the best thing to be seen in
Sydney despite disquieting features in its acting - especially when the cast contains
only three actors. But I do make such a claim for Vaclav Havel's Protest48.
For the poster which presented this production to the public, Stejskal chose to
illustrate the spirit rather than the letter of the trilogy o f plays. Stejskal referred directly to
the treatment of the dove in several of the works o f Belgian surrealist Rene Magritte, but

43Margaret Smith, "Havel's Protest." Nation Review, August. 1981.
44Walter Sullivan. "Drinking Under Protest." Daily Telegraph, 29th May, 1981.
45See, Daily Mirror, 18th June. 1981, and Sun Herald, 14th June, 1981.
46Viki Wright, "Protests Entertain." The Australian, 12th June, 1981.
47H. G. Kippax referred to the trilogy as "three fine plays" in "Czech Tyranny and Conformity," Sydney
Morning Herald , 12th June, 1981. See also Beth Goodwin, "Protest," Bondi Weekly Courier, 24th June,
1981.
48Ken Healey, "Strong Praise for Play as 'best thing in Sydney'." Canberra Times, 19th July, 1981.
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specifically in his painting, L ’Oiseau de d e l of 1965, a version o f his earlier painting, La
Grande Familie of 1963 49 In the later painting, Magritte reversed the direction of the dove:
Stejskal's dove is facing in the same direction. In Stejskal's poster the images o f freedom and
imprisonment are juxtaposed in a visual contradiction which draws on the power of
surrealism to imply two opposites at the same time: the bird o f peace is frozen in flight,
imprisoned in the red brick wall, symbol of confinement and division. Or is it just a hole in
the wall through which the bird, now gone, has flown? Stejskal presented his viewer with an
immediately accessible symbol which suggested the general theme of the play. In addition,
however, the poster posed questions and presented a puzzle to be solved. An elegant, serious
poster dealing with the serious issues of the play, it nonetheless offered a hint of humour in its
transgressions of pictorial logic, a hint of the startling kind o f wit which is inherent in many
surrealist images and the kind of humour which is to be found in the play.
Burn Victim opened in the Downstairs theatre in August, 1982. It was a truly
experimental event, a collaborative effort which gave the (very temporary) lie to
generalisations regarding the move away from collaboration and away from the emphasis on
the actor as a creative performer. This play was very much an exception. The starting point,
for director Aubrey Mellor and a cast of four, was not a text, but a mere idea provided by
playwright Stephen Sewell, who was writer-in-residence with Nimrod in 1981-1982. These
six, together with stage manager, Glenda Johnson and designer, Richard Roberts, worked
together in collaboration, rather in the manner o f film-maker, Mike Leigh's approach to Life
is Sweet, for instance, by discussion, improvisation, experimentation, workshopping, research
and revision, to create a powerful play which:
is a dark conundrum of family life, a chilling and intimate examination of the wounds
- both spiritual and physical - than consanguinity can create.50

49See Jacques Meuris, Magritte, trans. J. A. Underwood (Woodstock. New York. The Overlook Press, 1990),
pp. 170-171; and Rene Magritte: exposition organisee par Pro Museo en collaboration a\>ec le Musee de
l'Art Wallon de Liege (Pro Museo. 1990), pp. 216-217.
50John Moses. "The burning reality of a family in conflict," The Australian, 2nd July, 1982.
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Critics appreciated the play and the performance for the exactness o f its observation o f
character and for the high quality of its acting, but mostly they applauded the fact that
commitment to a risk-taking enterprise had resulted in successful theatre. At best, the result
was found to be "brilliant"51 and a "stunning achievement."52
It was highly significant that the poster (fig. 24) created for this production made use
o f a photograph of the four actors, a technique rarely used in a Nimrod poster after late 1974.
The photograph by Branco Gaica focussed on the actors in accordance with the emphasis of
this production, an exceptional emphasis at this stage in Nimrod's development, on the actor
and his or her performance skills. This factor was stressed in the actual play/performance as
each actor was referred to by his or her own first name. There was also a return to a direct
interaction between the actors in the poster and their audience as they looked directly at the
viewer. The partially visible face of Deidre Rubenstein was a visual reference to the fact that
although Rubenstien worked with the group in the devising o f the play, her character, Deidre,
did not actually appear on stage. The non-differentiation between writer, director and actors
in the list of names on the poster reflected the collaborative process. The simplicity o f the
black and red lower case basic roman lettering with its suggestion o f old typewriter letters,
provided an impression of a stop-press message. This, together with the expression captured
by the photograph, accurately indicated the thriller aspect of the play.
Designer Anny Evason53 created the poster (fig. 25) for the production o f Simon
Hopkinson's play, Buffaloes Can't Fly, directed by Chris Johnson for the Nimrod Downstairs.
The play is set on a farm on the Katherine River in the Northern Territory and was the result
o f a commission by the Darwin Theatre Group for Hopkinson to write a play specifically for
touring throughout the Northern Territory. Although the play subsequently won the South
51Daily Mirror, 7th July, 1982.
52"Stunning achievement," The National Times, 11th-17th July. 1982.
53Evason's work for Nimrod include the designing of the poster and programme for Doreen Clarke's Roses in
Due Season (1981) and the poster for Robyn Archer's II Magnifico (1984). She designed posters and sets for
Pamela Van Anstel's 4 re You Lonesome Tonight? (1983), Alison Lyssa's The Boiling Frog (1984), Barbara
Pepworth's Performing Seals, Dorothy Hewett's The Golden Oldies (1984) and George Bernard Shaw's Arms
and the Man (1985).
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Australian Critics' Awards for Innovation and for Best Script, the Nimrod production
received mostly moderate praise from the critics.54 Part of the reason for this may have been
dur to the inability of the Sydney inner city and suburban audience to make any real
connection with of the struggle of an unrealistic, hopeful individual to realise a virtually
impossible dream against the backdrop of a hostile outback environment. It is also very likely
that the same audience felt that the possibilities for exploration o f themes such as the struggle
o f the tenacious individual against the harsh Australian landscape and the mythology of
Australian mateship had been well exhausted by the 1950s. In 1955 Ray Lawler had dealt
with these themes very successfully, but even then he had presented his critique o f the
Australian legend from an urban Carlton working-class perspective.
Not all reactions to Hopkinson's play, however, were negative. Geraldine O'Brien
concluded that:

Buffaloes Can't Fly has charm which is hard to resist, underpinned by a solid
authenticity in its depictions of the characters' struggles to make their dreams work.
There is no sentimentality here, but an understated theme of struggle and survival physical and emotional - which is sensitively portrayed by the three actors. It is an
appealing play, well worth seeing 55
For some, the real appeal o f the show would have been founded on the model of the
early aeroplane, Reg's 'Flying Buffalo', which Reg and Jack built on stage. Also appealing
was the set which Anny Evason designed with Richard Roberts, wherein they defied the small
space to create an impression of the wide horizons and space o f the outback. This sense of
space and of "far and yet to be conquered horizons"56 was created in the rather charming
poster by the subtle use of colour and by the arrangement of the images in the picture space.
A sensation of space was effected by the simplicity o f the division o f the poster into a sky
54See, for example, Carol Dance. "Buffaloes Can't Fly - Bush Play," Bondi Weekly Courier, 14th September,
1982; and David Ives, "Pedestrian aeroplane," The National Times, 29th August-4th September, 1982, both of
whom found little merit in the play. For more positive views, see John Moses, "A case of plane speaking,"
The Australian, 21st August. 1982; and Geraldine O'Brien, "The struggle to make dreams work." Sydney
Morning Herald, 21st August, 1982.
55Geraldine O'Brien, "The struggle to make dreams work," Sydney Morning Herald , 21st August, 1982.
56John Moses. "A case of plane speaking." The Australian, 21st - 22nd August. 1982.
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suggested by a wash of pastel rainbow colours57 and the barren, rough land, suggested by the
formless scribble of a child's crayon. The childish representation o f the landscape was,
perhaps, a reflection of the naivety of Reg's vision o f the outback as a place to realise his
dream, a perception which did not fit the reality. The horizons beyond were further
suggested by the plane which flies toward the viewer from the implied space beyond.
The poster succeeded in illustrating the subject matter and some of the ideas of the
play and ,in the process, expressed in part the atmosphere o f the actual production. The
childish impetuosity of the vision which lay at the centre o f the play's thematic concerns was
expressed in a landscape of vigorous but uncontrolled lines, which protruded over the limits
o f the boundary just as Reg's perception of the outback did not fit the limitations o f reality.
Anny Evason also designed the poster (fig. 26) for the month long Women and Arts
Festival which was hosted by Nimrod in October o f 1982. The festival, largely the result of
the efforts of Chris Westwood, was indicative o f Nimrod's concern with social issues and its
willingness to be involved in various types o f theatrical event: the rather adventurous heavy
programme of Late Night shows, which was introduced at the end of 1981 and which
continued throughout 1982, was an example o f this. At the beginning of 1981, Christine
Westwood was appointed by Nimrod as Special Projects Person. Her job description was to
deal "in the theatre with everything that is not white, middle-class, that is blacks, women,
children, education, ethnic communities and people for whom English is not the first
language."58 In spite of this innovative appointment, some twenty-two months later
Westwood was to lament the conspicuous lack o f female input into virtually all aspects of
Nimrod endeavour:
in combing through the decade's work , I can only conclude that the Nimrod vision
of Australian culture is synonymous with "male" . . . I am not trying to sheet home
the entire blame to Nimrod. Most other theatres in Australia have similar or worse
records in this Decade of Women. But, like an emulsion, Nimrod has to be shaken
57These colours have not translated well from original to reproduction and so some of the subtle effect has
been lost.
58"Info" page. Theatre Australia , vol. 4. no. 7, February, 1980,
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up now and then, to keep it flowing. . . . An 'Australian' vision in theatre is surely as
equally female as male. The chance to reveal Nimrod's biases and inadequacies is
opportune. The theatre has a sense, right now, o f entering a new era. All around it
initiatives to develop women's talents, energies and contributions to theatre are being
taken.59
In this same article, Westwood foreshadowed Nimrod's plans to host a Women Directors'
Workshop in November - December of 1981 to promote eight Australian female directors.
The workshop was completed successfully, more or less as planned. Events such as the
Women Directors' Workshop and the Women and Theatre Project which ran in conjunction
with the Women and Arts Festival were illustrative o f Nimrod's attempts to correct the
imbalance diagnosed by Westwood and embrace issues of social and even political concern.
The poster for the Women and Arts event, therefore, could be seen as a visual representation
o f what John McCallum refers to as Nimrod's '"Marxist feminist' period in the early 1980's".60
The poster was simple in concept and functioned as much to provide information
about the actual programme as it did to advertise the event as a whole. Nonetheless, Evason
did not let escape the opportunity to toy with some basic visual male/female visual language.
The poster used the boy/girl colours of pink and blue, the pink was an aggressively 'feminine'
shade of lipstick pink. But this pink was used primarily to emphasise the inclusion of a
symbol of male attire, the bow-tie which the almost non-gendered head wore. This gentle
attack on male/female stereotyping was further supported by a witty distortion o f da Vinci's
ubiquitous diagram.
It is significant to note that during the early eighties there was an increased
involvement in Nimrod projects in the number o f plays written by women and directed by
women and in the number of female designers, o f which Anny Evason herself was one.
Nimrod' third change of address was from the Belvoir Street venue to the Seymour
centre in August, 1984. Although this change o f address was ultimately highly significant, the

59Christine Westwood. " Supplement: Celluloid Heroes - Nimrod's 10th Anniversary Production." Theatre
Australia, vol. 5, no. 5, December 1980 - January 1981, p. 22.
60John McCallum, "Nimrod Theatre Company," in Philip Parsons, ed. Companion to the Theatre in Australia
(Sydney: Currency, 1995).
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shift towards a more broadly commercial, more mainstream style was evident well before the
sale of the Surry Hills space. Although The Venetian Twins was somewhat of an exception,
given its association with the Interim Programme o f the first year of operation o f the Sydney
Theatre Company, the very fact that its first season was staged at the Sydney Opera House
Drama Theatre in 1979 and that its subsequent revival was staged at the York Theatre o f the
Seymour Centre in 1981, demonstrated Nimrod's desire to be associated with successful
large-scale mainstream theatre. Previous Nimrod productions staged at larger venues had
first been directed for the Nimrod or other small spaces prior to being moved to larger
venues.
This large-scale vision had also been evident in productions like Burnstein's Candide
and Arthur Miller's 1949 classic Death o f a Salesman, both produced in 1982, both conceived
as large-scale works and directed specifically for performance at the York Theatre. From its
beginning, Nimrod's production of Death o f a Salesman was to be a 'big' affair. The star (or
at least proto-star)-studded Australian cast was topped by the imported talent o f Warren
Mitchell who had already won awards in London for his performance o f the part o f Willy
Loman. George Ogilvie,61 artistic director o f the South Australian Theatre Company until
1976 after which he was involved in directing for theatre and film, was engaged to direct the
play. This large commercial enterprise was undertaken in spite of reports o f the large salaries
paid to the stars and suggestions that Nimrod was a company yet again in financial
difficulty.62 Ken Healey judged the production to be "well worth seeing"63 adjudging it an
example o f the "trail-blazing" nature of Nimrod, although he was specifically referring to the
depth and breadth of Nimrod offerings available to audiences at the particular time. In July,

6 G eorge Ogilvie was born in Goulburn in 1933 and grew up in Canberra where he was associated with
Canberra Repertory Society from an early age. He studied taught and directed in Britain and Europe. He
was associate director of the Melbourne Theatre Company (then the Union Theatre Repertory Company)
during the sixties and artistic director of the South Australian Theatre Company from 1972 to 1976. As well
as drama, he has directed opera, ballet, film and television.
62Ken Healey, "Nimrod: unique, trail-blazing, but can it survive financially?" Canberra Times, 25th July,
1982.
63Loc. cit.
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1975, in addition to Death o f a Salesman which was playing at the York, Nimrod had Ken
Horler's political play, Party Wall in a season at the Nimrod Upstairs, a play by Steve J.
Spears at the Downstairs and day-time only performances for students of Peter K enna's^
H ard God at the Seymour Centre. Such a wide dispersal o f resources could not help but
contribute to any financial difficulties.
Critical response to the production was generally very positive indeed. Harry Kippax
wrote:
Nimrod's revival of Miller's great play bids fair to be Sydney's theatrical event of the
year. It is magnificent - drama of shattering power. . . . On no account to be
missed.64
The poster (fig. 27), 87.8 x 55.2 cm, was very large by Nimrod standards. This was
not the poster of an alternative theatre company. Photographs were used, but their use in no
way resembled the theatrical inferences of the posters of Kevin Brooks. The programme for
this production indicates that the photography was by Branco Gaica, but does not explain
who actually created the poster. In the Death o f a Salesman poster the photographs were of
the stars, not in their character personae which would have linked the photographs with the
resonances of the play, but as Warren Mitchell and Mel Gibson - stars. That the names of the
two draw-cards were placed above, and in larger letters than the title, made this abundantly
clear. The poster was slick, shiny, sophisticated and informative rather than imaginative. Its
subtextual message associated Nimrod with the conventional, commercial and respectable.
There was no reference, direct or suggestive, to the subject matter o f the play, no suggestion
as to the everyday tragedy which has moved audiences from 1949 to the present.
In line with the distinct shift in Nimrod programming towards the classics, the final
two posters for discussion are those created for productions of Shakespearean plays, both
performed at the Seymour Centre after Nimrod adopted it as its final home. The first o f these
is Aubrey Mellor's production of King Lear, Nimrod's first official production at its residence

64H. G. Kippax, "Drama of shattering power," Sydney Morning Herald, 12th July, 1982.
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at the Seymour Centre in 1984. With John Bell in the title role, a powerful Australian cast
was once again assembled and Nimrod offered the public a high quality production which was
generally well received by critics. Kippax termed the production "Nimrod's best
Shakespearian production yet"65 which, considering Nimrod's long history of innovative,
committed productions of Shakespeare's plays, was saying a great deal. In accordance with
Nimrod's long-lived innovative approach to classics, Mellor's production was set amidst the
rubble of a post World War II world which was atmospherically effective in spite o f Kippax's
contention that such a setting was "silly" and "misleading" because Lear's foolish division of
his kingdom which sets the play in motion is enacted in the context o f a stable social and
political environment.
The King Lear poster (fig. 28), by Thomas Correll, was fairly large, 75.8 x 43.3 cm,
and, like the Death o f a Salesman poster, was slick and glossy and had no hint o f the
alternate theatre about it. It was an attractive poster with a rather beautiful subtly coloured
texture that brought to mind the pitted rustiness o f old weapons. This reference to the old
was strengthened by the Brookman Bold Italic lettering which, given an Old English
treatment by the soft-edged shadowing, invited traditional connotations with antiquity. This
seems somewhat inappropriate for a production placed in time by its circa World War II stage
setting, costumes consisting of forties clothing and military uniforms, some with Nazi
resonances, and action peppered with gunfire. Those who had been attracted by the poster
may well have been puzzled by the modern setting o f the piece even if they were aware of
Nimrod's long-established history of staging innovative, updated productions of Shakespeare's
plays. As an advertisement, the poster presented rather a lot of information, including the
names of many of the impressive cast. In spite of its clever surface, the overall effect was a
little too subdued and the information inscribed in black against the fairly dark background
was rather hard to read. The aesthetic appeal of the poster and its subtextual associations of
quality and mainstream success have been given precedence over the poster's function as an
65H. G. Kippax. "A Lear worthy of the masterpiece." Sydney Morning Herald, 10th September, 1984.
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advertisement. There was, apart from the suggestion o f professionalism and quality, little
indication of the nature of the theatrical event itself nor even o f the particular 'image' which
Nimrod was seeking to create for itself Possibly, the poster expressed something of
Nimrod's uncertainty about the nature of its image.
The final poster (fig. 29) was a striking creation by Robyn Stacey66 for Kim
Carpenter's design-oriented production of A Midsummer Night's Dream, produced in
1985. In his attempt to make the Athens of Shakespeare's play readily accessible to a
modern audience, Carpenter, as director and designer, set the city scenes in a modern
metropolis complete with the noises of a city soundscape. The 'dream' scenes of the play
presented audiences with an escapist psychadelic fantasy in which the beautiful and ethereal
commingled with the horrific and nightmarish. Mick Barnes wrote about the production in
glowing terms:
If there is any justice, their [Nimrod's] new production of A Midsummer Night's
Dream at the Seymour Centre should deliver a knockout blow to their fiscal worries.
Nimrod are noted for giving Shakespeare, particularly his comedies, a fresh look
They have rarely succeeded more thoroughly than in this production.67
This glowing praise, however, was not typical and although there was general admiration for
the creative concept and the visually interesting set, many critics deemed these inappropriate
to the play.68 A lack of substance was perceived behind the clever fa$ade created by the
design.
The decidedly attractive, technically complex poster which advertised what was
essentially a designer's production, was, once again, shiny, sophisticated and aesthetically
pleasing. It was designed by innovative photographer Robyn Stacey, who was born in
66The poster is signed 'Stacey and Clarke' even though the programme for the play attributes the poster
design to Stacey.
67Mick Barnes, "Nimrod's Dream a knockout," Sun Herald, 10th February , 1985. Other positive reviews
included Nadine Amadio, "Nimrod Uses a Magic Potion for Summer," Sunday Telegraph, 21st February.
1985; and Maggie Mason. "A Midsummer Night's Dream," Wentworth Courier, 20th February', 1985.
68See H. G. Kippax. "Nimrod’s Designs on Shakespeare: Griding the Lily," Sydney Morning Herald, 6th
February, 1985; Taffy Davis, "An American Dream," The Sun, 2nd February , 1985; John Moses, "Metropolis
is No Place for the Bard," The Australian, 6th February, 1985; and the most damning, James Waites,
"Nimrod's Dream is a Freudian Nightmare," The National Times, 15th February', 1985.
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Brisbane in 1952 and completed a bachelor's degree in fine arts at the University of
Queensland She has taught and exhibited in most Australian capital cities and her work has
been represented in group and one-person exhibitions. She contributed to a group exhibition
at the Tin Sheds at Sydney University in 1980 and to the exhibition, Pure Invention which
toured Japan. In 1984 she worked on photographic research for Robyn Archer for the latter's
book based on her The Pack o f Women show.69 Since her work for Nimrod, commissions
have included an Australian Bands postcard series for the Australia East India Trading
Company (1986) and record covers for French band, Fixed Up (1986) and the Australian
band, Hoodoo Gurus (1987). Her work is characterised by the use of overlays and handcoloured black and white photographs,70 and is often informed by the use of concepts and
images and the techniques of film montage and printmaking.
There was a direct link between the design o f the poster and the design concept of the
play. The image of the moon referred directly to the title of the play and to the use o f a huge
moon-shaped screen which dominated the set. Stacey designed over 400 slides which were
projected onto the screen, providing a kaleidoscopic backdrop o f continuous images. The
projected images were incorporated into the overall design and action of the play in that they
were used on one level to establish the urban location o f the play and to indicate changes in
locale and time. In a carefully orchestrated, technically complex co-ordination of image,
sounds, music, dialogue, movement71 and lighting, the slides were also used to underline
narrative, emotive and thematic elements. They also functioned expressively, providing
Shakespeare's poetry with a visual idiom. The original music, composed and created by
David Chesworth,72 added a parallel dimension to the visual display at the same time as it
69The show was performed at Nimrod in 1983.
70See Gael Newton. Shades o f Light: Photography and Australia 1939-1988 (Canberra: ANG, 1988), pp. 150
and 156; and Helen Innes and Isabel Crombie, Australian Photographs: A Souvenir Book o f Australian
Photographs in the Australian National Gallery (Canberra: ANG, 1988), p. 54.
7 Choreography was by Meryl Tankard.
72David Chesworth was born in England in 1958 and studied at La Trobe University where he was a tutor in
1980. His performance project. Industry and Leisure was presented at the Melbourne National Gallery's
Popism exhibition in 1982. He formed the experimental rock group. Essendon Airport which has performed
in support of Midnight Oil, performed at the 1982 Sydney Biennale and has released several experimental
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imposed a time framework upon it It incorporated Chesworth's work No Particular Place,
especially commissioned for the production by Carpenter. He used a live choir and a
combination of traditional instruments, particularly the saxophone, together with recorded
vocal and synthesized sounds, using the Fairlight CMI, and electronic sounds, using a
Yamaha DX7, to accompany songs and to underscore the dialogue.73
By actually quoting part of the visual trappings o f the production the poster achieved
a direct link between poster and production. It did not go so far as to indicate the innovative
design and production concept of the actual performance as it occurred on the stage. What it
did achieve was the projection of the image of a sophisticated, mainstream theatre company
catering for a discerning, affluent, middle class audience, the type o f audience which the
company needed to support the continuation o f third phase. The style of plays produced by
the type of theatre company Nimrod had become, or at least appeared to have become, were
described by one of the corporate backers of Nimrod's 1986 season:
We wanted a winner, and we smelt success when we started to look into it. The
plays looked commercial, and there was a level o f efficiency about it all.74
Only a relatively few posters were produced during Nimrod's final phase of operation
This was due in part to the reduced number o f plays produced each year. There was also a
general tendency for brochures and hand-bills to be used in lieu o f posters. In addition, the
1986 and 1987 seasons, each consisting of four plays, were advertised by a single, all-purpose
poster for each year.

albums. His interests are wide-ranging but generally fall within the parameters of New Music. As a
composer and performer, he is interested in the ’event' of music performance, such events often involving the
audience or focussing on the audience during performance. His works are often repetitive and cyclical,
although seldom minimalist: they show an awareness of older forms of music, but make use of recorded and
modified sound and electronic sound as well as traditional instruments as well as 'found objects' instruments.
See John Jenkins. 22 Contemporary Australian Composers (Melbourne: NMA Publications, 1988), pp. 41-49.
73See Andrew Urban. "Will a summer dream become a nightmare?" The Australian, 23rd January, 1985;
Werner Baer, "Familiar dream in a modern setting loses some charm," Manly Daily, 22nd February. 1985;
and John Jenkins. 22 Contemporary Australian Composers (Melbourne: NMA Publications, 1988), p. 45.
74Jeremy Eccles, Nimrod's Big Test: Acts of Faith." Financial Review, 8th August. 1986.

126

It would be misleading to claim that the offerings by the Nimrod company during its
final years of operation were uniform in terms of type o f play and production style.
Throughout its history Nimrod's eclectic approach to programming, and its willingness to
tackle just about any theatrically valid project, had remained part o f its signature. During the
final years shifts in direction and variety in programming continued to occur, but these no
longer occurred in response to a commitment to an innovative theatrical philosophy on the
part of a company involved in dialogue with its audience. Rather they indicated a company,
no longer able to rely on the supportive audience of the past, in desperate search for a new
audience. It is also misleading to suggest that Nimrod's final productions were failures.
Many of them met with very high critical acclaim: the four plays, which comprised the
programme for the successful attempt at creating a repertory season in 1986, were warmly
praised. Most of the old Nimrod aims were long gone and Nimrod had become the very type
o f theatre to which it had originally set itself up as an alternative. Forced into competition
with other successful mainstream companies, even with high quality productions, Nimrod
could not attract a strong audience base quickly enough to ensure its survival.

CONCLUSION
The exuberant, irreverent Pop style o f the early years was quickly established and
exploited and although for some it defined Nimrod's house style, it was really ever only one
part of a broad range of styles and interests. While Nimrod made use o f the Pop style, it was
not confined by it. The company's essentially exploratory agenda resulted in a very speedy
introduction of a broad range of styles that included the conceptual approach to Shakespearean
and classic plays, the specific examination o f Australian society and its problems, and a broader
concern with the human condition. The relationship between actor and audience was o f prime
importance during the Darlinghurst phase. In the tiny cramped spaces o f the Nimrod Street
theatre the audience were an ever-present physical reality, always complicit in the collaborative
process of making theatre and sometimes the brunt o f confrontation. Such proximity meant
that audiences could be included as participants, could be made uncomfortable or could be
confronted, for instance, by intense realism.1
The move to Surry Hills physically marked the move away from the 'Biggies' style of
performance. While for some this may have been a denial of what was seen as a new
establishment of a specifically Australian style, in effect it rescued Nimrod from the cult
pressures of the first phase and from the dangers o f too narrow a self-definition. The
eclecticism of the play choices and production styles o f the post-Nimrod Street company were
in part due to the access to larger spaces and the artistic and commercial implications of these
spaces. This eclectic approach allowed Nimrod to test out what it had learned at Darlinghurst
and to continue its general theatrical discourse in a wider range of theatrical forms and styles.
The social concerns of the late seventies were reflected in Nimrod's choice o f plays and
in the experimental styles and productions o f the period. This was even more apparent in the
offerings of the early eighties when specific social issues, notably feminism, which were
becoming not only the concerns of an alternate society, but those o f everyday mainstream
•See, for instance, Harry Kippax's discussion of the violence in Williamson's The Removalists in the Nimrod
supplement n Theatre Australia, vol. 5, no. 5. December - January, 1981, p. 1. He described it as "a murder in
your living-room. It gave a shock the little television screen could not match."

128

society, were addressed These plays signalled Nimrod's move away from its alternate, avantgarde beginnings. The most telling sign of this shift was the establishment o f the Downstairs
space specifically for experimental theatre in February 1976, signifying that Nimrod no longer
considered itself as adequately fulfilling the function of alternate theatre and establishing a link
with the practices of Australian and overseas mainstream subsidised theatres.2 Still a leader and
instigator, Nimrod's concerns became those relevant to the broader fabric o f society.
The company carried its commitment to Australian plays, its expertise in staging
contemporary productions of Shakespearean and classic plays, and its experimental interests,
through to its final venues at the Seymour Centre.

Even so, the relinquishing o f Nimrod's

own premises in favour of becoming residents in the larger, relatively characterless York
theatre was more a decision to make the best o f a financial necessity than a theatrical agenda.
To attract the audiences necessary to fill the larger theatre, Nimrod's image became chic rather
than trendy, and its concerns became those of relevance and currency rather than of social
orientation.
It is too easy to demonstrate the journey of the Nimrod Company from alternate,
experimental theatre group to mainstream theatre company by considering only the big picture.
One can see the history of the company as one o f moving into ever larger premises. This kind
of generalised history, however, cannot be separated from the continuous growth and change
evident in the production to production smaller-picture history o f Nimrod In spite of this
general trend towards becoming part of the establishment to which they originally set up as an
alternative, Nimrod maintained a vibrant, experimental, diverse and courageous output which
was praised and appreciated by critics and by increasingly large audiences.3 Viewed overall,
the make-up of Nimrod's audiences changed from the largely student/ intellectual/ alternate
members of the first Darlinghurst coterie to the middle class, more affluent clientele o f the final
phase. During its history, however, the constitution o f audiences fluctuated greatly. Through
2The Royal Shakespeare Company had established 'The Place' in 1971 and 'The Other Place' in 1974.
3Even in the final years. Nimrod's audiences increased in numbers, although not by enough to make the large
theatre economically viable.
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Nimrod's choice of plays and production approaches, it continued to reflect and critique the
society of which it was a part and, at the same time, maintained its attempts to produce theatre
o f high quality.
One can say much the same things about the history o f Nimrod posters. The first were
screenprints by avant-garde artists. These were followed by off-set works of in-house and
invited graphic artists until Nimrod finally resorted to the glossy, attractive and predictable
posters associated with the mainstream theatre. However, the constant changes in styles and
emphases along the way were the visual manifestations of a company dedicated to the
exploration of the dynamics of theatre and an awareness of its relationship with its social
context. Initially, a small range of key factors about Nimrod and its productions was
established by a very few artists. This range was then broadened by placing it in the hands of
many more designers, some of whom fulfilled anchoring roles by virtue o f their larger number
o f posters and the strength of their designs. These were balanced by the work o f those who
made individual and momentary contributions. The changing styles of posters reflected the
changing attitudes and concerns of the company and the changes in its social context. The
styles of the various artists reflected the artistic styles o f the wider artistic community and the
subject matter and themes of plays, as well as the changes in production approaches.
The history of Nimrod is not simply the history o f an alternate, avant-garde group
which lost its way. Over the eighteen years of its operations, the society with which it
interacted changed even more than Nimrod did The alternate culture that spawned Nimrod in
1970, and with which it identified for the first years, no longer existed in 1988. Most of the
parallel groups set up at the same time as Nimrod had long disbanded before Nimrod's final
closure. Most of the social issues which galvanized the politically and socially minded youth
culture of the sixties and early seventies had become the domain of mainstream society by the
eighties. Many ideas about theatre, considered radical in 1970, had been subsumed by
mainstream theatrical practice by the late eighties.
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It is, therefore, more helpful to consider why Nimrod endured so long rather than why it
collapsed. The main reason for Nimrod's longevity lay partly in its lack o f definition and partly
in its general commitment to theatrical exploration. Because the Pop theatre house style o f the
first years of operation was balanced by experimental Shakespearean and other classics as well
as other Australian plays of many styles, Nimrod was able to avoid being definitively associated
with what in some ways proved to be a passing fad. The avoidance of a manifesto, and the
adherence to strongly held but loosely iterated principles o f operation, meant that it was never
defined by or tied to a precise agenda of aims, objectives and procedures. This lack of
definition, coupled with its principle of experimentation, meant that Nimrod could evolve along
with the culture which produced it, and that it could continue to make an important
contribution during the late seventies and early eighties, long after it had ceased to be an
alternate theatre company in the sense in which it was set up
Nimrod's early 'house' Pop style was not, however, merely a passing phase. Like Pop
art, of which it was a part, the developments o f which can be seen, for instance, in the recent
works of Richard Larter, the aggressive Australian accents and free-ranging style of Nimrod's
early productions have their reverberations in some o f the range of theatrical styles o f the
nineties. Nimrod's contribution to the theatre, and to art in its widest sense, was to demolish
established assumptions about the nature o f theatre, to test the boundaries between popular and
elite theatre and to break the mould of imported theatrical forms which had previously
dominated Australian theatre. Above all, in much the same way as the Earthworks Poster
Collective contributed to the general integration o f the poster into everyday life, Nimrod
contributed to the acceptance of the Australian play as an expected part o f the Australian
theatrical repertoire.
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