
DRAMA 
 
Drama and theatre in their content and style reflect a unique Australian society.  
 
 
Since the very first theatre piece was performed on Australian soil, Australian society has been 
reflected through the content and style of Australian theatre. This manifestation is evident in the 
well-known Australian plays “The Season at Sarsaparilla”, “The Shifting Heart” and “The One Day of 
the Year”. Each of these plays evolved from a different period in Australia’s history and they each 
reflect social attitudes and values that were embedded in society during that period of time.  
 
Australian Theatre between the years 1788 to 1960 in both style and content has undergone many 
changes as a result of the changes that have occurred within Australian society. When Australia 
was first settled upon, Australian theatre did not exist as theatre was brought here by the British (in 
the form of melodramas). During and following the time of Federation, Australians called upon 
Australian playwrights to create theatre pieces which had content that focused on Australian themes 
and society as well as the reality of the Australian way of life. It was not until after WWII that 
Australia was recognised for her contribution to theatre which resulted in the confidence boost that 
set in motion the motivation for Australia’s playwrights to write in new styles and about Australian 
society. In the years following this kick-start to Australia’s dramatic history, the plays “The Shifting 
Heart”, “The One Day of the Year” and “The Season at Sarsaparilla” were written by various 
Australian playwrights, with each of them focusing on Australia’s unique society.   
 
“The Season at Sarsaparilla” reflects the sexual revolution that occurred in Australian society in the 
1960s through its exploration of the setting, characters, dialogue, content of the play as well as the 
attitudes and values present in it. The play is set in the summer of 1961 in Sarsaparilla, a fictional 
outer suburb of Sydney. The first of three housewives, Girlie Pogson is very prim and proper and 
represents the higher class within the play, this being portrayed not only through her appearance 
but also through her dialogue, which uses elevated language and is enunciated in a clear, crisp 
tone. Girlie is a reserved woman who deeply represses her desire for sex and thus acts in a way 
that suggests that she believes sex to be something which should be kept private. This opinion of 
hers is exemplified through how she refers to ‘the dogs’ and is well summed up in one of her first 
opening lines; “and those dogs… it shouldn’t be allowed!” Nola Boyle is the Bogan of the play and 
represents the lower class; this being evident through her very recognisable Australian accent as 
well as her use of colloquial language and slang. Nola’s opinion of sex is made obvious; she sees it 
as being perfectly natural and openly talks about it, believing that whilst the ‘bitch’ takes this 
viewpoint to the extreme; she should not be judged for doing so. In between Nola and Girlie in 
character is Mavis Knott, the middle class citizen of Mildred Street. Her class within society is 
depicted through her relaxed tone of voice and colloquial language. Mavis is not as uptight as Girlie 
however nor is she as open as Nola. This is conveyed through her attitude towards sex; she feels 
that it is reasonable enough for women to desire sex and that they shouldn’t really have to hide this 
desire, however nor should they flaunt it. In addition to the three housewives, the characters of 
Pippy, Deedree and Ern also depict the varying attitudes that people had in regard to the sexual 
revolution of the 1960s, though to not as great an extreme.  
 
“The Season at Sarsaparilla” employs certain dramatic techniques in order to effectively convey the 
plot of the play to the audience. One particular technique that the play draws on is the actor-
audience relationship. This relationship is essential to the play because it consequently allows for 
the audience to develop a connection with each character and thus make the parallels between the 
characters of the housewives, to the varying opinions within Australian society in the 60s. Another 
important technique employed within this play is space on the set, which is crucial to ensure the 
audience understands the staging of the three separate houses. One particular moment within “The 
Season at Sarsaparilla” which reflects the society from which the play evolved is the ‘dream scene’. 
The varying levels of underlying as well as obvious sexual desire within the characters of the 
housewives become evident at this point in the play. The housewives’ sexual desire is explored 
  



here through the symbolic approach of using cleaning product props to explore the recurring 
underlying theme within the play, sex.   
 
“The Shifting Heart” is set in 1956 in Collingwood, a suburb of Melbourne and focuses on an Italian 
migrant family (the Bianci’s) who are struggling to fit in to Australian society as they face racism and 
discrimination. At the time, Australia was undergoing a societal change as a result of the many 
Europeans who had migrated here. The characters within this play are very stereotypical, be them 
Italian or Australian stereotypes. The Italian stereotype of the Bianci family is evident in a few ways, 
most noticeably through the strong family bonds that unify the Bianci’s together but additionally 
through the use of language in the play. The Bianci’s have a very prominent Italian accent which is 
contrasted strongly through the Bianci family’s Australian friend Clarry, who has a very pronounced 
Australian accent. One particularly noteworthy character in “The Shifting Heart” is Papa, who 
throughout the play expresses his concerns for his family, especially his son Gino, as he is worried 
that should Gino be accepted by Australian society, he will forget his own culture and family.  
  
The technique of characterisation within “The Shifting Heart” was prominent because the characters 
were all very likeable, particularly Papa, which allowed for a good actor-audience relationship to be 
built. One particular moment of note in the performance was the moment in which the Papa picked 
up the Mama. This moment was not only very funny but showed a good relationship and sense of 
teamwork between the performers on stage. Furthermore, this moment really conveyed how well 
the dramatic techniques of time and rhythm were controlled in the play. Throughout the 
performance, the performers showed a gradual increase in the pace of the play which lead to a big 
climax at the end. The climax of the play in which Gino entered the scene and promptly collapsed 
on stage, covered in blood, was very strong and the characters reached their most believable point 
in the play at this point. 
  
“The One Day of the Year” is set in 1960 around the week of ANZAC Day in Australia. The play 
focuses on the different generations’ opinions of ANZAC Day and how important it is in Australia’s 
history. In particular, the characters’ opinions vary between whether the ANZAC legend should be 
remembered and celebrated, partially through getting drunk (Alf, Wacka and Dot believe this) or 
forgotten and seen as a horrible part of Australia’s history (Hughie believes this).  Additionally, the 
generational gap is evident between the father and son, as is the educational gap. Hughie, as a 
university student has an educational background which is causing him to challenge the importance 
of the ANZAC legend in Australia’s history. The dialogue throughout the play is colloquial and 
somewhat Bogan, with the exception of Hughie who as a result of his higher education, has slightly 
elevated language to the effect where it creates contrast between Alf, Dot, Wacka and himself.    
 
One dramatic technique that was explored really well in “The One Day of the Year” was 
characterisation, particularly the characters of Alf and Hughie. As a result of this, the actor-audience 
relationship was strong because the audience were provided with a choice between which opinion 
of ANZAC Day they agreed with, and thus which character. One noteworthy moment in “The One 
Day of the Year” was the moment in which Hughie is holding his camera and talking about the drunk 
he took a photo of outside the pub. His contempt for this type of ANZAC Day celebrators is here 
made obvious through his strong tone of voice, gestures and facial expressions. Tension/ conflict 
were also well-explored in the play, with the tension building throughout the play until it reaches the 
climax of the performance, in which Alf and Hughie physically confront one another in quite a 
believable manner.  
 
In conclusion, when looking back upon Australia’s dramatic history, we can see how theatre pieces 
both in their style and content reflect the different periods of time in Australia’s society. These 
changes are depicted in “The Season at Sarsaparilla”, “The Shifting Heart” and “The One Day of the 
Year”, and through seeing these plays performed, we can begin to truly understand the ways in 
which Australian society has changed over the decades and how truly unique it really is.   
 


