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To Students
We are delighted to welcome you to the 2014 Perth Festival and this performance of
The Shadow King by Malthouse Theatre in association with Melbourne Festival, Sydney Festival,
Perth International Arts Festival, Adelaide Festival and Brisbane Festival.
This resource pack is for you. It is full of information to guide you in preparing to see the
performance and reflecting upon it afterwards, how it thrilled and inspired you.
Don’t forget to grab a free program.
Enjoy the show!
Jemma Gurney
Education Coordinator

Curriculum Links
WACE
Drama, English, Languages, History
Curriculum Framework
The Arts, Civics and Citizenship, Languages
Australian Curriculum
English
Cross Curriculum Priorities: Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander histories and culture
General Capabilities: Literacy, Critical and creative thinking, Personal and social capability,
Ethical understanding, Intercultural understanding
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Theatre Etiquette
A guide to enjoying the show.
We are very pleased to welcome you to this 2014 Perth Festival event. We hope you are thrilled,
challenged and inspired by what you are about to see.
Here are a few handy hints to make sure you, and everyone around you, gets the most out of the
experience…

Do turn off your mobile phone. Trust us, you don’t want to be ‘that guy whose phone rang’ in the
middle of that big, dramatic moment and texting/tweeting/facebooking during the show is not OK.
Do eat before you enter the theatre. The rustling of wrappers and munching of crisps is not what
the sound designer had in mind.
Do save your comments until the end. The dimming of the house lights is the international symbol
for silence. Allow everyone, performers and audience, to focus on the performance by not talking.
Do be prepared to stay in your seat during the show. If you leave your seat during the performance
you may not be allowed back in. So maybe go the small, rather than the jumbo, drink beforehand.
Do watch the performance. We’d hate for you to miss the good stuff because you were trying to
write your essay in the theatre.
Do respect the rights of the presenting company. The set and costumes are amazing, the
performances are extraordinary, but taking photos or videos of the show is illegal. Grab a program
from the foyer instead.

That pretty much covers it. If you can do these 6 simple things then you’ll not only have a great
experience but you’ll have the gratitude and respect of the rest of the audience and the performers.
Enjoy the show and thanks for being part of the Festival!
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Cast and Creative Team
Co-Created by Michael Kantor and Tom E. Lewi
Director
Associate Director
Set Designer
Costume & Props Designer
Lighting Designer
Sound Designer
Film
Music Consultant
Musical Arrangements and Direction
Dramaturg

Michael Kantor
Melodie Reynolds-Diarra
Paul Jackson, Michael Kantor & David Miller
Ruby Langton-Batty
Paul Jackson
Kelly Ryall
Natasha Gadd, Rhys Graham & Murray Lui
Iain Grandage
John Rodgers
Marion Potts

Cast
King Lear
Cordelia
Regan
Goneril
Gloucester
Edmund
Edgar
The Fool

Tom E. Lewis
Rarriwuy Hick
Natasha Wanganeen
Jada Alberts
Frances Djulibing
Jimi Bani
Djamangi Gaykamangu
Stephen "Baamba" Albert

Musicians
Selwyn Burns
Jida Gulpilil
Bart Willoughby
This project has been assisted by the Australian Government's Major Festivals Initiative, managed by
the Australia Council its arts funding and advisory body in association with the Confederation of
Australian International Arts Festivals including Melbourne Festival, Sydney Festival, Perth
International Arts Festival, Adelaide Festival and Brisbane Festival.
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The Shadow King

The Shadow King is an adaptation of Shakespeare’s tragedy King Lear, set between two Indigenous
families in Australia’s far north. Cast members are all Indigenous Australians from many different
parts of the country, and include well-known names such as Tom E. Lewis (The Chant of Jimmie
Blacksmith), Jada Alberts (Redfern Now, Wentworth), Jimi Bani (the eponymous role in Mabo),
Frances Djulibing (Ten Canoes) and Natasha Wanganeen (Rabbit Proof Fence). English, Kriol and
Indigenous languages are used in the script, and dance and music is employed throughout. The
Shadow King is the result of a long research and creative development period between a range of
Indigenous artists and communities over four years. The rigour and authenticity of the theatremaking process has made a work of contemporary relevance for contemporary Indigenous Australia.
The Shadow King is an adaptation of Shakespeare’s tragedy King Lear. Lear contains themes of
family, power and madness that are considered so universal it has been adapted into many different
cultural settings and languages. By setting this version in Australia’s far north and between two
Indigenous families, themes of dispossession and ties to one’s land are able to be explored in a
contemporary and powerful context.
Earlier in 2013, the cast members met at The Coopers Malthouse to workshop ideas and discuss
themes from the play that are relevant to contemporary Indigenous Australian society, such as
identity, loss of connection to tradition, custodianship and ownership of land.
All the cast members are Indigenous Australians and have come from many different parts of
Australia.. Each actor brings with them a language pertaining to their Indigenous background, and
will be using this language in their character, along with English and Kriol. Dance and music also play
an important part in this production, which has aimed for flexibility and simplicity in its presentation.
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One King, Many Lear’s
The Lear of Shakespeare cannot be acted.
- CHARLES LAMB, EARLY 19TH CENTURY
Upon the restoration of the British monarchy in 1660, theatres were re-opened, all of them having
been closed by order of the Puritan government in 1642. It was at this point in history – known as
the “Restoration” – that the first “adaptation” of Shakespeare’s King Lear was made. Amongst other
changes he made, the writer Nahum Tate infamously gave it a “happy ending”. Since then, the play
has endured rewrites but has also been enriched through many fascinating adaptations, most
notably in the 20th and 21st centuries.
The Shadow King can, in some ways, be seen as the latest in a long line of “adaptations” of the
classic story of King Lear. There are many ways that The Shadow King has been adapted to a
contemporary Indigenous Australian context including key character changes: Gloucester has been
made an Indigenous woman whose two sons are from different fathers (tying in the concept of
Edmund being “Wrong Skin”), and the Fool has been made a Songman, existing slightly outside our
own reality.
In fact, Shakespeare’s play was also an adaptation – of the legend Leir of Britain, a story that would
have been well-known to theatre-goers of the time. Check the “Links” section above for a synopsis
and more information on King Lear.
Activities
Teachers can introduce the topic of adaptation using questions like:
•

What do you understand by the term “adaptation”? What films do you know that have been
“adapted” from plays, books, or earlier films?

•

How can an adaptation of a play, as opposed to a standard production, enrich the play and
make it “better”?

•

How would a director prepare before embarking on an adaptation of a well-known work, for
example one by Shakespeare?

Students can list film adaptations of Shakespeare works, and / or films that are inspired by
Shakespeare plays, either by brainstorming as a class or through research in groups. Some examples
that can be found online are:
http://www.shakespeareinamericanlife.org/resources/viewing/inspired.cfm
and
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_William_Shakespeare_screen_adaptations#King_Lear
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Language
It’s our story. We’re dancing on an old English story.
- Tom E. Lewis, ABC Radio AM, 18 September 2013
Language is an important aspect of this production – the script is written in many different
languages. The languages represented on stage are:
Yolngu: Gupapuyngu
Katherine: Kriol
Torres Strait: Yumpla Tok & Kala Lagaw Ya
Western Australia: Baard and English.
Specific languages are spoken only by the actors of that
particular language group, and by acknowledging cultural and
Indigenous protocols they have approached their Elders for
permission and support. The movement between different
languages during the play, particularly from Indigenous
languages to Kriol and English, is intentional – the director has
explained that this represents “loss of culture and the
bastardising of language – themes that tie back into loss of
land”.

Activities
Students can research and investigate the Indigenous languages used in the play (see above).
Teachers can ask them to consider for each language:
•

How many speakers does the language have?

•

How extensively is the language used – does it cover a broad geographical area; is it used in
schools, government offices and so on?

•

Does it have a dictionary or other learning support materials?

Teachers can have their class create their own Australian languages map for the languages used in
The Shadow King. Using a blank map of Australia printed and photocopied A3 size or larger and using
different coloured pencils or markers, students can colour in the region where that language is
spoken. Students can follow this online map as a guide:
http://www.abc.net.au/indigenous/map/images/indigi_map.png
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This Land Is Mine
Tom E. Lewis has spoken of the parallels between King Lear’s ceremonial and symbolically charged
approach to land custodianship, and his own experiences:
We weren’t kings, but we were kings of our world ... Similar stories there, with daughters
getting land and all of that sort of thing. My grandfather had given my mother this
country.
- Time Out Melbourne
While the setting of the play is imagined and not specific, the director has identified three specific
“lands” that mark the main turning points of the plot: river land (the land the Cordelia is evicted
from), desert land (the world that Lear is cast into during the storm) and coastal land (the end-point
of the journey, the liminal place between land and sea where things must be played out).

Activities
Teachers may consider a “prior knowledge” activity before embarking on a class discussion about
“land” by having students work in groups to research and develop a contextual understanding of the
following contemporary issues:
Aboriginal Land and Sea Rights; The Wik Decision and 10 Point Plan; Mabo; Aboriginal Self
Determination and the ‘Northern Territory Intervention’; The Aboriginal Tent Embassy; Native Titile
Act; Mining Royalties and the Aboriginals Benefit Account.
•

What do you understand about Indigenous Australians’ relationship to “land”?

•

Is Indigenous Australians’ relationship to “land” the same for Indigenous peoples of other
countries?
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The Shadow
The quote below (from Shakespeare’s King Lear) is the source of the title for The Shadow King. The
Fool’s response is abrupt yet honest, and Lear’s angry question is provoked by Goneril’s disrespect.
LEAR: Who is it that can tell me who I am?
FOOL: Lear’s shadow.
Shakespeare used many different images in his plays and sonnets that were imbued with a deeper
symbolic meaning, such as stars, flowers, trees, eyes, hands and feet. In King Lear, some other
notable images are the storm and the idea of “nothing”. In this scene, it is the image of a shadow
that is used as a powerful metaphor to comment on Lear’s character.
Activities
Teachers can present the idea of imagery in Shakespeare by asking students: What is it about the
nature of a shadow that caused Shakespeare to use that as a metaphor in the Fool’s line?
Students can brainstorm in groups or as a class to discuss:
• What are the notable features of a shadow?
• How have shadows been used in literature, performing arts or visual arts that you can recall?
• What do you think the Fool is trying to say when he calls Lear a “shadow”?
Teachers can then present to students other uses of the image of a shadow in literature and legend.
For example:
• The shadow is the negative “double” of the body, or the image of its evil and base side;
• Symbolically, human psychology is often representative of our ‘alter ego’. As our alter ego, our
shadow contains many aspects, hidden to others, which we both shun and admire;
• In folklore, the shadow is seen as the
doppelganger: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Doppelg%C3%A4ngerhttp
• Finally, it is important to remember that shadows are formed not from a lack of light, but by
blocking the light. It takes very little light to create a shadow, but no amount of light can ever
quench a shadow: the brighter the light, the stronger the shadow.
EXTENSION ACTIVITY:
Explore other images used in Shakespeare, such as those mentioned above.
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King Jimmie
Then, as often happens in places charged with fear, an unexplainable event occurred.
Thomas Keneally, The Chant Of Jimmie Blacksmith, 1972.

Tom E. Lewis, who plays the lead role in The Shadow King, is a renowned Australian actor who
became famous through his role in the 1978 film The Chant of Jimmie Blacksmith. More information
about this classic Australian film and the book on which it was based can be found at
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Chant_of_Jimmie_Blacksmith
In The Shadow King, Lewis is also co-creator, undertaking a critical artistic and creative role in the
development and workshopping of this production.
Activities
Students can use The Chant of Jimmie Blacksmith as a comparative work to analyse the character of
Lear and the plot of the play.
Teachers may use a teaching tool of their choice, such as a Venn diagram, to assist students in listing
the similarities and differences between the characters of Jimmie and Lear and the settings that
contributed to the development of their characters.
For example:
•

Jimmie’s “madness” has strong parallels to Lear’s – we observe the events building up to it
and can understand the causes.

•

Both were led to fury and loss of control through betrayal by those whom they trusted.

•

The main difference is that Lear enjoyed some small sense of redemption at the end of his
life, by being able to reconcile with his daughter, whereas Jimmie did not have that
advantage.
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Notes from the Director
“Our temples are built in the ground. Our castles are in the dirt. We ourselves are written
in the stars.”
- Tom E Lewis
Project Overview
The Shadow King is an adaptation of King Lear performed in English, Kriol and the actors’ own
Indigenous Australian languages. The physical production’s conceit is simplicity – with a focus on the
actor and music. The production has been designed to be flexible enough in performance to take
place outdoors, in the round and on stages.
Artistic Rationale
The Shadow King takes its title from the
words uttered by the Fool in response
to King Lear’s summons of his own lost
identity. Enraged by Goneril’s
disrespect, Lear declaims:
- Who is it that can tell me who I am?
- Lear’s shadow
The question of identity – as the
immediate repercussion of land division,
loss of connection to one’s song-lines,
sacred sites, places of ritual and
belonging – is the foundational premise of this piece. For our purposes it resonates with Lear’s
invisibility, his blackness, his inefficacy. More broadly, it = suggests the diminishing influence of
elders and the complex nature of family in many contemporary Indigenous communities.
Our goals for the first workshop were to test the relevance of the King Lear story as a vehicle to
explore contemporary Australia and its complex relationship to the land – in particular to the
ownership and division of land according to white custom and its imposition on Aboriginal people as
its traditional custodians. It was recognised that process and parameters would emerge as a result of
a discussion about the subject matter itself – that the two would be inextricable and inform each
other.
Over a week in Melbourne we gathered a number of performers and creative personnel – the
language groups and/or people represented included Pitjintjarra, Nyungar, Wagadagam, Warradjari,
Boonwurung, Yidingi, Merrium, Queensland Murri, Ritarrnju, Marra, Larrikia and English. A series of
broad-ranging topics were discussed in the course of the week. These included, custodianship,
native title, mining rights and royalty flow, the Dreamtime and the Wildtime, sorcery and magic,
songlines, walkabout, family structures and families in crisis, western appropriation, blindness as a
metaphor, the storm as a metaphor, riverland, desert, coastal cultures, love redemption and
tragedy. In turn they threw up a number of protocols that provided the framework and possibility
for exciting theatrical/dramaturgical ideas.
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Protocols
Jack Charles was nominated the Elder of the rehearsal family, taking responsibility (with the support
of his collaborators) for questions of cultural propriety. Languages used as a starting point for the
workshop were Marra and Ritarrnju being Tom Lewis’ mother’s and father’s respectively. Tom Lewis
offers his own languages for the interpretation of his role only (being Lear) and as a courtesy will
approach his fellow Elders. Other languages would be spoken only by the actors of that particular
language group and they would seek direct support from their Elders. Ceremonial songs/dances (as
opposed to “folk” songs) will not be taught to others – any collective dance or song would originate
from the group and be devised specifically for the project. Any representation of Indigenous
communities is abstract rather than literal. This avoids pin-pointing communities/being overly
reductive about the content and therefore scope of the piece.
Dramaturgical foundations
The protocols around language focus the story very clearly on two families, the Lear and Gloucester
families – being the languages that the actors playing Lear and Edgar offer the project. It is important
to represent the dramatic conflict through different attitudes to land and to show the decline across
three generations: an attitude of custodianship (a traditional attitude, but represented through the
“true” Cordelia); the idea of registering land for native title (an innovation that Lear brings to the
family with every good intention); the idea of owning land in the white tradition (the logical
extension of this in the hands of the Goneril/Regan/Edmund generation).
The choice of mixing and moving between Kriol, Ritarrnju, Pitjintjarra and modern English is a
conscious decision to represent loss of culture and the bastardising of language – themes that tie
back into loss of land. Shakespeare is used only at the very beginning of the piece as a theatrical
representation of Anglo corruption (read: white Land Cruiser, mining royalties, alcohol) the artificial
and imposed culture that Cordelia rejects by answering in Kriol. Language in the piece therefore
operates as a reflection of the cultural ‘mode’ in which its characters move and as a journey for Lear
back to the clarity and heart of his culture.
Gloucester as Matriarch and Edmund as Wrong Skin
Wrong-skin implications for Edmund
are dramatically potent as they
encompass high-stake cultural taboos
(such as incest, rape, etc.) and feed
jealousies that are rife and destructive.
It is narratively more plausible for Edgar
and Edmund to be born of the same
mother and for Edgar to speak his
father’s language (in this case
Pitjintjarra). This also puts Gloucester at
the pointy end of matriarchal
responsibility, an increasingly significant
role in holding communities together
and bringing the next generation back
to traditional values. The blinding of the
matriarchal figure is intensely powerful
in the context of current cultural challenges.
The world of the play is a theatrical and imagined one which may have recognisable features to
some communities but will not be “set” in any one. The mythical and epic nature of Lear’s journey
will be emphasised and will travel through three different worlds articulated by the main turning
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points in the story. These represent three broad kinds of land that Aboriginal people identify: river
land (the land the Cordelia is evicted from), desert land (the world that Lear is cast into during the
storm) and coastal land (the end-point of the journey, the liminal place between land and sea where
things must be played out).
Language will both reflect and inform this journey. Lear’s search for clarity and truth becomes a
journey into the desert heartland. Edgar’s assumption of the character Poor Tom is less about
madness than the stripping of Anglo trappings and a return to the land in a traditional sense. The
majority of text is spoken in Kriol. Traditional language is reserved for these moments when
characters are in the eye of the desert storm and at their most vulnerable.
The Fool becomes the Songman
As in the original, he has an ambiguous
relationship to the theatrical language of
the piece, being omnipresent (and just a
little omniscient) moving in and out of
realities. In the convention of ‘language
as signifier’, his meta-theatrical function
is conveyed through the use of
heightened English that could as easily
reflect the future as the past. He can
adopt the register of anyone he
encounters but breaks the fourth wall
with constant alacrity. His Prophecy in
the storm has an eerie currency.
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Design Collaboration with Djilpin Arts
When I attended the first workshop for The Shadow King
in April this year, I took from it the desire to work
collaboratively with female artists from Beswick on the
creation of props and costumes for the play. The
organisation – Djilpin Arts – which is run by Fleur Parry
(wife of Tom. E Lewis – playing King Lear) has galleries
based in both Katherine and Beswick and employs local
Indigenous women to run the galleries as well as
providing them the space to sell their works of art.
In May, the creative team for The Shadow King visited
Katherine and Beswick to begin the collaboration and
film footage for the play and documentary. Katherine is a
small tourist hub (‘the gateway to the Gorge’) south-east
of Darwin. By comparison Beswick is tiny, with only one
shop, a school and an office. While Indigenous
employment in the Katherine is virtually unheard of,
Fleur pointed out to me the Beswick branch of Djilpin is
run almost exclusively by a group of the local young
women, who evidently do an excellent job.
Two of the young women I spent some time with in Beswick were
Augustina Kennedy and Revonna Urban. When I first visited the
Ghunmarn Cultural Centre in Beswick I was given a tour by Augustina of
the gallery including the special collection upstairs of the senior artists
work (The Blanasi Collection). They explained to me some of the cultural
significance of the paintings and objects. One example that stood out
was an incredibly beautiful, very old feathered dancing skirt in a glass
cabinet. It went without saying that everything in the gallery had been
approved for public viewing, and while there was great artistic, cultural
and personal value in all of the artworks, I was not being shown any
secret business.
During my time there I met the young women employed by Djilipin and
many of the artists who create beautiful woven and printed art works. I
met Tommy’s family including his Sister and Mother, Vera, who are both
prominent artists there. The first thing I noticed is that they are a very
busy family. Looking over at their place from the veranda of the arts
centre you can see that at any time they’ve got several family members
staying, including heaps of little kids running around. Vera told me that
they often have fifteen people staying in their small house. They’ve got
at least ten (much loved) dogs asking for scraps of food, tourists
constantly visiting that they must graciously entertain and educate, and
several artworks on the go at any given time.

Gumnut necklace for
Gloucester’s costume

Beswick is a very small town, and this family seemed to all but run the
show. While I only had a short time in Beswick, I was lucky enough to be
taken on a fishing trip with them. It was a beautiful day, not too hot, with
a heavy black cloud lingering in the distance, which had been threating
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the area for days. We sat by the river and cooked the fish
they’d caught and some damper on a small fire. Vera told
me about what life was like before white people came to
Arnhem Land, and what life is like for her and her family
now. Despite living very hard lives, they are always
laughing and creating beauty. They are true artists and
love what they do.
The work that they create is sometimes re-worked
versions of objects used in ceremony or objects for
everyday use such as the dilly bag. Vera told me that in
pre-contact days, dilly bags were coated in wax from the
honey ant to use for carrying water. Now traditional
ceremonial objects such as the feathered dancing skirt
and arm-bands are worn for any kind of celebration. Her
granddaughter wore them to her high-school graduation.
When Beswick was a missionary the women were pushed
by the nuns to busy themselves with craft projects, which
is where many items such as the woven mats originate.
Now, Fleur fosters an artistic environment where artists create more personal works.
My favorites are the spirit-like woven sculptures, which are
potent expressions of life in Beswick.
Some of the props and costume items used for The Shadow
King are purchased directly from Djilpin, or have been
commissioned by me personally. Most are just artworks,
without specific ceremonial significance, such as the handpainted gumnut necklace for Gloucester’s costume, or the
scary Black Mimi sculpture which will be carried by Poor Tom.
Others have great ceremonial significance, such as the
Morning Star pole, which was chosen by Tommy to
symbolically align with his kinship alliances. In some instances,
for both aesthetic and practical reasons, we have decided to
make objects from scratch in the Malthouse Theatre workshop
which will be inspired by indigenous artworks and ceremonial
objects, but will differ enough to not be a direct plagiarism.
On both an artistic and personal level working with the Djilpin
artists has been an incredibly rewarding experience. That this play is set loosely in the
Beswick/Katherine area, and that we’ve been able to work with Tommy’s family in the creation of it,
imbues it with a wonderful truthfulness that it would have otherwise lacked. They often tour down
south and internationally with their work, which softens the blow of reality that I will most likely not
get to go back there for quite some time.
Ruby Langton-Batty
Props and Costume Designer
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A Guide to Performance Analysis
Reflect on these points when writing notes after the show:
•

GENERAL INFORMATION ABOUT THE PERFORMANCE
The name of the performance, the name of the company, the venue. Background
information about the performance, writer and/or creative team.

•

THEMES AND PLOT
Summarise the plot. What ideas/themes do you believe the production was trying to
explore? Was there a common concern for the characters?

•

FORM AND STYLE
Think about role and character, situation, voice, movement, space and time, language and
texts, symbol and metaphor, mood and atmosphere, audience and dramatic tension – How
were these elements employed to create the form of the work and how did these creative
choices in turn establish its style.

•

VOICE AND MOVEMENT
Consider the performers use of elements of voice and movement. – How were these
elements of performance employed to communicate character and dramatic action? What
relationship do these performance choices have to the form and style of the piece?

•

HISTORICAL AND SOCIAL KNOWLEDGE
Consider the time, place and culture that the piece was set in, created in and performed in.
What comments, if any, do you feel the creator/s was making and what significance does
this piece have to a contemporary Australian audience?

•

ELEMENTS OF PRODUCTION–ROLE
Observe the contributions made by the various production roles (e.g. Director, Dramaturge,
Designers). How did each of these impact on the overall atmosphere, style and meaning of
the performance?

•

YOUR PERSONAL RESPONSE TO THE PRODUCTION
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Links and further information
Videos
The Shadow King mini-documentary - http://vimeo.com/75552539
The Shadow King Trailer - http://vimeo.com/74423985
PBS episode on understanding Lear and the different interpretations http://www.pbs.org/wnet/gperf/episodes/king-lear/introduction/475/
Articles
The Australian - http://www.theaustralian.com.au/arts/review/campfire-king-tom-e-lewis-deliversan-indigenous-version-of-king-lear/story-fn9n8gph-1226732156987
The Age - http://www.smh.com.au/entertainment/theatre/king-lear-with-an-indigenous-twist-toplay-the-malthouse-20120910-25o7o.html
ABC Radio’s AM - http://www.abc.net.au/am/content/2013/s3851034.htm
Wikipedia - http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/King_Lear
Royal Shakespeare Company (UK) comprehensive page on Lear (including links) http://www.rsc.org.uk/explore/shakespeare/plays/king-lear/
Reviews
The Guardian AU - http://www.theguardian.com/culture/australia-cultureblog/2013/oct/17/shadow-king-melbourne-review
ABC Arts - http://www.abc.net.au/arts/blog/Alison-Croggon/Melbourne-Festival-Shadow-Kingreview-131017/default.htm
The Age - http://www.theage.com.au/entertainment/theatre/theatre-review-the-shadow-king20131017-2voky.html

