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its large front doors in 1995 as "A 
place for people and organizations to 
gather together" The flyer also stated 
its aims as: "Linking and supporting 
kindred organizations by community 
networking, creating new democratic 
structures for justice and peace. We 
aim to build bridges of support and 
to cooperate and coordinate through 
networking and sharing. " 

Good News publication states: "Now 
coordinating the Grass Roots Centre 
in Brisbane's West End, Norma is 
practicing what she preaches. At 
the tender young age of 85 she feels 
inspired to keep up the good fight by 
the people she meets every day." 

The Queensland Greens set up an 
office in the Grass Roots Centre, as 
did Women in Filrn and Television, 
Connect, Women's Circus, Comm.unity 
Enviromnent Network, Reworking 
Australia, Emma Miller Women's 
Group, National Friends for Peace, Eco 
Group. The doors were always open. 

Kevin Rudd said in 2003: 
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Norma Nord has accumulated a 
history of community service for 
most of her long and generous 
life. She has volunteered her 
time and skills to a variety 
of different causes including 
politics, the environment and 
founding and operating the 
Women's Arts Centre. For her 
many years of humanitarian 
service, l feel privileged to 

honour Norma with a Griffith 
Australia Day Award. 

l found a letter addressed to me in a file 
marked personal and never posted. It is 
dated 27th• May 2004, my daughter's 
24th birthday. I am overwhehned with 
emotion when l read: 

Dearest Jan, I'm sad when I see these 
letterheads now heading for the rubbish 
bin at my place. History is made day by 
day far too quickly for me. Perhaps I 
shouldn't say, "That the Grass Roots 
Resource Centre was unique" also I 
dare not count the number of mistakes 
I made, I even created new ones. 

A final word from Jocelynne A. Scutt: 
"In Australia today real efforts are 
being made to recapture the lives of 
women, lives which have been written 
out of official history or simply ignored 
by the pundits yet sadly some feminist 
historians have fallen in to the trap of 
accepting the 1950's as the dark ages 
of women, a time of total absence of 
women from the political scene, the 
public world." 

Norma lived to the age of 99. 
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The Labour History Plays 
of Errol O'NeiH,1 Part 1 

John McCollow 

Introduction 

Errol O'Neill (1945-2016) was a 
Brisbane actor, director, short-story 
writer, playwright and social activist. 
Over the period of l 983 to 2011, 
O'Neill wrote five plays dealing with 
various episodes of labour history in 
Queensland.' These were: 

Faces in the Street (first performed 
1983) - concerning the Brisbane 
general strike of 1912; 
Popular Front (first performed 
1986) - concerning the labour 
movement ( and in particular of the 
Communist Party and Queensland 
MP Fred Paterson) during the 
tumultuous period of 1930 to 
1950; 
On the Whipping Side (first 
performed 199 I)- concerning the 
1891 shearers' strike; 
The Hope of the World (first 
performed 1996) - concerning 
the 1985 SEQEB strike; 
Red Soil, White Sugar (first 
performed 2011) - concerning 
the Isis district sugar strike of 
1911. 

This article is the first of two that 
describe and analyse these works, 
which make a valuable contribution 
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to our understanding of labour history 
in Queensland in particular and of 
the nature of the labour movement 
generally. As can be seen, the plays 
are listed and will be considered in 
the order that they were written, not 
in chronological order of the events 
they depict. This article will deal with 
Faces in the Street and Popular Front. 
The second article will consider On the 
Whipping Side, The Hope of the World, 
and Red Soil, White Sugar. 

O'Neill's style of playwriting 

Writing about his experience as a 
playwrightinAustraliain 1998, O'Neill 
(p. 152) identified two basic approaches 
to drama: the Stanislavskian, in which 
'the basic unit of theatre is the single 
character' and the Brechtian, in which 
'the basic unit is the social interaction 
between characters'. He positions 
himself firmly in the latter tradition, 
stating that he attempts to produce 
'work which does not simply concern 
itself with the fate of individuals, but 
can come to have much more important 
symbolic significance in terms of 
society as a whole' (Ibid., p. 151). 
Kelly (2016) recalls that O'Neill acted 
in a production of Brecht's Mother 
Courage and Her Children in 1981 and 
had 'long conversations about what 
that style meant and how it should be 
done'. 0' Neill believed that theatre 
should be a 'vehicle for expressing 
ideas' (O'Neill, 1998, p. 152) and bad 
a particular interest in exploring the 
'void in the culture of this country, 

34 

particularly the culture of Queensland, 
when it comes to critical examination 
of our past' (Ibid., p. 160). 

Kelly (2016) states that O'Neill: 

... was an actor first and writer 
after ... be saw bis play-writing 
through the lens of performance 
- very conscious of what it 
would be to act that part, be 
on stage in that scene, etc. It's 
why he insisted on having his 
material workshopped with 
actors as a way of refining it ... 
his view of how plays should 
be written was I think very 
influenced by his (then) primary 
role as an actor. 

O'Neillacknowledgedhis development 
as a playwright in the context of the 
agitprop political satires produced 
as a member of the Popular Theatre 
Troupe (PTT).' His move into 'more 
traditional mainstage drama' (O'Neill, 
1998, p. 152) can be seen more as a 
development of this work than as a 
rejection of it. The labour plays retain 
features that hark back to the work of 
the PTT, for example, in their use of 
actors in multiple roles, and of poetry 
and song. But O'Neill was looking for 
ways of 'embodying the ideas within 
believable dramatic characters' (Ibid.) 
in plays that 'dramatise important 
parts of the personal and psychological 
history of Australian society' (Ibid., p. 
159). For O'Neill, ideas are important. 
Reviewers used to "traditional" theatre 
(where the Stanislavski approach is by 

far the ascendant) can find O'Neill's 
labour history plays overly didactic.' 
But this may reflect more on their 
expectations than on O'Neill's plays. It 
is not that O'Neill ignores emotions, he 
depicts clearly the costs to individuals 
and their personal relationships of 
the way in which society is organised 
and of engagement in the struggle for 
change. He does not, however, allow 
the audience to forget the wider context 
of social and ideological conflict. 

Historical drama can add an 
important dimension often missing 
or underplayed in "straight'' history: 
it re-inserts people into the account, 
allowing the audience to gain a greater 
comprehension of how events are 
shaped by the hopes, ideas and frailties 
of people and, in turn, of the stresses, 
joys and disappointments that are 
experienced as the events unfold. When 
this is done well, the audience member 
does not just experience empathy, but 
has cause to re-examine her or his own 
assumptions and ideas. 

One of the interesting features of 
O'Neill's labour history plays is 
that while each centres on a specific 
historical conflict between capital and 
labour,' they explore conflicts within 
the labour movement at greater length 
and in greater depth. In his introduction 
to the first of these plays, Faces in the 
Street, O'Neill writes of this in terms 
that are applicable to all of the plays: 

... the general strike was full of 
conflicting ideologies. The class 
war was certainly there - the 
basic battle for the recognition 
of trade unions was the major 
impetus for the strike. But 
for me, the most interesting 
dramatic element was the 
tension between different 
viewpoints in the labour camp. 
Previously, I had conceived 
labour history naively, thinking 
the class war was the only war. 
It seemed the play would be 
interesting if it also examined 
the divisions on the left. 

There are contemporary 
resonances, of course. The 
history of the left has always 
been, and still is, the history of 
splits, of enormously important 
ideological distinctions. And 
the labour movement, more 
than most other institutions, has 
always provided the clearing 
house for far-reaching socially 
progressive initiatives. Political 
conservatives always stand by 
with clean hands and impeccable 
suits while they observe the 
blood, sweat and tears, the 
argument and bitter division of 
the left that accompanies most 
social change. (O'Neill, 1993, 

Introduction, pp. 5-6) 

While the ongoing resonances and 
enduring legacies of the intellectual, 
ideological and strategic conflicts 
within the labour movement are 
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Strikers emptying sacks of grain during the General Strike in Brisbane in 1912 

important, so too are the differences 
in the social and political contexts 
in which these conflicts play out. 
O'Neill's plays provide an interesting 
base for exploring continuities and 
differences in these struggles. O'Neill's 
first historical play, Faces in the Street, 
for example, is set in a time when 
utopian hopes for socialist project 
were, if not high, at least plausible, 
before the Russian revolution, before 
Labor in Queensland had established a 
track record in government, and when 
the White Australia Policy was a pillar 
of the labour movement. The play was 
first produced in 1983, when anti
Viet Nam War activism was a not too 
distant memory, Labor in Queensland 
had been out power for over 25 years, 
Joh Bjelke-Petersen was at the height 
of his reign, and when project of 
international socialism had been dealt 
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a severe blow by the legacy of Stalin 
but the Soviet Union remained a super
power. In 2016, we view Faces in the 
Street through a lens shaped by the 
fall of Soviet communism, 25 years 
of post-Fitzgerald Inquiry politics 
in Queensland, and 30 years of neo
liberal interventions in our economy 
and polity. 

O'Neill sprinkles little reminders 
of these historical continuities and 
differences across these plays. William 
Lane plays a prominent role in On 
the Whipping Side; in Faces in the 
Street, the fictional character Marian 
carries a copy of Lane's book The 
Workingman 's Paradise and argues 
with historical character Harry Coyne 
about Lane's departure to South 
America. Ned Hanlon makes a couple 
of brief appearances as a disembodied 

l 
I 

! 

voice seconding motions relating to the 
general strike in Faces in the Street and 
returns as a reactionary Labor premier 
in Popular Front. Joh Bjelke-Peterson 
appears briefly in Popular Front as 
a newly elected backbencher who 
insults Fred Paterson and (ironically) 
speaks in parliament against Hanlon's 
gerrymander; though he doesn't appear 
in The Hope of the World, his presence 
and influence on the events is clear 
- the last line of the play is 'give the 
sack to Joh!'. Paterson himself is a 
central character in Popular Front; in 
The Hope of the World, the fictional 
characters of Red and Clare look down 
from a hotel room on the spot where he 
was bashed. 

As with Job's anti-gerrymander speech 
in Popular Front, there are other 
speeches or lines in. the plays that echo 

across time. Jn Faces in the Street, in 
an exchange that no doubt resonated 
with Queensland audiences of the early 
1980s, Harry and Marion discuss a ban 
on street marches. Marion exclaims, 
'that's a basic democratic right'. Harry 
responds, 'since when did the Premier 
of Queensland care about basic 
democratic rights?' (O'Neill, 1993, 
p. 45). 

Another noteworthy feature of 
O'Neill's work is his attempt to write 
women back into the history of the 
labour movement. He writes in the 
Introduction to Popular Front: 

A major problem that 
confronted me as a male writer 

was that comparatively 
little of the history of women 
had been recorded with the 

resonances of the Bjelke Peterson years of street protests. 
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same solemnity as the history 
of men in the period . . . I 
felt uncomfortable with the 
situation and did not want to 
create yet another play where 
the plum roles were for men 
and the women merely provided 
a bit of humanising background 
... Not to strive for equality of 
representation in our artistic 
product is to perpetuate the 
inequalities that exist in our 
current social and political 
cultures. (O'Neill, 1988, 
Introduction, p. 7) 

While O'Neill includes some historical 
women figures, such as communist 
writer Jean Devanny', in his plays, he 
is hamstrung somewhat by the fact that 
the recorded history of the events that he 
is recreating is dominated by accounts 
of the activities of male participants. In 
Popular Front, he deliberately makes 
the two comical narrators female, 
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. . . to make the very point that 
our history is usually passed on 
as the doings of great men. To 
see two women telling the story, 
commenting on it, and then 
participating in it dramatically, 
helps to remind the audience 
that the values of the men who 
were controlling the events 
were not necessarily the same as 
the values of the women being 
influenced by those events. The 
events themselves, and their 
values, are thereby subjected to 
closer scrutiny. (Ibid., p. 8) 

It is, however, through the naturalistic 
fictional characters in the plays that 
O'Neill really succeeds in writing 
women into the account of Australian 
labour. Marion and Bridget in Faces 
in the Street, Margherita in Popular 
Front, Helen and Moira in On the 
Whipping Side, Maureen in The Hope 
of the World, and Alice in Red Soil, 
White Sugar are all strong characters 
and the stories of their struggles form 
important parts of the respective plays. 

Faces in the Street 

The Brisbane general strike of 1912 
began when tram drivers were locked 
out for wearing union badges at 
work. The trams system manager, 
an American named Joseph Badger, 
refused to negotiate with the union. In 
response, trade unionists went out on a 
general strike that brought Brisbane to 
a standstill. The issne was seen as about 
the right to unionise. Eventually, the 
state government intervened, banning 
marches and swearing in "special 
constables" to enforce order. Police 
who attended demonstrations 'with not 
only their rifles, but often with fixed 

bayonets' (O'Neill, 2012, p. 26). 

During the strike, the combined unions 
(strike) committee: 

became an alternative 
govermnent. No work could 
be undertaken in Brisbane 
without a special permit from 
the Strike Committee. This 

Committee organised 500 
vigilance officers to keep order 
among strikers and set up 
its own Ambulance Brigade. 
Govermnent departments and 
private employers needed the 
Strike Committee's permission 
to carry out any work. The 
Strike Committee issued strike 
coupons that were honoured 
by various firms. (QP Museum, 
2012) 

Additionally, the strike committee 
published a daily newspaper, which 
continued to be published for many 
years after the strike. The degree 
of organisation and level of public 
support caused Premier Digby Denham 
genuinely to fear the possibility of 
revolution (O'Neill, 2012, p. 28). 

An application by the strike committee 
for a permit for a march was refused by 
the police but a large crowd gathered 
in central Brisbane on 2 February 
1912 (Black Friday). The crowd was 
estimated at 15,000 people (ten per 
cent of Brisbane's then population). On 
the orders of the police commissioner, 
the police made a fierce baton charge 
on the crowd. 

Eventually, support for the strike 
waned as workers went without pay, 
access to services and food were 
restricted and govermnent repression 
continued. Despite the arbitration court 
finding that the requirement not to 
wear union badges was unreasonable, 

negative public reaction to police 
violence, and a commitment from the 
employers' federation that the strikers 
would not be victimised, the striking 
employees were not re-instated when 
the strike was called off - though 
they were eventually re-instated when 
state government (then under a Labor 
administration) took over the tram 
system (in 1924). The conservative 
state government won the next election, 
but three years later, the Labor Party 
under TJ Ryan won government. The 
degree to which the strike paved the 

Le~ders Ojthe bush contingents outside o'td 
Government House ready for the General 
Strike in Brisbane 1912 
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way for a Labor election is subject to 
ongoing debate. 

Faces in the Street takes its name from 
the famous poem by Henry Lawson 
and the play ends with the cast singing 
a musical adaptation of the poem. The 
first act also ends in song and snatches 
of familiar tunes are heard in various 
scenes. This use of poetry and song is 
a consistent feature of O'Neill's plays. 
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In this instance the Lawson poem takes 
on a powerful new emotive force from 
the context provided by the play and 
the poem/song contributes, in turn, a 
rousing ending to the play. 7 

Characters representing the 
conservative side of politics in the 
play include the historical figure, Mary 
Hall, who acts as a sort of narrator/ 
commentator. Hall was an English 
woman who wrote of her travels in 
Australia and other parts of the world 
and who was in Brisbane at the time 
of the general strike. Hall's views are 
thoroughly British and establishment, 
politically and socially, and her now 
anachronistic opinions and impatience 
with working-class values and habits 
provide a number of humorous 
moments in the play. 

Contrasted with Hall's old-school 
British values is the brash, pragmatic 
and free-enterprise approach of the 
American tramways boss, Joseph 
Badger. O'Neill (!993, p. 11) describes 
this character as 'able, courageous, and 
ruthless' . Badger is the most "modern" 
of the conservatives depicted in the 
play. His early Twentieth Century 
version of neo-liberalism resonates 
even more strongly today than it would 
have at the time of the play's first 
production in 1983. 

Digby Denham, on the other hand, is 
a historical anomaly. A conservative 
Premier whose links are with business, 
in a state where rural interests have 

dominated. Later, in 1915, Denham 
was to become the only sitting 
Queensland Premier to lose his seat 
in a general election, until Campbell 
Newman replicated this achievement a 
hundred years later. 

Others on the non-labour side of the 
conflict depicted in the play include 
Police Commissioner Cahill, the 
stern and rigid enforcer of public 
order. There is no suggestion of 
police corruption in the play (this is 
picked up in later plays), but Faces 
in the Street does highlight the way in 
which the Queensland police force has 
historically acted as an instrument of 
the government of the day. 

Finally on the non-labour side is the 
fictional character of the Monsignor, 
who enunciates the position of the 
Catholic Church. O'Neill recognises 
the important role that the church 
played in the lives of many working 
class people, especially given the high 
proportion of workers oflrish heritage. 
This role is further explored in Popular 
Front (in relation to workers of Irish 
and Italian heritage). The Monsignor 
enunciates the church's position, as 
expressed in the papal encyclical 
Rerum Novarum, that class warfare 
must be rejected and capital and labour 
work cooperatively. 

As O'Neill acknowledges in an essay 
written in 2012 about the Brisbane 
general strike (p. 30), his chief interest 
in Miting Faces in the Street was 'in 

exploring the arguments within the 
labour ranks' (emphasis added). A key 
feature of these arguments was 'the 
tension between the pragmatic political 
ambitions of the Labour' party and 
the idealism of the socialist principles 
that gave rise to the labour movement' 
(p. 32). 

A key scene in Faces in the Street is 
an argument between the historical 
character of Harry Coyne', a Labor 
member of parliament, the fictional 
character Marion Regan, a socialist 
activist returned from William Lane's 
failed Paraguayan experiment, but 
with her commitment to socialism 
undimmed, and the fictional character 
of Paddy Duffner, 'an itinerant shearer 
and untutored militant concerned more 
with a response to injustice than the 
niceties of gaining political power' 
(O'Neill, 2012, p. 32). Jn this scene 
(O'Neill, 1993, pp. 88-91), Coyne 
states that the strike will probably 
be lost and expresses his concern 
that no steps should be taken that 
might jeopardise Labor's chances 
of being elected or compromise its 
ability to govern. Marion expresses 
disappointment that Labor has limited 
its ambitions to simply providing 'an 
alternative management of capitalism'. 
Duffner goes further, predicting, 
against Coyne's protestations, that 
Labor in government would use the 
police to strike break just as the Tories 
had done. 
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Through characters such as Joe, a 
tramway conductor, and Ws wife 
Bridget, O'Neill shows the effects of 
the strike on ordinary people, for whom 
issues of survival trump strategic 
or ideological issues. Joe observes 
forlornly over a serving of 'yesterday's 
stew' that: 

The strikes only hurting 
the people who are on side. 
Everything else is business as 
usual. It's supposed to be the 
other way around. (O'Neill, 
1993, p. 63) 

Earlier, Joe has poignantly confessed 
that he almost lost his nerve: 

What worries me is I almost 
didn't [ wear the union badge]. 
Me, who's been preachin' union 
louder than any of 'em. I felt 
weak and alone. I came that 
close (gesture with fingers) to 
scabbin'. A man's a bloody rat. 
(Ibid., p. 36) 

In a scene near the end of the play, 
the tensions between Joe and Bridget 
arising from Joe's uncertain future after 
the failure of the strike are manifest: 

Joe: What's the matter? 
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Bridget: You could have told 
me what you were thinking. I'd 
got myself into the state of mind 
where I was prepared to see it 
through, for your sake ... 

Joe: You must've known I was 
getting' jack of it. 

Bridget: That's not the point. 
You should have told me. 
We could have talked about 
it. You're not the only one 
involved. (Ibid., p. 96) 

Faces in the Street was first performed 
at La Boite Theatre in 1983 as part 
of the Brisbane Warana Festival. The 
reviews were favourable. Dickson 
(1983) called it 'an excellent piece of 
drama' and a 'triumph'. Masters (1983) 
stated that it was 'entertaining and 
challenging'. Treble (1983) enthused 
that it was 'a splendid production ... 
strong fare, beautifully written, deeply 
compassionate in its human insights, 
and played with distinction by 24 
actors'. The Courier-Mail's David 
Rowbotham (1983) couldn't overcome 
his distaste for political theatre, but did 
allow that the play was 'well written' 
and that O'Neill 'has proved he has 
writing skill'. 

Faces in the Street was published 
in in 1993 by Playlab Press. The 
publication includes an introduction by 
the playwright that helpfully identifies 
the historical and fictional characters. 
The playwright also provides a 
bibliography of relevant works. The 

publication includes photos of the 
strike, of Brisbane generally in the 
early twentieth century and of a scene 
from the 1983 La Boite production. The 
cover reproduces the famous "Black 
Friday" poster of 1912, created by Jim 
Case for The Worker newspaper. At 
the time of writing, the play is out of 
print, but Playlab has advised that it is 
considering re-issuing it.10 

Popular Front 

The 1930s and 1940s were tumultuous 
decades with the Great Depression, 
the rise of fascism in Europe and 
militarism in Japan, World War Two, 
and emergence of the Cold War. 
Popular Front examines the activities 
of the labour movement in Queensland 
during this period focusing in paiticular 
on the career of Fred Paterson, lawyer 
and the only communist ever elected 
to an Australian state ( or federal) 
parliament. 

Popular Front is the most ambitious 
of O'Neill's labour history plays in 
terms of events portrayed and issues 
considered. The play covers a lot of 
historical ground including - among 
other things -tensions between fascist 
supporters and anti-fascists in the north 
Queensland Italian community, the 
canecutter strike of 1935 to control 
the spread of Weil's disease through 
the burning of sugar cane prior to 
harvesting, Stalin's non-aggression 
pact with Hitler, the establishment of 
the Queensland electoral gerrymander 

by the Hanlon Labor Government, and 
the 1948 Queensland rail strike ( during 
which Paterson was viciously beaten 
by Queensland police). 

The play takes its title from the position 
that leftists should make common 
cause with each other on issues such 
as measures to support employment 
and the fight against fascism. This was 
a position Paterson supported even 
if neither the Communist Party nor 
the Labor Party were ever completely 
comfortable with it. 

Of O'Neill's labour history plays, 
Popular Front is the one that draws 
most heavily on th.e style of his 
previous satirical work with the Popular 
Theatre Troupe. Two female narrators, 
"Audax" and "Fidelis" 11 accompanied 
in the Brisbane production by a three
piece band, joke and argue with each 
other, comment on the goings-on, 
engage the audience, and adopt various 
character roles in the proceedings. 
The other major characters are, 
however, played realistically. The 
play is therefore a complex mixture of 
farce and drama. As instances of the 
former we have Audax, playing not 
one but two thick-as-planks coppers 
(whose testimony is interchangeable), 
being cross-examined in Paterson' s 
sedition trial (Audax: 'you did say 
that th.e workers should take the law 
into their own hands . . . that's our 
job'), or later, with encouragement 
from Fidelis, '"hamming it up" as a pig 
that an unemployed worker has been 
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accuse o ste mg. contrast 1s e 
straight dramatic tension of the scenes 
between Kevin, an Irish-Australian 
railway worker and Labor man, and his 
wife Margherita, an Italian-Australian 
communist and feminist, in which they 
struggle to understand each other and 
their relationship. Kevin's debates 
with his local Catholic priest parallel 
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Margherita's with the Communist 
Party central committee. 

Popular Front is primarily a play 
about ideas and a wide range of social 
issues are debated by the characters. It 
is interspersed with various speeches 
based on episodes in Paterson's career, 
that elucidate his political philosophy 
and serve as testimony to his analytical 
ability and eloquence. But, as in Faces 
in the Street, O'Neill does not forget 
that we are dealing with peoples' lives 
as much as with ideological debates. 
The death of Margherita's canecutter 
father from Weil's disease and the 
break up of her marriage to Kevin 
show the human dimensions of labour 
history. 

Reviews of Popular Front, both of its 
premier production in Brisbane and a 
subsequent production in Melbourne, 
were mixed. Several were lavish in 
their praise. Harris (1986) stated that 
it was 'absorbing, entertaining and 
commendable'; while Walsh (I 987) 
found it 'engrossing' and 'chock-a
block with impassioned ideas ... [and] 
engaging characters'. Other reviewers 
found it too didactic (Gough, 1986) or 
propagandistic (Thomson, 1987). 

A number of preview articles regarding 
the play had portrayed it as a novelty 
item or curiosity piece - a play 
about leftists coming out of Joh 
Bjelke-Peterson's home state." This 
and the play's odd mixture of farce 
and serious drama may have caused 

Bob Myles being arresied during the 1948 
Railway Strike on St. Patricks Day in 
Brisbane 

some confusion amongst reviewers 
as to what sort of play it actually was 
supposed to be. Indeed, one reviewer 
(Gough, 1986) described the play as 
'schizophrenic'. lt is unknown if this 
response caused O'Neill to abandon the 
use of overt farce (though not humour) 
in his subsequent plays. If so, it is a pity. 
Popular Front represents a fascinating 
attempt to combine naturalistic and 
satirical 'ways of telling the story' 
(O'Neill, 1988, p.11) which deserved 
to be furtber explored and developed. 

O'Neill appears also to have been let 
down somewhat by the quality of the 
productions themselves. Reviewers of 
both the Brisbane (e.g. Dickson, 1986) 

and Melbourne ( e.g. Radie, I 987) 
productions note that the quality of 
the acting varied. The director of the 
latter production also chose to alter 
the script ( eliminating the. characters 
of Audax and Fidelis) and to stage it 
using a specially constructed tower 
- decisions which were arguable. 
Writing of the Brisbane production, 
Dickson (Ibid.) felt that wealmesses 
in the production 'undermined some 
of the potential impact of what is an 
adventurous play'. Reading the play 
now it is possible to see both how its 
strange combination of satiric farce 
and naturalism could open up some 
wonderful theatrical possibilities 
and present formidable problems for 
producers and audiences. 

The reviews do make some valid 
criticisms of the play. One is that the 
character of Paterson is the same 
"saintlike" presence from start to finish. 
We never see him love or hate, wrestle 
with his conscience, engage in self
doubt or falter. He is, as Ross (I 987) 
reports O'Neill as saying, 'almost too 
good to be true'. It is the character of 
Margherita who stands out as fully 
developed and engaging, providing the 
true drama of the play. 

Another criticism was of the play's 
length aud the range of issues dealt 
with including, 'feminism, racism, 
Catholicism, socialism, fascism, 
unemployment and the depression' 
(Dickson, 1986). Both the Brisbane and 
Melbourne productions were reported 
as being of three hours or more in 
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Wharf strike involving the cargo ship Barossa about 1948 

length. One reviewer suggested that 
there was 'too much material' and that 
a number of the sub-plots in the play 
could have been developed into plays 
on their own (Koch, 1986). Another 
stated that, 'O'Neill has a series not 
a play on his hands' (Gough, 1986). 
These critics ( e.g. Dickson, Koch, 
Gough) felt that the play was not 
tightly structured enough. 

It is nuclear to what degree the concerns 
expressed by its critics can be put down 
to flaws in the script or difficulties in 
the productions, or, indeed, to a failure 
on the part of critics to understand 
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what O'Neil! was trying to achieve. 
While Popular Front has flaws and is 
difficult to produce, it stands out for 
the ambitiousness of its scope and its 
unique blend of naturalism and satire. 

Popular Front was published by 
Playlab Press in 1988. The publication 
includes a foreword by Patsy McCarthy 
and an introduction by the playwright. 
It includes photos of the 1948 railway 
strike and of a scene from the 1986 
La Boite production of the play. At 
the time of writing, the play is out of 
print, but Playlab has advised that it is 
considering re~issuing it.13 

Photos courtest of Qld State Library 
Pictures collection. 
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Notes 

The author would like to thank Mary 
Kelly who kindly provided access to Errol 
O'Neill's papers. 

2 The first three were apparently conceived 
as a trilogy; O'Neill describes them as such 
in his Introduction to On the Whipping Side 
(O•Neill, 1991, pp. 9-10). O'Neill wrote 
a number of other plays, notably political 
satires for the Popular Theatre Troupe (in 
the 1970s and 1980s), and The Mayne 
Inheritance, a 2004 adaptation of Rosamond 
Siemon's non.fiction account of Brisbane's 
Mayne family. 

3 Capelin (1995) contains three contributions 
from O'Neill, a history of the PTT, a 
chronology of the PTT, and the script of his 
play 'It's MAD', which was perfonned by 
the PTT. 

4 The notoriously stodgy Courier•Mail 
theatre critic David Rowbotham (1983), 
for example, in his review of Faces in (he 

Street, acknowledged the effectiveness and 
emotional impact of the play, but concluded 
that it was 'in the final analysis ... a theatrical 
lecture'. He counselled O'Neill to in in the 
future 'employ his talents for the gripping 
compression (?] true drama requires, 

instead of sticking to the basically hectoring 
undramatic sketch•form of documentary 
theatre'. 

S The exception is Popular Front, which deals 
with a variety of episodes across the period 
1930-1950. Nevertheless, it retains with the 
other plays a strong focus on conflicts within 
the labour movement. 

6 In Popular Front. Writing in 2012, O'Neill 
expressed regret that he did not include 
Emma Miller, who famously stabbed police 
commissioner Cahill 's horse with a hatpin 
on "Black Friday", as a character in Faces in 
the Street. 'Ifl ever re•write this play, I'll be 
sure to make amends.' (p. 30) 

7 One reviewer (Rowbotham, 1983) called the 
performance of the song/poem at the play's 
end 'something like inspiration'. 

8 O'Neill spells it "Labour", which is 
historically correct as the party had not 
adopted the American spelling at the time of 
the 1912 general strike. 

9 Interestingly, in the 1983 production of 
the play, the character of Harry Coyne was 
played by Matt Foley, who would go on to 
have a career as a Labor parliamentarian, 
including stints as Attorney.General and 
Minister for the Arts. 

10 Phone conversation with Playlab Press, 
18 July 2016. 

11 'Audax at Fidelis' (Bold but Faithful) is the 

motto on the Queensland Coat of Arms. 
12 'My goodness, pin.kc play from the far 

north!' read the headline of an article in The 
Melbourne Times (Heath, 1987). 

13 Phone conversation with Playlab Press, 
18 July 2016. 
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