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DATE:           Thursday, 1 September, 2022 

Recorded in Studio 2, State Library Victoria for a Theatre Heritage Australia Oral History 
Project. 

 

CT: This is Part One of an oral history interview with Australian playwright Barry Dickins, recorded 
on the 1st September, 2022 at State Library Victoria, for Theatre Heritage Australia. The 
interviewer is Dr Cheryl Threadgold.  

Barry Dickins, thanks so much for agreeing to share your story. 

BD: It’s nothing but a treat, Cheryl. 

CT: Well look, not only have you made an outstanding contribution to the Australian drama 
repertoire, but your awards - you are an award winning playwright, and your awards include the 
Victorian Premier’s Literary Award for your play Remember Ronald Ryan in 1995. 

And in 2008 you won the R. E. Ross Trust Playwright Script Development Award for your play 
Whiteley’s Incredible Blue1 and in 2010 won the same award for A Kind of Fabulous Hatred2, both 
presented at fortyfivedownstairs.3 

                                                
 

1 Whiteley’s Incredible Blue written by Barry Dickins presented as a rehearsed reading of three R. E. Ross Trust Award 
winning plays on 26 – 28 August, 2009 at fortyfivedownstairs, 45 Flinders Lane, Melbourne. The other two plays were 
Big Noise Written and directed by Aidan Fennessy, and Topsy by Kit Lazaroo. 
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This interview is going to focus on your wonderful contributions to Australian live theatre for almost 
50 years. But, it should also be mentioned that as well as writing nearly 60 plays and having 
authored more than 30 fiction/non-fiction and children’s books, your professional creative skills 
also include: visual artist, actor, poet, illustrator, cartoonist, writer-in-residence, fellowship winner, 
educator, journalist, screenwriter and radio playwright.  

That’s a mighty impressive list of artistic skills, Barry. Do you attribute any of your talents to your 
family? You have a dynasty of artists in your family. 

BD: Well I was lucky enough, Cheryl, to come out of a family and stay in a family of raconteurs. 
And when I review my life looking back on my infancy, everybody at the tea-table was an 
impersonator, or a raconteur or a mimic. Or …  it was, you know, a dramatic and comic family. And 
I grew up in the company of three brothers, they’re all writers too. They all paint with water colours. 
They’re all … it’s everyone was sort of not on at once, it wasn't like that.   

My mother was a really good singer. Edna, her name was, and I used to come home from high 
school, where I really didn't like it much, and there’d be bursts of music. And she would be singing 
as opposed to doing the housework, which she loathed understandably. And she was comical and 
had a mimicking style, and tell me stories personally, in such a way that I believed in everything 
she was saying. 

And I guess I was lucky to have Edna my mother. And my father, Len, was a machinist, a guillotine 
operator, who had his own printing factory in our garage. Can you believe it? So we’d have 
Weetbix to the sound of five tonne of card being guillotined in the garage and the house would 
shudder. And then he wore a grey dust coat and he used to say to Mum at the door, ‘Not far to go 
to work today.’  And it was just around the corner, and he would be immaculately dressed as the 
machinist that he was. Setting up type, cold metal type in the garage and running two printing 
machines. It was this industrious, robust family and full of, as I said earlier, storytelling.  

And Dad was judicious with who was talking, and he wasn't a monologuist. What he was, was a 
brilliant listener. And if Chris, or John or Robert, the youngest one, wanted to tell a story, he could 
read that and say, ‘Let's hear the rest of that’, or ‘What happened today at school?’ ‘What … ?’,  
you know, he was great at listening. He was sort of, you know, an interviewer in a way,  

CT:  Yes. 

                                                                                                                                                            

 

2 A Kind of Fabulous Hatred was presented at fortyfivedownstairs from 12 – 22 September, 2013. Written by Barry 
Dickins, directed by Laurence Strangio and performed by Caroline Lee. A fantastical script about American poet, novelist 
and short-story writer, Sylvia Plath’s, suicide. 

3 fortyfivedownstairs is a multi-arts venue with a 20 year history of supporting the development of the performing and 
visual arts. Located in Melbourne’s CBD at 45 Flinders Lane with two exhibition spaces and a theatre, the site originally 
housed industrial equipment and cloth bales of the rag trade. In 2002, Mary Lou Jelbart OAM and Julian Burnside AO 
QC co-founded fortyfivedownstairs. In 2007, fortyfivedownstairs expanded into the basement of number 45 to create a 
dedicated performance space. 
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BD … because he got you telling a story. And you couldn’t fall silent, Cheryl, at the tea-table, 
because Dad would say, ‘Now come on, let's hear from Chris. What happened today?’ Chris was 
four. ‘I’m only four, Dad’, he says. ‘Oh no, but you must have had something.’ ‘Oh, well, I fell off the 
monkey bars.’ ‘What time was that? Was that morning tea?’ ‘I don't know, I'm only four, Dad.’ He 
wouldn’t bully. He never bullied. But he’d cadge the story from you, cadge it and get you to better 
the story. So he was an embroiderer.  

It was like having Oscar Wilde as a father. Because he was always … when you look at what I've 
done, which is what I’ve pleased. I've done exactly what I pleased, which is hopefully to entertain 
the public with literature, verses and painting and drawing, and all the things I love to do. My father 
was an inveterate watercolour painter. He used to set up a cedar watercolour board on the tea-
table. Not every night, but when he felt to. And then after we’d cleared away, everybody 
contributed to that, I used to love rinsing the dishes because we had a soap saver. You’d put a 
little piece of soap in it and shake it to get the detergent. My mother, who must have been suffering 
from intense boredom, would get the two soap savers and play them like maracas, and beat the 
soap into the boiling hot water… rat tatta tat tat da da … 

CT: So there was music again.  

BD: And then had possessed of a bell-like voice, a beautiful voice, and she'd sing Billie Holiday 
songs and dance. She really was the essence of show business. And during World War Two, she 
sang. She had a band, she sang at the Melbourne Town Hall. And that's where Len and Edna met, 
at the Melbourne Town Hall, when he was on leave. And he said to her, completely smitten 
because she was so beautiful looking, ‘Could I have a spin?’ Meaning, ‘Let's go round the Town 
Hall together.’ So, he was on leave and took off his jacket, and around the hall they danced. 

CT: Oh that's so special. Did you say your Dad was a tap dancer as well? 

BD: He used to …  It sounds crazy to have a tap dancing printer. But he did lessons when he 
was young. He was only short, 5 ft. 5½, so I'm 5 ft. 8 almost, although I’ve often lied about my 
height. And then I remember once we were having a holiday at Daylesford, and he was just in the 
mood to give us a spontaneous tap dancing class. And it was like having Len turn into Fred 
Astaire! It wasn't clumsy and it wasn't embarrassing. But no other fathers were tap dancing for their 
families. I can't imagine going to Victoria Park railway station and having a father from the working 
classes burst into tap dancing. It was just typical of him that the joy bubbled up in him like a 
percolator. He was possessed of great joy, and great energy. I never saw him depressed until the 
end of his life when he just ran right out of puff, you know, ran out of steam. And couldn't do the 
things he wanted to do, and having arthritis and all those annoyances. He still typed. I mean he’s 
typed up … he still worked at the keyboards, even with arthritis and stuff like that. 

CT:  And Barry what about your grandmother? I believe She was a lovely storyteller as well? 

BD: Yes, well her name was Gert, or Gertrude. That was Len’s mother. She lived down in West 
Preston and she, I'm sure, had an affinity with the fairies, because she used to show them to me 
through, I guess, an act of pantomime. I’d be a little boy of four, sitting near her favourite daphne 
bush, which is where she believed the fairies originated from. And she'd play with the sand that 
was around the bottom of the tap, using her fingertips, to show me the minuets that the fairies were 
performing … 
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CT:  Oh that’s beautiful. 

BD: ... with such gravitas, such authority, that I saw them too. I could see her pressing her 
fingertips, her calloused fingertips into the sand around the tap. But that didn't matter much, it 
didn't matter that I saw that … they are there, you know. And she’d get hold of an old golf ball, sit 
on the back step, concrete back step, and cast the old golf ball up the backyard. Under the rose 
bushes the golf ball went, and she said, ‘Where that lands, where that golf ball lands there will be a 
coach, the most beautiful coach. It’ll be bright red, so red you won't be able to believe it. And inside 
of it will be Queen Nesbitt, the Queen of the fairies.  

‘Right, are you ready?’ And she’d throw the old golf ball up the yard. She used to pick at the 
covering on the golf ball, and played with the elastic inside the golf ball that she'd found in the 
street. And I’d scurry up the backyard under the bushes. 

And she'd say to me, ‘Show no initiative’. That was her saying. ‘Show no initiative’. And then I 
showed no initiative. Went under the sopping wet black roses, or they seemed black, and there 
would be a coach born along through the compost heap, steam coming off the burnt orange peel. 
And I thought, This is it! This is the ignition! This is where the coach blasts off. I peeped into the 
coach and I saw Queen Nesbitt. I saw all the things she’d told me I'd see. Then I'd withdraw from 
the wet bushes, come back in and we would go and have morning tea together.  

CT: So, that's the beginning of your creativity, and you had such a varied source of your 
creativity didn't you Barry? From your various family members contributing … 

BD: Yes, that’s right. 

CT: … these wonderful facets, and it's culminated in the versatility of your creative skills today. 

BD:   I used to wonder when I was little, and I still wonder now, Cheryl – what are people? What 
are they? Not what they're made of, but what are they? What their sensations, or their mimicry, or 
they’re a theatre company? I thought that of our neighbours. In Reservoir we had Mr and Mrs 
Milbourne, who were Cockney. And what are Cockney people doing in Reservoir in 1922? They 
lived there, had a little farm. And Mrs. Milbourne used to, she had a gate cut between the two 
homes, so my brother John and I could go through into their place.  

And there was a big bottle heap there that Mr Milbourne used to slate bottles of stout, and beer. 
And John and I were allowed to rinse them out and get a halfpenny each from the bottle-o when he 
came along the road, on a horse-born bottle cart. And Mr Milbourne used to say, ‘Make sure you 
get all the spiders out!’ We'd rinse the bottles and go and get a halfpenny off the bottle-o. And 
there was the lemonade guy, who had two draught horses, the sparkling bottles of lemonade 
bouncing up the road, with the horses, neighing and sighing. And I used to love being with Mr and 
Mrs Milbourne. They were like, I don’t know, an uncle and auntie who weren't. They were just 
neighbours.  

But then my father, who was unstoppable, once drew Mr Milbourne with charcoal and 
watercolours. And put that, got it framed, professionally. And Mr Milbourne had it in their sitting 
room. It was like André. It was not like a ‘not bad’ drawing. It was exquisite, as if André had drawn 
it. And so I grew up with people with those sort of skills, but you weren’t ever permitted to say that 
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you were good, that you have done a good drawing or writing, or you had just told a really great 
story. It was sort of a Christian democratic household, there was no alcohol, but it was joy-filled. 
You know, and no brother was preferred over another brother. We were all in together. I think ‘not 
bad’ was the highest compliment that Dad would give us. You’d show him a new drawing or a new 
verse. ‘It’s not bad’, he’d say. 

CT: You talk a lot about humility in your writings, Barry. Do you think that's where you learned 
this? 

BD: I think it's a great power. If you feel it, it's not a put-on. It isn't a put-on. I don’t think I could 
have done the interviews I've done for my plays that were often gruelling, unless I had that natural 
reserve. Or that … it’s not shyness, because you're bold enough to ask the important questions.  

When I wrote the play about Ronald Ryan, Remember Ronald Ryan4, I was lucky enough to meet 
Father Brosnan5 and also Ian Grindlay6. And Ian Grindlay was the Governor of Pentridge Prison7. I 
couldn’t have written the play without Ian Grindlay. He knew every freckle on Ronald Ryan. He 
knew every atom, he knew him when they were at Bendigo Training School, and without his 
recollections or his impersonations or whatever, I couldn't have done the play. I had, I had the 
wood on Ronald Ryan because I was listening to the chief sources, John Brosnan and Ian Grindlay 
telling me. Can I tell you one story they told me?  

CT: Yes, please do. 

BD: I went in there, this was before Pentridge was decommissioned, and I had an appointment 
to see Father Brosnan, and he was the Catholic Chaplain. I mean, what a parish! You know, he 
had all the divisions, he had all the murderers as his penitence. And I went in, I knocked politely on 
the Governor's door - this is in the process of writing the play, getting the vox pops, getting the 
interviews from the sourced material, because it’s half imagination and half quotation. And then 
Father Brosnan said, ‘Just wait a second, I'm telling Ian a story’. And Ian Grindlay is the Governor, 

                                                
 

4 The 90 minute stage play Remember Ronald Ryan, researched and written by Barry Dickins, was first presented from 
17 September–8 October, 1994 by the Playbox Theatre Company in the Merlyn Theatre at the Malthouse Theatre, 
Southbank, Victoria. The play presents the human and political story of Ronald Ryan, the last man to be executed in 
Australia, who was hanged at Pentridge Prison, Coburg, Victoria on 3 February, 1967. Published 1994 and 2014 by 
Currency Press, Redfern, New South Wales. 

5 Father John Brosnan (1919-2003) was the Catholic Chaplain at Pentridge Prison in Melbourne for 30 years. He 
campaigned to save Ronald Ryan from hanging, and was with Ryan when he was executed. 

6 Ian Grindlay, Governor of Pentridge Prison (dec. 1984) served 30 years in the prison service. Formerly Governor of the 
Bendigo Training Prison in the 1960s, he was Governor of Pentridge Prison at the time of the hanging of Ronald Ryan in 
1967. Ian Grindlay held Ryan in high regard, and was said to have been deeply affected by the execution. 

7 Pentridge Prison was established in 1851 and largely constructed between 1858 - 64. The largest prison complex 
constructed in Victoria in the 19th century, Pentridge, situated in the Melbourne suburb of Coburg, became the most well-
known and used gaol in the State’s history. Most of Victoria’s convicted and notorious criminals were gaoled there 
between 1900 and the 1990s. In 1967, Ronald Ryan who was convicted of the murder of a prison officer during an 
escape from Pentridge, became the last person in Victoria to be hanged at Pentridge. 



 

 

  Page 6 of 39   

he said, ‘Oh no, he can come in. Let him come in. Come in Barry, come and sit down. We’ll just 
finish this story. We’ll just knock this over.’ Because they were both fantastic storytellers. 

So again, it was like having Edna and Len telling a story to which I was invited to be part of the 
audience. And Ian Grindlay, who I ended up, you know, loving, because I couldn't have done the 
play without his encouragement. He loved Ronald Ryan. It wasn't like he wanted Ryan to hang. He 
didn't want that to happen, but nothing was going to shake the Cabinet. The Cabinet, it wasn't 
Bolte. It was the Cabinet that wanted to win on a law and order ticket, and have the execution 
proceed. And Ian Grindlay said to Father, this one ..: ‘You know Father, some of the worst 
murderers in here are Baptist. I wonder why that is?’ Father Brosnan said, ‘Oh Ian, it's their music. 
It depresses them!’  

CT:  (Chuckles) 

BT: Now that's a snippet, it's just a snippet that was really said in history. I put that and they 
both chuckled at that, or maybe they didn't. And I put that in the script. And the play was directed 
by Malcolm Robertson8, and he said: ‘How did you go with your vox pop at Pentridge?’ I said, ‘I got 
a couple of good quotations.’ And we had a cup of coffee in the Malthouse9 kitchen. And I told him: 
‘You know, some of the worst murderers in here are Baptist, I wonder why that is?’ says ‘A’. To 
which ‘B’ says, ‘Oh it's their music, it depresses them.’ And he said: ‘That's the best line in the 
play!’ And on opening night, when the real Father Brosnan was there, and all the Catholic 
authorities, all the wardens were there, some of the ex-prisoners were there, and all the critics. 500 
people at the Malthouse. I was 42, the same age that Ronald Ryan was.  

CT: Oh, really?  

BD:  And then on opening night …and the way the set was done was as if as the audience came 
in, it was D Division. When the audience came in for the opening, the director Malcolm Robertson 
treated the crowd as if they were errant, as if it was something they had done. 

CT: That would be so atmospheric. What an experience.  

BD:  Not politely given the ticket and all that sort of stuff. They weren't pushed around, but there 
was a certain prevalent mood as if they were criminal too, as if they were implicit in what was 
happening to Ronald Ryan. 

CT:  What a great idea. 

BD:  It was. 
                                                
 

8 Malcolm Robertson (16 March, 1933-1 January, 2016) Australian actor, designer, director, playwright, special effects 
and stage manager. 

9 Malthouse Theatre originated as a beer-making malthouse, built in 1892. In 1976, Carrillo Gantner, Graeme Blundell 
and Garrie Hutchinson formed the Hoopla Theatre Foundation which transitioned into the Playbox Theatre Company in 
1980. The building at 113 Sturt Street, Southbank was gifted by Carlton and United Breweries to Playbox Theatre in 
1988. In 2004, Michael Kantor reimagined Playbox as Malthouse Theatre, named after the iconic theatre that has been 
the company’s home since 1990.  
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CT: And Barry, you did a book10 later about Ryan as well, and did that win an Amnesty Award? 

BD: Yes, the International Amnesty Award. So that was that. And then, it does you good. 
People say, ‘Oh, so what about prizes!’ But it does give you a lift.  

CT:   Oh yes. 

BT You could have two or three months where the phone isn't ringing much, or that things are 
quiet. Or you could be flat out. I mean, it's a precarious life, as you well know. The ups and downs 
of commissions. Suddenly you’re not hot anymore, or you are hot again. It depends on - it's a 
question of relationships, and who's …    

I mean I wrote a few films with Paul Cox11. Fancy ringing someone up in the suburbs and saying, 
‘Do you want to write a film?’ I mean, who does that? It's all through connections and boards and 
all that. He broke the rules because he was a maverick. ‘Oh he’ll do that.’ ‘What are you doing 
tomorrow?’ ‘Writing a farce with you.’ 

CT: He knew you were a good wordsmith, Barry. 

BD: Cheryl, he used to give me homework. 

CT:  Did he? 

BD:  Written with a fountain pen, pompously. The homework was a scene or two to bring in the 
next day to Illumination Films. And it was called ‘Your Homework’ and he … 

CT: That's good, it would move it along. Really good. 

BD: Well, he wrote everything in longhand. Although once I protested because I have always 
used an electric typewriter, and then one day he gave me something to write. He said, ‘I want you 
to …’. I'll do an impression, an impression of Paul. ‘I want you to write this yarn in the carpenter’s 
pencil because our Lord Jesus used to write with a carpenter’s pencil.’ I said, ‘No he didn't, he 
used an IBM electric typewriter.’ And he's going ‘ya, ya …’ 

CT: That's your imagination at play. 

BD: So there's been lots of encouragement, and I guess lots of discouragement. 

                                                
 

10 Last Words, The Hanging of Ronald Ryan, a book by Barry Dickins. The story of Ronald Ryan, the last man hanged in 
Australia. ‘Fifty years after his death, questions remain unanswered,’ Hardie Grant Books 2017. 

11 Paul Cox (1940–2016), filmmaker, arrived in Australia from the Netherlands in 1963. A respected and later celebrated 
photographer, Paul created his first feature film at the age of 25. Over the next five decades he made 50 films, including 
shorts, documentaries, feature and television material.  Paul Cox’s last film venture, Force of Destiny (2015) was 
influenced by his own experience of a liver transplant following cancer. His book Reflections: An Autobiographical 
Journey was published in 1998, and a memoir, Tales of The Cancer Ward (2011), tells of his own personal experience 
with illness.  
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CT: Now look flashing back to 1965, you left Reservoir High School, and you worked in a North 
Melbourne factory for five years. Was that a great environment for researching various situations 
and characters for future playwrighting? 

BD: It didn't do me any good, but it didn't do me any harm. I loathed the high school. It was 
called Merrilands, and … although I had a favourite teacher there who I still remember, and he 
loved Tony Hancock.12 And he used to be able to recite from ‘Hancock’s Half Hour’, which was a 
radio programme before it was television. He was a Science teacher and taught French too, taught 
French as well. And we used to do picking up the rubbish around the school perimeter. And his 
name was Frederick Goldsmith. He was an Englishman with long black hair, and fashionable, very 
beautiful looking. And he used to say to the boys, ‘Who saw Hancock, or who heard Hancock last 
night?’ He'd recite it, you know, and then we’d chip in too. This was when I was 12 or 13. And then 
he drowned one day down at San Remo in a scuba mishap. And when they did Monday assembly, 
they got to … Mr Guthrie our Principal gave Mr Goldsmith a half-hearted eulogy. And I wanted 
more. I wanted much more than that. He just passed him over and went on to the lacrosse results 
or whatever. And I got into a lot of trouble for saying at the assembly, ‘Say more, sir! Say more!’ 

CT: Good on you. 

BD: And then I got the strap for that. Not in front of the children.  

CT: Goodness!  

BD: I got the strap for being disrespectful. But really, the disrespect was the Principal’s, who 
didn't bother to pay tribute to our teacher. So that's a pivotal moment actually to speak out like that. 
And I … 

CT: Very courageous. 

BD: It was a moral imperative, you know. And then, one of the kids at the bubblers had said, 
‘Oh did you hear Goldie drowned?’ We used to call him ‘Goldie’. Then the sort of deliberate 
forgetting of him. Just go to the sports results. So when I said, ‘Say more’, it wasn't for a 13 year 
old boy to say that, but it just came out of my stomach. I just thought … 

CT: You needed that because you'd be in grief as well. Very sad.  

BD: And then I couldn't tell my parents much, because it was like, they didn't know him. They 
never went to the school. But he had an effect on me because of the mimicry. He was like Mum 
and Dad, he was a storyteller. He could burst into different accents. 

CT: How lucky you were that these people, colourful people came into your life.  

BD: That's right, they've always done that. And in a way I expect it. I expect it now. 

                                                
 

12 Tony Hancock (1924-1968) was a successful English-born radio and television comic, regarded as one of Britain’s 
most successful post-war comedians.  
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CT: You were employed at HSV Channel 713 painting sets for television for some time.  

BT:  Yes I was. 

CT: … and then you became a cartoonist at The Age.14 

BD:   Yes. 

CT:  … And later of course you were a columnist for various newspapers. 

BD: Yes. 

CT: Now in the 1960s, you also became interested in live theatre at that time, and La Mama 
Theatre15 was at 205 Faraday Street, Carlton. Was that the first theatre you took an interest in? 

BD: No, I had seen some pantomimes with my family. I think I saw a production once of Uncle 
Tom's Cabin,16 which terrified me. I would have been about 10. Mum and Dad went to a repertory 
production of that. I was so frightened. The first time I'd seen evil, you know, as a caricature. I 
remember getting the willies from that. 

But at Channel 7, an ad. came up on the telly one day and I was out of work: ‘Junior Scenery Artist 
Wanted. Apply Alf Potter’17, who was the production manager at Channel 7. My Mum said to me, 
‘Hop on the bike, go in there and get it.’ So I went on my father's fixed wheel push bike, rode the 
bike from Reservoir to South Melbourne, which I didn't know where it was. Got to Northcote and I 
asked someone where South Melbourne was, who said, ‘How the hell would I know?’  

And then I ended up at Dorcas Street, showed the folio to Mr Potter. Alf Potter, which was mostly 
lettering, because I’d worked in engraving agencies too, doing a lot of engraving. And because I 
was the son of a printer, I was a natural with handwritten and fancy lettering and all that. I’d done 
some cartoons and caricatures. Mr Potter said, ‘Well, you can start today if you want to.’ My father 
had always said, ‘If you're offered a job, take it at once or someone else will get it.’ 

So I started that day. And that was ’68. Worked for two years for Channel 7. It was a five-year 
apprenticeship, but I did two years of it. I was always signing apprenticeships, but whether you go 
to time, whether you do five, or two years. But it was a great thing to paint at speed, you know, 
                                                
 

13 Television station HSV-7, originally located at 7 Dorcas Street, South Melbourne, commenced broadcasting on 4 
November, 1956. Channel 7 moved to its current location at 160 Harbour Esplanade, Docklands in March, 2002. 

14 The Age daily newspaper has been published in Melbourne, Australia since 1854. Primarily serving Victoria, copies of 
The Age are also distributed for sale interstate. 

15 La Mama Theatre, a not-for-profit theatre situated at 205 Faraday Street, Carlton, Victoria, was founded by Betty 
Burstall in 1967, inspired by New York’s La MaMa Experimental Theatre Club. 

16 Stage productions of Uncle Tom’s Cabin (or Life Among the Lowly) are based on the 1852 anti-slavery novel written by 
American author Harriet Beecher Stowe.  

17 Alf Potter, long-serving television director, producer and production manager at HSV Channel 7. 
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getting up onto the paint frame. The first job was a forest, and there was  a guy called Harald 
Vike18, who was the head of scenery. He had worked at the Princess as the head of scenery. And 
he said, ‘Greetings, welcome to Channel 7. Today's job is your chance to immortalise yourself at 
Channel 7 painting a 70 foot long forest for a Robin Hood sketch we’re shooting later for 
“Sunnyside Up”.’19 

CT: Oh my goodness! 

BD: And I had the cheek to ask ‘Is there any reference?’ ‘What do you mean?’ he said, ‘We just 
make it up!’ He got sponges, great big sponges, brushes of two feet wide, up and down the paint 
frame, it was called. That paint frame meant that the canvas flat, it was called a flat, about 30 foot 
long, rose and you went up with it, rendering and sponging and painting. And then you also had to 
dry it, holding heaters and dry the casein out of the water paint. When it was bone dry, they’d have 
the truck come over and take it over to the Fitzroy Teletheatre20, finished. And then you went with 
the truck and touched up if there were scratches or marks. So it was all to do with drying speeds. 
We used a lot of charcoal on sticks that you screw the charcoal into on a long piece of bamboo to 
draw with. But it was great. I loved that job. 

CT: And also it utilised your imagination if you had no source and reference and you just had to 
draw from … 

BD: Well that's what Harold said: ‘What reference? What are you talking about?’ We had to do 
the Statue of Liberty once.  

CT:   No! 

BD:  Sort of improvised that, we didn't have any copy. We made a model of the Statue of Liberty 
for Channel 7. 

CT: How clever. So Barry getting back to La Mama Theatre, what was it like in those early days 
in the 1960s? 

BD: Well, I remember going there to hear the jazz music. And when you walked down Lygon 
Street and took a left into Faraday Street, after the play, or even without the play, there would often 
be jazz on. And it was like, 20 cents to go in in the ‘60s, a burnt black kettle on the door, which was 
                                                
 

18 Harald Vike (1906-1987) was an artist, illustrator and cartoonist. In 1949-54 he created sets for pre-film live 
entertainment at the Palais Picture Theatre, St Kilda and in 1954-59 for the Princess Theatre. In 1958 he joined the new 
television station HSV-7 as chief of props, designing, and painting sets. Vike’s work is represented in many public and 
private repositories, including the Art Gallery of Western Australia, National Gallery of Australia and the Holmes à Court 
Collection. 

19 ‘Sunnyside Up’ was a weekly television  variety programme produced in black and white at HSV Channel 7, Melbourne 
during the late 1950s until the mid-1960s. 

20 The Teletheatre (originally built in 1931 as the Hoyts Regent Theatre, Fitzroy), was situated at 84 Johnston Street, 
Fitzroy. The venue was used by HSV-7 from 1962 to produce shows requiring large audiences. The Teletheatre could 
accommodate 690 audience members. 
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your contribution. And you'd hear a guy called Barrie McAskill 21 with his band, improvisatory music 
by Syd Clayton,22 a guy called Syd Clayton that I became great friends with. He played double 
bass and flute, and often vocalists, people would come out of the crowd and start to sing.  

A guy called Albert Brockstein who is still friends with me, and he started to sing and join in, in an 
ad-libbed sort of way. And often after that, there’d be someone like Kris Hemensley23 get up and 
recite a poem, or improvise a poem. The poem could be grievous, it could be about Vietnam, or it 
could be a love poem. But it was this sense of making up and improvising - and I had come from 
that at our tea-table. There was no script at the tea table. No scripts, it was just spirits.  

CT: So, when did you decide to write a play? Well your first play, you actually adapted Henrik 
Ibsen’s Ghosts? 

BD: No, that's actually a mistake. I didn't do that.  

CT: Oh? 

BD: I wanted to. Somehow that's got into the gremlins. 

CT:  It has. It has. 

BD:  But I never have done that. I called the play Ghosts24 because it was about spirits. But 
that's just a typo. I never wrote an adaptation of Ibsen.  

CT:  Go on, that’s everywhere. 

BD: I know. But it is an error, an old error. 

CT: Well, you can now put the record straight in this interview, Barry, which is great. 

                                                
 

21 Singer/Musician Barrie McAskill, described as ‘an official legend of Aussie Rock’, was crowned ‘Adelaide’s King of 
Rock and Roll’ with his band The Fabulous Drifters in the early 1960s. With television, stage and nightclub performances 
and hit records, Barrie has also established a course for students of music. 

22 Syd Clayton, born 1939, an initially self-taught composer/instrumentalist, left country Victoria for Melbourne to perform 
and study under various musicians. He composed performances for La Mama Theatre in 1968 and 1969 (the latter 
where musicians were asked to act, speak and sing), songs in blues, folk, rock and pop idioms, an opera, three ballets 
and a cantata (some unperformed), two music-theatre pieces, a ‘jazz-rock-blues’ opera, and a series of ‘chance’ plays 
for actors. 

23 English-Australian poet Kris Hemensley, born 1946, emigrated to Melbourne in 1966. In 1967, his first play The Soul 
Seekers was produced at the New Theatre. His plays were also produced at La Mama from 1967-1989 and he directed 
La Mama’s Poetry Workshop, 1968-69. Kris’s ABC radio programmes (1969) were titled ’Kris Hemensley’s Melbourne’. 
He was awarded the Christopher Brennan Award in 2005, which recognizes poetry of ‘sustained quality and distinction’. 
Hemensley managed a Melbourne poetry bookshop until it closed in 2018. 

24 Ghosts was Barry Dickins’ first play, presented at La Mama Theatre, Carlton in 1975. This production has been 
incorrectly documented in various sources as being an adaptation of Henrik Ibsen’s play Ghosts. Barry Dickins’ play was 
an original work. 
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BD: I wouldn’t have had the temerity to plagiarise or to improvise something out of Ibsen. 

CT: That's right, because you haven't really adapted anyone else’s work except those radio 
plays. 

BD: No.  I should've had that fixed on Wikipedia.  

CT: Oh well, you can still do that. 

BD: Yes. 

CT: So the radio plays written by K.G. Fish?25  

BD: I called myself ‘K.G. Fish’ because in Brunswick Street, Fitzroy, there was an old daggy fish 
and chip shop called K.G. Fish Supply. And that was near Johnston Street, about a block going 
towards Brunswick, down Northcote way. K.G. Fish Supply had a fibreglass shark, like all fish and 
chips shops had. There was an old Polish guy, about 70, who ran it. It had a gaming machine in 
the fish and chip shop, that if you put a cent coin in it, you could spin a ball-bearing around in 
circles, and win a free game. That's what you won, another chance to do it. And the ball-bearing 
would fly down a hole or something. Anyway, he made really good potato-cakes.  

CT:  Yum. 

BD: They were 10 pence each and as thick as a paint tin lid. ‘You want vinegar on that?’ ‘Yes’. 

CT:  How scrumptious. 

BD: So two of those with some salt were fantastic. So I loved K.G. Fish supply. Then I got a 
commission to write a play for ABC FM in Adelaide on the radio, and I called myself ‘K.G. Fish’. 
And then every one of my friends in Lygon Street - I'd shake hands with them like this, and say: 
‘like shaking hands with a filleted … filter fish.’ And that became my pseudonym, ‘K.G. Fish’. I was 
writing for ABC FM in that year, ’76 or ’77. 

CT: So just going back to La Mama at the time, what was the performance area like?  

BD: Well it was tiny, and what was wonderful there was a fire, we always used to have a 
wooden fire; a lovely tree that you saw when you went into the gate. People used to have a smoke 
and a glass of wine in the courtyard or whatever. That's where all the jealous playwrights met in 
the courtyard. All hoping your play would be a flop. 

CT: Oh really?  

BD: Oh yes. They would be devastated if you went well. ‘How did it go last night, Dickins?’ ‘I 
had a full house.’ ‘Full house?’  And then Ghosts had a review, it was reviewed by the Melbourne 
Times. ’75. Averaging maybe ten, twelve, thirteen people, maybe twenty, maybe four, maybe two, 
                                                
 

25 ‘K. G. Fish’ was a nom de plume used by Barry Dickins for his radio plays written for ABC FM in the mid-1970s. The 
name was derived from Barry’s favourite fish and chip shop in Brunswick Street, Fitzroy. 
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over a two week season. And I can remember vividly being up the top of La Mama, up the 
staircase, because it has since burned down26, looking down at the car park, hopefully seeing 
audience come across the car park. In desperation. You know, you might get ten people, two 
people or then you might get twenty. Or your own family, you know, that would be a miracle, 
turning up. 

CT:  Did they always support your shows? Your family? 

BD: My mother managed to come to a Dickins’ play whether it was Chris or Barry or Robert, 
and she'd have a tin of stale fruitcake slices inside it. And when one of us came on in the show, 
she’d stand and shake the tin …  

CT:  Oh … ? 

BT:  … making a sort of Conga effect. 

CT: OK. 

BD: It was, ‘Oh they’re on, they’re on, they’re on!’ You know. Excitement. 

CT: That would go down well with everybody, but what fun. 

BD: It was. It was the spirit of the thing. 

CT: Yes, of course. Thankfully La Mama Theatre has now rebuilt and reopened since the May, 
2018 fire. And where were sets built at that time? 

BD:   Where was what? 

CT:  The sets. 

BD: Out the back in the lane, if it wasn't raining. There were some amazing sets at La Mama. 
You could write a book about the sets. One of my friends did a play about a car crash in the Sturt 
Desert.27 Val Kirwan her name is. Val is still around, thank God. She was a huge influence, not on 
my writing, but the sets that she came up with.  

This car was a Mini which had pranged in sand in the Sturt Desert, that was the scenario. And 
when you went in, I went in to watch the opening night with Betty Burstall28 and Liz Jones,29 my old 
                                                
 

26 Early Saturday, 19 May, 2018, La Mama Theatre was gutted by a fire. The iconic theatre has now rebuilt, with a re-
opening Festival held in December, 2021. 

27  The Stingray Play, written and directed by Valerie Kirwan, was presented at La Mama, Carlton, on 11 April, 1978. 
Valerie Kirwan also designed the set, located in the Sturt Stony Desert, an area in the north-east of South Australia, far 
south western border area of Queensland, and the far west of New South Wales. 

28 Betty Burstall AM (4 February, 1926–14 June, 2013) was an Australian theatre director and founder of La Mama 
Theatre in Carlton in 1967. Under the leadership of Betty Burstall, La Mama Theatre led the growth of contemporary 
theatre in Melbourne during the 1960s and 1970s. Betty Burstall was inducted into the Honour Roll for Women in 2001. 
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friends. And nothing happened - it was just the smell of dirty sand. The whole theatre was 
blackened, pitch black sand. And then Betty said, ‘Don't talk, don't say anything, don’t spoil it. You 
never shut up Dickins’, she said. Which is true.  

The lights began to creep up, and in this murky sand, you saw a hand come through the sand by 
degrees, and survivors of the car crash had come out of the sand. And Val Kirwan had a pranged 
Mini she'd brought down the tip and then had that in the set, and so the actors emerged through 
the pranged Mini with sand everywhere. 

CT: That's so clever.  

BD: That's why Betty said, ‘Don't talk, you never shut up!’  

CT: Yes, yes there was more to come. Barry, you mentioned the audiences. In those days there 
were no computers and social media for advertising and emails. How did audiences hear about the 
shows? Were they advertised in the daily newspapers?  

BD: It was really hear of mouth. 

CT:  Hear of mouth, OK. 

BD:  People said in the street, ‘That's good, that one’s good,’ you know. And then the Albion 
Theatre, the Albion Hotel, I mean, was over the road. And if the word got across to the 
intellectuals, to the drunks who supported the Albion Hotel, which was our rival, ‘That's worth 
seeing, The Rotten Teeth Show30 by Barry Dickins is worth seeing.’  

CT: I was going to ask you about those two shows soon. Did you have bad experiences at the 
dentist? 

BD: They were 1970. All my teeth, the pain of those teeth. Out in the bungalow where I slept 
with my brother Chris, on a double-decker bed. He had rotten teeth too, and I did. All rotten, you 
know. I think there’s an illness called pyorrhoea, which is rot of the gums. And my mother said, she 
had a look in my mouth, as mothers are allowed to do: ‘Oh no, you’ve had it. You ring up the 
Dental Clinic and go in.’ So of all dates to have the playwright’s teeth seen to … I’ve often 
wondered what Shakespeare did about his rotten teeth. The pain is so diverting, you can’t think 
with that pain. 

CT:  Yes, and you've got nothing to show for it. It's all inside. 
                                                                                                                                                            

 

29 Liz Jones AO is Artistic Director and CEO of La Mama Theatre, Carlton. She has been a Board member of La Mama’s 
Committee of Management since its creation in 1985, and also the Public Officer since 1984, and Secretary of the Board 
since 2014. 

30 The Rotten Teeth Show by Barry Dickins was a comedy based on the removal of his own teeth on Christmas Day, 
1970, in the Emergency Department at a Melbourne dental clinic. The second half depicts a Supreme Court trial where 
Barry Dickins is the plaintiff charged with possessing unpaid for dentures. Performed by Barry Dickins and Ross Dixon at 
La Mama Theatre, Carlton on 1 April, 1977 and in the Back Theatre, Pram Factory, Carlton, 25 May-12 June, 1978. 
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BD: I showed no initiative. My Grandmother’s great saying, ‘Show no initiative. Don’t show any 
initiative.’ I rang the Dental Clinic from our family phone, and went into Emergency to have - there 
was an Emergency Department in 1970 - and had them all out. Every one of them. And Chris, my 
brother, did too. Two brothers having their teeth out on Christmas Day. And then the dentist, as I 
remember, ran out of Novocaine halfway through injecting my mouth with Novocaine. 

CT: He ran out? 

BD: He ran out of it.  

CT:   Oh no. 

BD: And I was trying to help him pull the teeth out. 

CT: You poor kid.  

BD: And then in the end, they were all taken out. I got a taxi back to Reservoir – to have 
Christmas Day with no teeth. And my mother saw me at the door, and saw the cotton wool and the 
blood everywhere and she said, ‘You look like an empty paper bag!’ That was the quotation. And I 
went in and my Uncle Len gave me a bottle of stout with a straw in it, which I thanked him for, and I 
drank stout through the gummy mouth.  

CT: I bet that felt good. 

BD: It felt great, and it felt great to be with the family too. 

CT: Yes of course. That's a terrific story.  

BD: Then I turned that into a play, The Rotten Teeth Show.  

CT:  That's from your own experiences. Now you've been described as a humourist who 
integrates the people, traditions and rituals of Melbourne into your dramatic writing, which of 
course you do. as we have just been saying.  This seems to have been the case for your earlier 
plays at La Mama. What was The Interview31 about? 

BD: The Interview was on in 1976, because Betty Burstall liked the play. And that was based on 
a bizarre interview I did at the Fitzroy Commonwealth Employment Service where the guy was just 
talking crazy. And I went there to try and get some work, or part time pick and shovel, or whatever 
it was. And he was just talking absolutely crazy. It got insulting and out of hand, and maybe he was 
depressed or whatever, but it was not to do with me. It was something - maybe he was 
schizophrenic. But I came home and wrote a rough draft of that as a real life interview that's out of 
hand. Like he said things like, ‘Why didn't you live in another era?’  

CT:  Oh … 

                                                
 

31 The Interview, written by Barry Dickins, directed by Peter Green, was presented at La Mama Theatre 19 May-5 June, 
1977  
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BD: And I said, ‘Well I wasn't there at the time.’ ‘Why didn't you live in 15th century Frankston?’ 
It was just crackers. It was like being interviewed by the Goons. 

 And so it turned into a play that Betty Burstall liked. I rewrote it several times because she didn't 
want, you know, something that wasn't ‘like this’. And then it went on as a sort of quasi-musical 
because there's a friend of mine called Barrie McAskill, he played sort of improvisatory jazz music 
at La Mama. And then a very fine actor named Howard Stanley32 played this Commonwealth 
Employment Service Officer, talking directly to the audience, and pretending he was interviewing 
me, but I wasn't there. It was actually just a chair. So the gist of it was absurdist theatre with jazz 
music. And it was directed by a guy called Lew Luton,33 who I haven't seen since ’76.  But he was 
great. 

CT: Do any of your subjects ever recognise themselves and come back to you and say, ‘Hello, 
why did you do that?’ or ‘I enjoyed it?’ 

BD: No, I've never hurt anyone in the theatre. I’ve never consciously satirised anyone to a point 
where they’d recognise themselves. I've taken the gist of the mood of what was being said, like the 
Commonwealth Employment Service. Although if that officer had come to see the play, which was 
highly unlikely, it's hard to know what he would have thought. I mean, I don't think he would have 
recognised himself. And with the prisoners that I've interviewed for Ronald Ryan, I've had good 
feedback from them,   

CT:  Oh that would be good.  

BT: … and also from Ryan's family too. 

 CT: That's really lovely, Barry. They’d appreciate that so much. Now in 1977 your play The 
Great Oscar Wilde Trial34  was performed at La Mama Theatre. So what interested you about 
Oscar Wilde to write that play?  

BD: I've read lots of books on Oscar, not that I'm an expert on anything, but I noticed in this one 
particular book on Oscar Wilde35 that it was a collection of his letters. And then, I think it was edited 
by Vyvyan Holland who is his grandson. And at the end of the book which is vast, it's about 500 
pages - the last few chapters of his letters, Oscar’s letters, are all begging notes. They’re all about 
trying to cadge some money, from someone. This in in 1899 after he got out of Reading Gaol. And 
                                                
 

32 Howard Stanley, Australian actor, stage manager. 

33 Lew Luton (1933-2018), an Australian actor, singer and presenter. 

34 The Great Oscar Wilde Trial written by Barry Dickins, was presented at La Mama Theatre, Carlton 19 May - 5 June, 
1977, directed by Peter Green, and performed by Ross Dixon and Maz Hansford. Later in this interview, Barry Dickins 
describes this play as a farcical sendup of the 1960 film Oscar Wilde. Believe Me, Oscar Wilde by Barry Dickins was 
presented 23 years later in May, 2000 at La Mama Theatre, Carlton. Directed by Lynne Ellis and performed by Sam 
Sejavka, Believe Me, Oscar Wilde is based on letters written by Wilde. 

35 Oscar Fingal O’Flahertie Wills Wilde (1854-1900), Irish poet and playwright who became one of London’s most 
popular playwrights in the early 1890s. 
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he ended the letters with ‘Believe me, Oscar Wilde’, and so I called the play Believe me, Oscar 
Wilde. And there's not a real quotation from Oscar, I made the whole thing up, sort of imitating a 
style but not copying it. 

CT: The Great Oscar Wilde Trial was a farcical sendup of the 1960 Robert Morley film Oscar 
Wilde. It was presented in 1977. And then 23 years later Believe Me, Oscar Wilde was presented 
in 2000 as well. 

 BD: Yes with a different writer …  actor. A guy called Sam Sejavka36 who won the Premier’s 
Award too. And he played Oscar Wilde in the 2000 interpretation. Sam Sejavka has won the 
Premier's Award for a play called The Hive37 which was about the relationship between Wilfred 
Owen38 and Siegfried Sassoon39. That was Sam. And he read the play and his wife, Lynne Ellis40, 
directed Sam in the play. So that was a nice conceit.  

CT: Indeed. As well as creating awareness of injustices in your plays, you have a clever skill to 
acutely observe the human condition of everyday people, which is exactly what you have been 
talking about, and then reinterpret it in your own quirky style to entertain your audiences. Did that 
skill come in handy with your plays Only An Old Kit Bag?41 and The Horror of Suburban Nature 
Strips?42  

BD: Yes, it really came from our street. 

CT: Did it really? 

BD: The people in our road became the characters, the models. I didn’t copy them per se. But I 
was influenced by their look, their language, the slang. I got into a lot of trouble when I started out 
writing for the theatre. People saying, particularly at the Melbourne State College where I studied 
                                                
 

36 Sam Sejavka (born 1960) is an award-winning Australian writer, actor and musician. 

37 The Hive written by Sam Sejavka in 1990, explores the creation and exploitation of the myth of the artist through the 
life and afterlife of English poet Rupert Brooke. The Hive won the Victorian Premier’s Literary Award for Drama in 1990, 
and was adapted into opera by Nicholas Vines. 

38 Wilfred Owen (1893-1918), English poet and soldier. 

39 Siegfried Sassoon (1896-1967) English poet and World War One soldier. 

40 Lynne Ellis, Australian adapter, designer, director, writer. 

41 Only an Old Kit Bag was presented in April, 1977 in the Back Theatre of the Pram Factory, Drummond Street, Carlton, 
Victoria. Written, directed and performed by Barry Dickins, with staging assistance from Peter Green.   

A comic-strip style play about a reactionary patriot who is hanged in a milk-bar for his outspoken remarks. Refers to 
World War 2 when soldiers brought home a kit bag. Character’s name is Mick Kit Bag. 

42 The Horror of the Suburban Nature Strip, also known as Mag and Bag was first presented with The Bloody Terror of 
Dentistry at La Mama Theatre, Faraday Street, Carlton, 4-14 May, 1978. The former play tells of two elderly sisters, Mag 
and Bag, living in an old shack in country Victoria. Despite their frugal existence and continual mutual abuse, their 
shared eternal and total love shines through.  
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drama, ‘No one talks like that,’ they’d say. The point is, they didn’t talk like that where they came 
from, they talked like that where I came from, which was Melbourne's North, with the slang. You 
know, and I was incredibly influenced by slang and the sound of slang. Like instead of saying, ‘I 
confronted him’. Like Paul Keating used to say, ‘I fronted him’. ‘I fronted him’.  And if you say, ‘I 
fronted him,’ it's got more vigour, it sounds tougher. ‘I fronted him’. It's aggressive, whereas 
‘confront’ is not at all.  

So, I'm like a, I don’t know, human ear wandering around listening to, not determinedly, it comes 
through anyway, just how people speak. 

CT: And the ockerisms that were used. My dad used to use them and people don't do that so 
much these days. And you’ve captured this in a lot of your writings, which is fantastic. 

BD: They probably seem dated now. I often wonder how the old plays would go, but if you look 
at Barry Humphries43 and the way he's captured  

CT:  Yes 

BD: the working class, like Les Patterson44. No one talks like that anymore. But it's hilarious. 

CT:  And it certainly appeals to the older generation and I think younger people are interested to 
know how people talked.  

BD:  Yes 

CT: Regarding your mention of nature strips Barry, I was lucky recently to see your son Louis 
Dickins’ play called Cheer Up Carl,45 and the character said something about his dog had died and 
he’d buried him in the nature strip and did his back in the process. I thought, That sounds so much 
like what your father would have said. 

BD: In Louis’ script, the dog died of emphysema, which is just hilarious. I mean, not hilarious, 
but you don't expect a dog to be a chain smoker. 

CT: So he's following in your footsteps and looking on the quirky side of life? 

BD: Well the main thing he, he’s so original and he's not influenced by anybody, least of all his 
father. And when I saw Louis’ play, I went three times. I was thrilled. And on the last night it was 
raining. Louis is 27, my only son. He was up on the stepladder finishing off the sign on the last 
night.  ‘Cause he had a full house, he had 45. No comps. He’s better than I was at no handing out 
comps. Louis said, ‘No comps, that’s it.’ 
                                                
 

43 Barry Humphries is an Australian actor (born 1934), best-known for his comic characters, including Moonee Ponds 
housewife Dame Edna Everage and drunken politician Sir Les Patterson. 

44 Sir Lesley Colin ‘Les’ Patterson is a fictional character devised by comedian Barry Humphries. 

45 Cheer Up Carl was presented July 20-24, 2022 at La Mama Theatre, Carlton. Written by Louis Dickins and directed by 
Greg Carroll.  
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CT: So, what about reviewers?  

BD: He got great reviews for that. 

CT: And they paid for their ticket? 

BD: I don't think he was that tough.  

CT:  Oh OK. 

BD: I mean at the Pram, if you could get a reviewer to pay for a ticket, it was a miracle. They 
expected a comp, and you know, the actors were on the door. So, anyway. 

CT:     So getting back to the dentist, you had The Rotten Teeth Show and then you wrote another 
one The Bloody Horror of Dentistry46 which was a year later. So that really did play on your mind, 
didn’t it, the dental experience?. 

BD: I thought it was a good story, that you can't defend yourself without teeth. You can't be 
understood without teeth. I had to go to court, charged with the illegal possession of unpaid for 
dentures. I went to the Melbourne Magistrate’s Court when I was young. I didn't have a qualm 
about getting up in the dock. And to prove the point of what teeth can do to you, I took out my false 
teeth in the dock, which had bits of nut on them, I think. And I wrapped them up in my hanky 
covered in slag, and then I tried to make sense to the Magistrate without teeth.  

And he said, the Magistrate said, ‘He can't be understood, put them in at once!’ And then I put 
them in, showed no initiative, and he could understand me then.  

I said, ‘That is my prime point, that you cannot be understood, Your Worship, without teeth. But, he 
found me guilty anyway for unpaid-for dentures, which fell under the Crown Act.  

CT: Oh, goodness!  

BD: And then I had to pay $300 for the teeth that were made at the Melbourne Dental Clinic at 
$1.00 a week with a Postal Order. 

CT: Really? Postal Orders! Gosh. 

BD: 300 times. I think after a month, I lost interest in it. 

CT: During 1978, you also worked at another Australian alternative theatre venue located in 
Drummond St, Carlton, known as the Pram Factory47, where you were a playwright and an actor. 
                                                
 

46 The Bloody Horror of Dentistry was presented with The Horror of Suburban Nature Strips (both written and directed by 
Barry Dickins) from 4-14 May, 1978 at La Mama, Carlton. 

47 The Pram Factory in Drummond Street, Carlton, Victoria, a former children’s pram factory transformed into an 
alternative theatre, operated during the 1970s until 1981. The Pram Factory was a new home for the Australian 
Performing Group (APG) and Nindethana, Australia’s first Aboriginal theatre group. In 1970, the first theatre at the Pram 
Factory accommodated 150 people, and in 1973, a 75-seat second theatre was also built. The Pram Factory was the 
home of classic Australian plays such as Don’s Party and Dimboola.  Administered by John Timlin, the Pram Factory 
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So what do you remember about the Pram Factory which opened around 1970 and operated until 
1981?  

BD: Well, it was really a factory that made children's prams. So I remember going there about 
1970, when it was trading as a pram factory. It made pushers and prams for children. You could 
smell the oxy cutters and all the workers going in. And then a guy called John Timlin48, who's a 
genius of the theatre - has helped me more than anybody - he saw the potential of turning that 
warehouse into a theatre company. And he went in there with John Bryson who wrote Evil 
Angels49.  

John Bryson was one of the founding members of the Pram, and Max Gillies,50 and then they 
turned it into a theatre company called the Pram Factory or the APG, the Australian Performing 
Group51, that ran on a sort of a collective, like a Marxist Leninist collective. And the signature 
saying there was: ‘An equal share of the profit or the loss’.  

But what was heroic about that company was, if the Reading Committee liked the manuscript, they 
made sure it went on. And so you didn't have to have a name, you could be nobody. And if you 
wrote a good comedy or a good drama, a really good one, then it went on.  

CT: Great. So, Barry the Australian Performing Group, did they start at La Mama and then 
move across?  

BD: Yes, yes that’s right. And there was another group called The White Company that I don't 
think I saw, but they were working at La Mama and they were a part of opening up the Pram 
Factory. The White Company, sort of absurdist and political.   

CT: There was sort of a new wave in Australian drama around that time, wasn’t there? 

                                                                                                                                                            

 

operated with a democratic spirit and unique sense of community. The performance venue’s auction and demolition in 
the early 1980s was highly protested. 

48  John Timlin has contributed to Melbourne’s theatre scene since 1970 as playwright, producer, designer, literary agent, 
and administrator of the Australian Performing Group. 

49 The book Evil Angels by John Bryson (1935- 2022) was first published in 1985 and used as the basis for the 1988 
movie Cry in the Dark. The narrative tells of the disappearance of baby Azaria Chamberlain from her family holiday camp 
site near Ayers Rock, Northern Territory in 1980, and the Chamberlains’ trial and its aftermath. 

50 Max Gillies AM is an award-winning Australian stage and television actor who co-founded the 1970s experimental 
theatre company, The Australian Performing Group. Max Gillies received the Australian Entertainment MO Award in 
1985 for ‘Specialty Act of the Year’. 

51 The Australian Performing Group (APG), was an independently managed collective of Melbourne-based writers, 
actors, directors and artists, which operated between 1967 and 1981. The group had originally formed at La Mama 
Theatre in Faraday Street, Carlton, but in 1970 moved around the corner to reside in the transformed children’s pram 
factory in Drummond Street, known as The Pram Factory. The group’s vision was to create and present theatrical works 
that were alternative, subversive and uniquely Australian. 
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BD:  Yes, there was a play by Alex Buzo52 which was put on in the car park of La Mama called 
Norm and Ahmed.53 Alex Buzo, I think one of our greatest writers, and that was about an ocker 
guy, like an ‘ocker pig’ as we used to call them, pretending that he was friendly with an Indian guy. 
Pretending. They’re sort of having stubbies and laughing and joking, in the car park. It wasn't done 
in the space. And at the end of it, the ocker guy invites the Indian guy whose Ahmed, back home to 
have a few drinks, and you think that it’s conciliarity.  

CT:   Back to the Pram Factory, can you tell us more about this space?? 

BD: You walked up, there were two sets of steps, either through John Timlin’s office, who was 
the manager of The Pram, that was on Drummond Street. Or around the corner there was a lane 
that had cement blocks, like stepping stone blocks, with the image of a pram stamped into it like a 
silhouette, and this was an attractive way to walk up through into what was called the ‘back 
theatre’. So the back theatre was where I started - a small theatre was the alternative to the front 
theatre. It wasn’t intellectual, you were either in the front or the back. 

Now I started at the back, but not as a playwright, I was an audience member and there were lots 
of playwrights that thrilled me with their work. One of them was a guy called Phil Motherwell,54 who 
was a playwright and an actor and all sorts of things. We became firm friends, and he was in the 
collective, he was on the Reading Committee. And there was John Timlin and John Bryson, and a 
whole lot of other people. Sue Ingleton55 was really important and she was a great writer and a guy 
called Tony Taylor56, Max Gillies. You know, about 50 or 60 people. Wilfrid Last57, who ended up 
directing The Fool’s Shoe Hotel,58 my first major play at the Pram.  

                                                
 

52 Alexander Buzo (1944-2006) was an Australian playwright and author who wrote 88 works. His literary works used wit 
and humour to record Australian culture. Alex Buzo became prominent among Australian dramatists as part of the New 
Wave group. 

53 Norm and Ahmed, written by Australian playwright Alexander Buzo, was first presented at La Mama Theatre, Faraday 
Street, Carlton in July, 1969. Directed by Graeme Blundell and performed by Lindsay Smith and Rod Moore. Written at 
the time of a new wave in Australian drama, Norm and Ahmed was controversial with its themes of racism, behaviour of 
Australians and language. 

54 Writer and actor Phil Motherwell (1946 - 2014) started writing for Melbourne theatre in 1969 for the La Mama Theatre 
and the Pram Factory Group. Some of Motherwell's unpublished plays have been produced by the Troupe Theatre, 
Unley, South Australia and the Nimrod Theatre, Sydney (now the Belvoir Street Theatre).  

55 Sue Ingleton is a multi-award winning actor, director, writer and stand-up comedian. A recipient of the Sydney Myer 
Individual Performing Arts Award, the Gloria Dawn/Gloria Payten Award, and a Perrier Award Nomination at Edinburgh 
Fringe.  

56 Tony Taylor, British-born now based in Australia, actor, creator, devisor, director, performer, playwright and writer. 

57 Wilfred Last, Australian stage and screen actor, director and designer for many shows at La Mama, The Pram Factory 
and other productions in Melbourne and interstate. As a screen actor, Wilfred Last became well known for his role in The 
Great MacArthy and Waterfront. 

58 The Fool’s Shoe Hotel was Barry Dickins’ first major play at The Pram Factory, produced by the Australian Performing 
Group (APG) in Melbourne on 15 August, 1978. The stage play version was adapted from a radio written by Barry 
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But I was following Phil Motherwell’s plays and sort of falling in love with his writing and you know, 
very keen to get a ticket to the latest Motherwell play. And there were a whole bunch of different 
playwrights working at the new-fangled Pram Factory. And it wasn't just in English, there were 
plays in different languages. One of my favourite German playwrights is Fassbinder, and his play 
The Bitter Tears of Petra von Kant59 was on at the back theatre in English, an English 
interpretation of The Bitter Tears of Petra von Kant. So there I was, sometimes staying with my 
parents, wandering home after an existentialist treat like Petra von Kant a most uncanny play, 
saying the words to myself, ‘Petra von Kant … I wish I was Barry von Kant’, or something.  

Going to all the shows that I could, going to the music, too, because there were lots of musicals on 
at the Pram. The Hills Family Show60 written by John Romeril61 who wrote The Floating World.62 I 
became friendly with John Romeril, and unfriendly. We had ... I mean arguing was sort of par for 
the course, you know. You really had to be made of sterner stuff to … to endure the sort of running 
the gamut of insults and put downs which were all a part of the Carlton romanticised Bohemianism. 
But, it wasn't easy to keep your nerve when you were faced with mostly university educated 
people. And you know, they’d talk about elitism, but it in my opinion they were elite themselves. 
And I was, you know, unashamedly from the uneducated working classes. But in the end there 
were readings and I got some early comedies on. 

CT:  Good on you. 

BD: That were rough as bags. I mean I knew nothing about staging. And they got better by 
degrees by being able to take the criticism, and take what John Romeril was saying, or Dorothy 
Hewett,63 who was a fantastic playwright and a great critic of mine. Sue Ingleton's encouragement 
and discouragement. Well you know, you had to take it, and you know, if you were insulted and 
you cried, for example, and Sue Ingleton would say, ‘You’ve gotta take a tease.’ 

                                                                                                                                                            

 

Dickins’ nom-de-plume K.G. Fish. Written in comic style, the story tells of the pathological jealousy of vaudeville 
entertainers living in a boarding house. 

59 The Bitter Tears of Petra von Kant was staged at the Pram Factory Back Theatre, Carlton, Victoria, 9 August – 3 
September, 1978, presented by the Australian Performing Group. Written by Rainer Werner Fassbinder and directed by 
Kerry Dwyer. 

60 The Hills Family Show, first presented 16-30 November, 1975 at The Pram Factory, Carlton by the Australian 
Performing Group, was a tribute to the shows of the families of travelling vaudevillians. Written by John Romeril, Jack 
Hibberd and co-written/directed by Bill Hannan. 

61 John Romeril AM is an award-winning Australian playwright, screenwriter, lyricist, adaptor and dramaturge.  

62 The Floating World was first presented 6 August-21 September, 1974 at The Pram Factory, Carlton. Written by John 
Romeril, directed by Lindzee Smith and performed by Jane Clifton, Peter Cummins, Wilfred Last, Robert Meldrum, Carol 
Porter, Bruce Spence and Eddie Van Roosendael. 

63 Dorothy Hewett AM (21 May, 1923 – 25 August, 2002) Award-winning Australian playwright, poet and author. The 
University of Western Australia offers an annual The Dorothy Hewett Award for an Unpublished Manuscript. 
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CT:  I think that would invoke more inspiration for creativity. 

BD: And more spiffle. You had to have spiffle. You couldn't be crushed, and then because if you 
were crushed, you didn't learn it, didn't go into it and have successful shows, which I did in the end. 
But it was a rough school. You know, a rough violent sort of a school. There's an old saying about 
blood in the theatre. I’ve had my share of blood in the theatre with different beatings I was involved 
in. 

CT: Barry, the Pram Factory was also home to Australia’s first Aboriginal theatre group, 
Nindethana?64  

BD: That's right.  I went to see them with Jack Charles65 in a black revue in about 1972, and 
he’d written some sketches set at Lake Tyers. Jack Charles. One character was called 
‘Superboong’, can you believe? ‘Superboong’ was Superman as an Aboriginal.  

CT:  Go on. 

BD: And the word ‘boong’ was the most disrespectful word you could use. But he called it 
‘Superboong’, he wanted to offend the crowd. When the lights came up on Jack Charles fifty years 
ago, he was disguised as Superman, lying on a bed with a fan, an electric fan, ruffling his 
Superboong cape. And it got a hoarse laugh from the audience. It was shock. The shock of 
recognition.  

CT: So did the same audiences attend the Pram Factory productions who were at La Mama? 
Did they come to both? 

BD: Yes. Yes, although there was a sort of divided loyalty. Some people were strictly La Mama 
only and they wouldn't recognise the new Pram. Others were keen to see it go into a revolution 
and just wanted good theatre, exciting theatre. And then the Pram embraced other groups from 
interstate too, it wasn’t just local. 

 A guy called Keith Gallasch66 who ran a theatre company in Adelaide. I met him. He came over 
with a popular show. And what was great was, it was so diverse. It could be a play about soccer, it 
could be a play about homosexual love, it could be … there were no strictures. It came down to the 
Reading Committee at what constituted a well written script, or a script that showed promise. 

                                                
 

64 Nindethana Theatre was the first Aboriginal theatre company in Australia, formed in Melbourne at the Pram Factory, 
Carlton in 1971 by Jack Charles and Bob Maza. The Australia Council for the Arts had requested Jack Charles form a 
group of Aboriginal actors, and Nindethana was formed with assistance from New Zealand-born playwright, theatre 
director and actor, John Smythe. Its objective was to perform, encourage and promote Aboriginal drama, music, art, 
literature and film production and other such cultural activities in the community. The company’s last performance was in 
Adelaide in 1974. 

65 Jack Charles, also known as Uncle Jack Charles (5 September, 1943–1 September, 2022). A successful Australian 
Aboriginal stage and screen actor, and advocate for First Nations People. 

66 Keith Gallasch, Australian writer, dramaturg, editor and performer. 
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CT: It would be great for the audience, that wonderful diversity, you wouldn’t know what was 
going to be on next. Terrific. 

BD: That's what the crowd wanted. And it was either comic or it could be catatonic, you didn't 
know what coming on next. 

CT: Barry you said The Fool’s Shoe Hotel, that was your play that was adapted from the radio 
play by your nom de plume K.G. Fish, that was performed in August, 1978 at the Pram Factory? 

BD: Yes, that was my first play in the front theatre. Previous to that I’d had comedies in the back 
theatre, double bills mostly. The Rotten Teeth Show transferred from La Mama to the back theatre 
of the Pram. A guy called Paul Hampton67 wanted to see that happen and gave me 
encouragement to rewrite it, to open it up to a bigger crowd. Because at La Mama, you were 
playing to 40 at the maximum, but in the back theatre you could have up to 100 people. So if it 
went well, if your La Mama show was a hit, which luckily mine were, they transferred and you got 
sometimes a small stipend to rejig the props, to make better costumes, to do some posters, to 
rewrite the play. 

CT: Were grants available then from the Government to start helping experimental theatre? 

BD: Yes, I was lucky in ‘78 because the Pram put out - in the National Times there was an ad. 
for the best new play - and I read that with interest and I entered The Fool’s Shoe Hotel in sort of 
February, ‘78. And there was a reading on the roof of the Pram. It had been written in fountain pen 
and Biro and pencil, and Max Gillies was in the reading and I wrote it for him because it was about 
vaudeville. And you know, I had the thrill of Max reading the main character on the roof, and 
photocopies fluttering down into the street … and then it tied with the National Drama Competition 
for a new play, with a play by Stephen Sewell.68 And that play was called Traitors69 and the prize 
was considerable. You got $2000 which was a fortune. 

CT: Yes, in those days particularly.  

BD: And then you had the collective work on the play, so you had the best editors. You had Sue 
Ingleton, Bill Garner70. Bill Garner was a brilliant editor as well as a brilliant actor. He went in The 
Fool’s Shoe Hotel as a performer and was fantastic, and he script-edited the play. So I mean, what 
a prize that is. Then you've got enough to buy a second hand Cadillac. You've gone from 
fantastical poverty into opening night. 

                                                
 

67 Paul Hampton, Australian Director, Dramaturge. 

68 Stephen Sewell is an award-winning Australian playwright, screenwriter and novelist. His numerous awards include 
winning the 2004 N.S.W. Premier’s Literary Award, and the 2004 Victorian Premier’s Literary Award, the Louis Esson 
Award for Drama. 

69 Traitors by Stephen Sewell, set in Russia in 1927 against the background of unrest at the dawn of Stalinism.  Currency 
Press. 

70 Bill Garner, an Australian historian, playwright. television writer and actor. He was a founding member of the Australian 
Performing Group at the Pram Factory, Carlton. 
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CT:  That would be so satisfying. Now you must have been so busy writing all the time. The 
Bridal Suite71 was your work in February, 1979 and that was presented at La Mama Theatre. But 
then, the next year it went on to the City Playhouse in Newcastle … 

BD:  That’s right. 

CT: and then in 1983 to the Arts Theatre in Brisbane. That had a really good run, The Bridal 
Suite. 

BD: Yes well it was because I had a really good performer. And I wrote it for my girlfriend at the 
time who was Jill Foster,72 and she was fantastic in it. It is about a woman who through delusion.  
She believes, her name is Vera, it was my first one woman play. And I wrote it for Jill Foster. And 
the set was built by a guy called Reg Evans73, who turned La Mama into the most incredible sort of 
packing case slum. You expected rodents to go slithering around.  

And Jill made her own costume which was, she sort of based it on Miss Haversham, you know, 
believing that the wedding happened but it didn't happen - in Great Expectations. I sort of based it 
on that situation, and Vera is trying to get out of that hut like a fruit picker’s shed, and can't. She is 
immobilised through depression. And she wears a homemade wedding outfit made of rags and 
thistles and leaves, and Jill was just … I mean ... I went to see it on the opening night and the 
bump out night, and it had 79 people, and I think that was the record for La Mama to get that many 
in. 

CT:  Isn't that wonderful.  

BD: They were all sitting on the stairs, and Jill was fantastic.  

CT: So Barry, plays like The Bridal Suite and your other works, are they accessible now to 
groups if they want to put them on - like amateur groups ? 

BD: Of course. I mean they’re in print. And there's a company called Yackandandah who 
published Bridal Suite and other plays that I've written, and lots of John Romeril’s plays. A woman 
called Doreen Warburton, who’s a fantastic playwright. So Yackandandah would be the way to get 
the script, or Currency Press74 in Sydney. They've published nearly all of my plays, Currency 
Press. And it's great. It's so nice when one of them comes on again.  

                                                
 

71 The Bridal Suite was first presented from 22 February to 11 March, 1979 at La Mama Theatre, Carlton. Written by 
Barry Dickins, music by Nigel Hazeldine, directed by Reg Evans, and performed by Jill Foster.  

72 Jill Foster immigrated to Australia from England in 1964 and became a stage and screen actor, including appearing in 
the television series Hunter, Number 96, The Box and Prisoner. 

73 Reg Evans (1928-2009) Australian actor, director. 

74 Currency Press, 164 James Street, Sydney, New South Wales, 2016. 
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CT: Yes, of course. People need to know about it - the newer generations coming on aren't as 
familiar as our generation. Yes, I think that they need to be done because there's a wonderful socio 
cultural value to them. And history. 

BD: If they don't age, and they’re still lively - why shouldn't they go on again?  

CT: Exactly. Now in 1980 there was one huge night in Melbourne when you tried to dash 
between three different opening nights of your works - one at La Mama, one at the Pram Factory 
and another at the Playbox75. It sounds like you were the theatrical scene of Melbourne in 1980. 

BD: Well, it was just a coincidence that they were all opening on the same night. I ended up 
going to see the opening night of The Death of Minnie76 which I wrote for Jan Friedl,77 about a 
Jewish woman whose at the end of her rope, living in a boarding house in South Yarra. She's not 
depressed, she’s not depressed, but she suffers from overexcitement, which is what I've suffered 
from. Misdiagnosed depression and it's just that you've got so much go in you, so much ... I mean 
you can be as high as a kite, it's not a fault. I don’t think … It's like my dad doing tap dancing when 
he should have been having a lazy weekend. He had the energy, so why not?  

CT: Absolutely. So what was the Playbox Theatre like in those days in 1980? 

BD: Well it was very swish as opposed to The Pram, because The Pram went out of work, out 
of existence in late ’80. My last play at the Pram was called The Ken Wright Show. And that was 
about a man who lived with an elk, and couldn't get a word in. He tries to, but he can't get a word 
in. It was a sort of a pantomime play, a very talkative pantomime play.  

That went on at The Pram, and I was always coming up with something, you know. And I always 
bumped into people like Carrillo Gantner.78 And when I met him, he used to call me ‘meestro’,79 
                                                
 

75 The theatre company Playbox Theatre was originally called ‘Hoopla’ and operated as a Melbourne performance venue 
at 53-55 Exhibition Street, before being destroyed by fire in 1984. The Playbox Theatre Company supported Australian 
playwrights and their plays during the 1980s while housed at the Playbox Theatre at 55 Exhibition Street, Melbourne, pre 
the fire. In 1990, the Playbox Theatre became the resident theatre company at The CUB Malthouse, 113 Sturt Street, 
Southbank. The organisation underwent renaming in 2005 to become The Malthouse Theatre.  

76 The Death of Minnie was first presented by The Playbox Company at The Playbox Theatre, Melbourne from 10 July, 
1980 – 2 August, 1980. Written by Barry Dickins, directed by Peter Green and performed by Jan Friedl, the play tells of a 
Polish immigrant who decides to commit suicide on her 40th birthday. 

77 Jan Friedl (September 14, 1948 – January 12, 2017) was an Australian stage and screen actor, particularly known for 
her work on the television series Blue Heelers (1994) and Round the Twist (1989). 

78 Carrillo Gantner AC (b. 1944) was a founding director of the Playbox Theatre Company (now Malthouse Theatre) and 
artistic director in 1976–84 and 1988–93, producing over 200 Australian plays and acting in many. He was Counsellor 
(cultural) at the Australian Embassy in Beijing in 1985–87, Chairman of the Sidney Myer Fund, President of The Myer 
Foundation, Chairman of Asialink at Melbourne University, and President of Arts Centre Melbourne. The first recipient of 
the Dame Elisabeth Murdoch Cultural Leader of the Year Award in 2001, Gantner is an Adjunct Professor at the 
Australia–China Institute for Arts and Culture at Western Sydney University, with honorary doctorates from WSU and the 
University of NSW. 

79 ‘Maestro’. 
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which I didn't like much but, ‘What are we working on now, “meestro”?’ ‘A play called The Ken 
Wright Show.’80 He'd come to the Pram and see it, then he'd want something from me, and I wrote 
The Death of Minnie for Jan Friedl. And then they did that as the Sunday reading at The Playbox in 
Exhibition Street. Jan was great as the lonely woman who is so wound up. And then he 
commissioned me to rewrite it, and then it went on with Peter Green81 directing The Death of 
Minnie. I should have mentioned Peter before, because without Peter I wouldn't have written 
anything, you know. 

CT: Really? 

BD: I met him at Footscray Tech. He was doing a writing class, a performance class. The only 
thing I didn't like about him was he called me ‘chief’. I'm Barry, not ‘chief’. He’s called me ‘chief’ for 
52 years. And I don't like ‘we’! ‘How are we chief?’ But that’s what he … I just accept that. But I've 
done half a dozen plays that Peter has directed. Ghosts with Jill Foster, he directed that. 

CT: Oh that's wonderful. 

BD: And then you know, we've been friends for 50 years and I wrote three different plays for 
Peter Green, all plays on his name - Green - because there used to be a cafe called Johnny's 
Green Room, so I called it Green Room or More Room Green. 

CT: What fun. 

BD: And they were revues, they were sketch-style revues for Peter. 

CT: Can I share something with you?  

BD:  Yes. 

CT: … that I was Peter’s wife in 1965 in A Street Car Named Desire at the Muse Theatre82 in 
Carlton.  

BD: Oh really? 

CT: Yes, that was run by Alan Money in Grattan Street, Carlton.  

BD:  Was it good? 

CT: Peter was the most wonderful Stanley. 

BD: Stanley? 
                                                
 

80 The Ken Wright Show was presented from 8 July, 1980 - 3 August, 1980 at The Pram Factory, Carlton. Written by 
Barry Dickins, with musical direction by Danny Nash. 

81 Peter Green is an Australian actor, director, writer and producer. 

82 The Muse Theatre presented theatre-in-the-round in the 1960s, produced by Alan Money, and was situated at 165 
Grattan St., Parkville. 
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CT: He was really good. Anyway, that’s just a little of ‘by the by’. 

BD: Without Peter I wouldn't have done anything. 

CT:  That's so interesting. Now the Playbox was located at 53 to 55 Exhibition Street … 

BD: Yes 

CT:  … and you returned there in 1981 with Interrogation of an Angel83 and was that a double 
bill with The Goldenbergs84? 

BD: There was a play called The Goldenbergs, which was a play on sort of a Jewish spiritual 
reunion. And I was living in St Kilda in the Upper Esplanade and affected of course by the Jewish 
scene there, the Jewish sort of intellectual scene there, and Jewish actors I was working with. And 
I wrote a sort of séance based on Jewish literature and Jewish poetry and that was called The 
Goldenbergs.  

And it went on with another play, The Interrogation of Angel, where the actors turn into different 
characters. It was a seance and then it was a Police muster room. Couldn't have been much 
different. And I had a great actor called Roy Baldwin in both those plays, directed by a man called 
William Gluth.85 We became firm friends and did lots of shows at The Playbox. 

CT: Now Barry, in 1982, your play A Couple of Broken Hearts86 - was that the play where you 
asked the props manager to make a smokable hamburger? 

BD: I needed a prop hamburger urgently and he made one. An American guy made a 
hamburger with the lot made of vinyl, that had a smoking section. So that the actor could have a 
pathetic pun where he drops the burger on the floor. He's a road mender, turning those Stop and 
Go signs in the town of Yass. And he drops the burger on a certain mark on cue, and he says the 
immortal line: ‘Burger it, my hambugger has gone out!’ It was a silly pun but it always got a good 
laugh. I love sight gags, comic theatre. 

CT:  And you wanted that smokable hamburger. And did you have exploding cigars in The 
Goldenbergs? 

                                                
 

83 Interrogation of an Angel, written by Barry Dickins was presented 6 August - 14 September, 1981 at the Playbox 
Theatre, Melbourne. Presented as a double-bill with another one-act play, The Goldenbergs, also written by Barry 
Dickins. 

84 The Goldenbergs, written by Barry Dickins and described as a ‘delicious piece of sit-down Kosher comedy about a 
lively Jewish family of eccentrics,’ was presented as a double-bill with Interrogation of an Angel at the Playbox Theatre, 6 
August-14 September, 1981. 

85 William Gluth, an Australian actor/director. 

86 A Couple of Broken Hearts was presented from 27 October to 20 November, 1982 at The Playbox Theatre. Written by 
Barry Dickins, directed by Rex Cramphorn., the play’s content focused on Australian National Identity. 
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BD: Yes, not too ‘detonatey’, but they went off alright. They weren't dangerous. But I’ve loved 
sight gags as we used to call them 

CT: And you also had your plays performed at St Martin's Theatre87 in 1982. God and Geoff 
sw.88  

BD: Yes, I was a resident at St Martins doing drama classes, and God and Geoff was about a 
woman, a bit like Minnie, living in the Fawkner Gardens. At the end of her road. But that was 
played by an 18 year old girl who had done plenty of living out, living rough, and that was put on at 
St Martins. 

CT:  And A Kingly Crown89 was another one that you did the same year.  

BD: Yes, I loved working at St Martins, I'd like to work there again. 

CT: Tell us about Lennie Lower.90 Or is it ‘Lauer’? How is Lower pronounced? 

BD: Lauer.  Lennie Lower was a journalist in Sydney of great fame and he wrote for the Daily 
Telegraph. His columns were read by an enormous audience. And my father loved Lennie Lower. 
He used to read him during World War Two. 

CT: And your father was called Len as well, wasn’t he? 

BD:  Dad used to read Lower in the Daily Telegraph. The Telegraph was parachuted down into 
the jungle. you could read Lower - it was a morale boosting idea by the Army. Lower was sort of, 
you know, jaded, cynical, caustic, funny, in a blunt sort of way. He had a daily column that was so 
popular in Sydney and in Melbourne, that they had a drawing of Lower on the top of the paper in 
red. ‘He's in!’ And everyone knew that Lower was in that day. This is mass readership of two or 
three million a day, and he wrote a book called Here's Luck, Lennie Lower. It's still the most, the 
highest selling book ever published in Australia. Over 1,000,000 copies. So I wrote the play about 
Lennie Lower for the Playbox91 when I was the resident. Carrillo on the Board made me the 
resident. Just all of ‘82 was the Playbox. 

                                                
 

87 Home to Melbourne Little Theatre (after 1934), later known as St Martins Theatre Company 1962 - 1973. Also used by 
The Melbourne Theatre Company as an additional venue 1974 - 1977. Since then, the centre became a Youth Arts 
Centre, home to St Martins Youth Arts. 

88 God and Jeff was presented at St Martins Theatre, 17 July – 8 August, 1982. Written by Barry Dickins. 

89 A Kingly Crown was presented at St Martins Theatre from 17 July – 8 August 1982. Written by Barry Dickins. 

90 Lennie Lower by Barry Dickins was first presented at The Pram Factory on 28 June, 1981 as a one person show. The 
play depicts the loneliness of the long distance columnist such as Sydney journalist Lennie Lower, who wrote for the 
Daily Telegraph. 

91 Lonely Lennie Lower was written and directed by Barry Dickins while resident at the Playbox Theatre. The show was 
presented at the Playbox Theatre, 10 February - 21 March, 1982, with actor Denis Moore, before touring to New South 
Wales to play at The Bondi Pavilion, Bondi Beach, April 21, 1962 - June, 1982. 
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CT: And then 20 years later, that play returned to La Mama? Lonely Lennie Lower? 

BD: Yes, that was a good production of it, too. it was just a man in a bar, an alcoholic in a bar, 
remembering his life in a bitter sort of way, but it's funny too. It's funny/bitter as such.  

CT: And your play Graeme King Lear92 which was performed at the Playbox Theatre in 1983, 
now this was to do with a poet. Did you appear?  

BD: Yes, it was to do with my love of poet Christopher Brennan93, and he wrote a great poem 
called ‘The Wanderer’. It's not in rhyme, it's just this amazing, lonely poem which I’d learned. I just 
was mesmerised by this poem. I wrote a play about this clerk working with the Melbourne 
Steamship Company, set in 1901. He's hallucinatory about Brennan, and he conjures Brennan as 
a spirit, like a séance. He makes Brennan come to him, and it's really about, you know, what’s 
immortal and what's not. It's about ghosts, like lots of my plays are. 

CT: You write on such a smorgasbord of topics, Barry. Now Beautland94, there's something 
totally different - it was first presented in 1985 by the State Theatre Company at the Playhouse, 
Adelaide Festival Centre in South Australia. Do you remember much about this production? 

BD: I remember going to all the rehearsals, living in Adelaide. A man called Keith Gallasch 
commissioned it.  He was the head of the South Australian Theatre Company95. It was great to 
have ‘toffness ‘ – ‘toffness’ as in, you know, great wages, great hotels, French champagne, lots of 
money. I was out of the rat’s nest into flying first class ... 

CT: Good on you. 

                                                                                                                                                            

 

Lonely Lennie Lower was also presented at La Mama Theatre, 24 May, 1989 - 4 June, 1989, as part of a double-bill of 
monodramas with Jack Hibberd’s Mothballs, and returned to La Mama Theatre in 2002. 

92 Graeme King Lear was presented from 11 March – 23 April, 1983 at the Playbox Theatre, Melbourne. Written by Barry 
Dickins, directed by William Gluth and performed by Roy Baldwin, programme notes describe Graeme King Lear as: ‘the 
spirit of artistic genius come down to earth in anyone’s body to get them on with the work. Like some kind of mythical 
cattle-prod. Christopher Brennan lies exhausted in the gutter, bashing his brains against the syllables of poetry that belt 
him over the earhole and the rags and tatters of dream thoughts that assail him from all sides. Lear, or The Fool, inhabits 
Brennan’s soul and tries to get the work out for him … ‘. 

93 Christopher John Brennan (1870-1932), an Australian poet, scholar and literary critic. 

94 Beautland was presented in May, 1985 at The Playhouse, Adelaide, South Australia, presented by the State Theatre 
Company of South Australia. 

95 The South Australian Theatre Company was established in 1965 under the direction of John Tasker, but came into its 
contemporary form with its establishment as the state theatre company under the State Theatre Company of South 
Australia At of 1972, a visionary initiative of former premier, Don Dunstan. The first Artistic Director of the new company 
was George Ogilvie who served 1972-76.  
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BD: … smoking superior dope, lots of girlfriends - everything was possible. It went on at the 
Space Theatre96 which was the biggest space in Adelaide. But unfortunately, the opening night 
wasn't successful because - it wasn't all my fault - Keith Gallasch had baited the critics of Adelaide 
and sent them up when we had the launch. He was most unkind towards the press, and I thought, 
Oh no. Because when our play comes on and he's directing, we’re going to get it. And we did get 
it. Then I was called a charlatan in the Parliament,  

CT:  Good heavens. 

BD: I didn't deserve my fee and it was awful.  There's a good quote there because I was at the 
cross-roads, you know, I've never had bad reviews before, they've all been laudatory. This was like 
I was a fake. John Bannon97 who was the Premier of South Australia, called me a charlatan. He 
hadn't even been to the play. It was all because Keith had baited the critics, he said that they were 
illiterate. They paid out when it was our play. 

CT: It sounds like the perfect play for Barry Dickins to write. Keith Gallasch did write: ’Our aim 
was to develop with Barry Dickins a play for adults about what it was like to be young in this 
country; to recover some of the lost values of childhood, and of the past, that they had surrendered 
to contemporary pressures.’ You’d be the perfect person to write that story.  

BD: Well he did a great job with it, you know. I loved it. But I was …the audience were clapping 
and laughing and I made a speech at the end that they liked. And then the reviews came out. And 
my wife Sarah at the time said in the hotel, ‘If you can take this you will always be a playwright.’ 

CT: Good for her. 

BD: Because I was thinking of giving up. 

CT: So in 1985, The Gummy Man in Search of Love98 was presented by the Griffin Theatre 
Company and you did your ‘Green’ plays, 99 More Green Room and Green Room.100 You also, in 
1986, did Reservoir by Night.101 Now you have a proud Reservoir heritage, a very happy childhood 
growing up there. How did you portray your home town in Reservoir by Night? 

                                                
 

96 The Space Theatre is a versatile studio theatre situated in the Drama Centre of the Adelaide Festival Centre, South 
Australia. 

97 John Bannon (1943-2015), Australian politician and academic who became 39th Premier of South Australia. 

98 The Gummy Man in Search of Love, was presented on 6 September, 1985 by the Griffin Theatre Company at The 
Stables Theatre, Darlinghurst, New South Wales. 

99 More Green Room presented in July 1986 at La Mama Theatre, Carlton. Written by Barry Dickins, directed by Greg 
Carroll and performed by Peter Green. 

100 Green Room was presented in April, 1985 at La Mama Theatre. Written by Barry Dickins and performed by Peter 
Green. 

101 Reservoir by Night was presented 3 April - 25 May, 1985 at the Russell Street Theatre, Melbourne. Written by Barry 
Dickins and directed by Bruce Myles, with musical direction by Camille Edwards. 
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BD: It was a mixture of anarchy and love, like most of my work where I satirised the town I was 
born, and mocked it mercilessly, mocked myself mercilessly. But there was also a loving, a very 
loving, not sentimental, but it was patriotic, so the audience didn't really know which was next. 
There were satires of the Reservoir Baptist Church. We were sued by the Reservoir Baptist 
Church, which made the show sell out.  

John Sumner102 who commissioned the play said, ‘No one loves their hometown as much as you, 
and no one hates their hometown as much as you, with the exception of Barry Humphreys.’ What 
Barry wrote about Camberwell is vile-full, but also beautiful. You know, it's a mixture, and that’s 
how I still feel about my home town. You know, there was no reason to love the place, and every 
reason to love the place. 

CT:  What's the correct pronunciation of Reservoir - is it Reser-voir or Reser-vaw?  

BD: Well, If you're up yourself it's Reser-voir. Or Reser-vaw. I went to the opening night at 
Russell Street.103 Graeme Blundell104, Janet Andrewartha105, directed by Bruce Myles106 and they 
laughed themselves stupid. They loved it.  

CT:  Sorry I said Reser-voir Barry, I was following the printing and I thought, Mum and Dad 
always said ‘Reser-vaw’ and thought maybe they were wrong, but there you go. 

BD: No, it just depends on how you say it. 

CT: So you went into football then, writing about football with the Roy Boys107 in 1987 for the 
Playbox Theatre108. What a variety. 

                                                
 

102 English-born John Sumner AO CBE (1924-2013), founded the Union Repertory Theatre Company (later known as 
Melbourne Theatre Company) in 1953, directing more than one hundred productions during his 32 years as Artistic 
Director. In 2009, the Melbourne Theatre Company’s Southbank Theatre building named its largest theatre ‘The Sumner’ 
as a tribute to John Sumner’s leadership. 

103 The Russell Street Theatre, built c. 1885 as a single-storey engineering workshop, was sold in 1921 and converted 
into a two-storey church with approximately 1,000 members. The building was sold in 1955 to the Council of Adult 
Education (CAE) and renovated for use by amateur theatre, seating 420 patrons. In 1960, the Union Theatre Repertory 
Company, based at Melbourne University, rented the building for six months a year as a secondary venue. The UTRC 
was renamed the MTC in 1968, and the theatre was redecorated to designs by architect Robin Boyd. The theatre served 
as the company’s sole venue from 1965 – 1984, and became the company’s secondary venue when they moved to the 
Victorian Arts Centre. The theatre closed in 1994. 

104 Graeme Blundell, a Sydney TV writer, actor, director, producer and writer for film and television. He has acted in and 
directed over 100 plays and appeared in more than 40 films and hundreds of hours of television. He is also a reporter, 
the national television critic for The Australian, and presents movies on Foxtel’s Fox Classics, and the film review show 
Screen on Foxtel's arts channel with Margaret Pomeranz. 

105 Janet Andrewartha is an Australian television and theatre actress. 

106  Bruce Myles (b. 1940) is an Australian actor, adapter and stage and screen director. 
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BD: Well, Carrillo and Jill Smith109 who ran the Playbox wanted a comedy about the 
unevenness of football. Where you've got really wealthy clubs like Hawthorn and now Richmond. 
And in those days, poor battling teams like North Melbourne and Fitzroy, always in debt, always 
coming last. The unevenness of the distribution of funds; and I wrote Roy Boys. 

At the opening night at the Arts Centre110, all the Roys came, all the footballers who were in the 
team. The President, Leon Wiegard turned up. My Mum sat next to Jack Dyer, who walked out. He 
was offended by one scene where we roasted … we roasted a ruckman on a spit. My brother 
Robert had put corned silverside on its buttock. So it was as if they were carving the bottom of a 
ruckman, and he was offended by that. 

CT: And you cared about people, there was the plight of the Australian actors desperate for 
work but the Australians at one stage were being kept out of the script, so that was Between 
Engagements111 in 1988 which was presented at La Mama. 

BD: Yes. That was shortlisted for the Greenroom Awards. I went to that. And then Paul 
Eddington112 won it. And I thought that was so unfair, that although Paul is a brilliant clown, he was 
from the UK. I thought it should have been, not me necessarily, but an Australian native writer. 

CT:  Thank you, Barry Dickins.  

CT: This concludes Part One of the oral history interview with Australian playwright Barry 
Dickins, interviewed by Dr Cheryl Threadgold and recorded on 1st September, 2022 at State 
Library Victoria. 

 

  

                                                                                                                                                            

 

107 Royboys by Barry Dickins was presented in the Studio Theatre, 13 March - 11 April, 1987 by the Playbox Theatre 
Company, and follows ‘the fantastic footballing fortunes of the battling Noble family. Like the club they worship, the 
struggling Nobles have no real home, not much money, but lots of heart.’   

108 By 1987, following a fire in Exhibition Street in 1984, The Playbox was operating from the CUB Malthouse in 
Southbank. 

109 Since 1979, Jill Smith AM has promoted the arts and Australian playwrights at the Playbox Theatre and through 
Government funding bodies. 

110 Arts Centre Melbourne, 100 St Kilda Road, Melbourne. 

111 Between Engagements, written by Barry Dickins, was presented from 16 August to 28 August, 1988 at La Mama 
Theatre, Carlton, as part of the La Mama 21st Birthday Season. Between Engagements explores the actor's dilemma in 
Australia at the time. 

112 Paul Eddington (1927-1995) English actor who achieved international success in the sitcom The Good Life (1975 - 
1978).  



 

 

  Page 34 of 39   

Thanks to: 

AusStage, The Australian Live Performance Database 

Lee Christofis AM 

Dr Jasna Novakovic 

Raymond Simms 

State Library Victoria 

 

Reference List for Footnotes 

Arts Centre Melbourne 2018, ‘Australian Performing Group’, Australian Performing Arts Collection, 
https://collections.artscentremelbourne.com.au/#details=enarratives.1879 (accessed 24 October, 2022) 

Aussie Theatre 2022, ‘MTC Founder John Sumner Passes away, aged 88’, 
aussietheatre.com.au/news/mtc-founder-john-sumner-passes-away-aged-88 (accessed 27 
November, 2022) 

AusStage, The Australian Live Performance Database 2022, A Couple of Broken Hearts, 
https://www.ausstage.edu.au/pages/event/30896 (accessed 30 November, 2022) 

AusStage, The Australian Live Performance Database 2022, A Kingly Crown, 
https://www.ausstage.edu.au/pages/event/91279 (accessed 30 November, 2022) 

AusStage, The Australian Live Performance Database 2022, Between Engagements, 
https://www.ausstage.edu.au/pages/event/97267 (accessed 26 November, 2022) 

AusStage, The Australian Live Performance Database 2022, Beautland, 
https://www.ausstage.edu.au/pages/event/101977 (accessed 26 November, 2022) 

AusStage The Australian Live Performance Database 2022, The Bloody Horror of Dentistry/The 
Horror of Suburban Nature Strips, https://www.ausstage.edu.au/pages/event/101980 (accessed 19 
November, 2022) 

AusStage, The Australian Live Performance Database 2022, ‘Bruce Myles’, 
https://www.ausstage.edu.au/pages/contributor/110 (accessed 1 December, 2022) 

AusStage, The Australian Live Performance Database 2022, The Goldenbergs, 
https://www.ausstage.edu.au/pages/event/30884 (accessed 26 November, 2022) 

AusStage, The Australian Live Performance Database 2022, ‘Peter Green’, 
https://www.ausstage.edu.au/pages/contributor/3967 (accessed 27 November, 2022) 

AusStage, The Australian Live Performance Database 2022, Interrogation of an Angel, 
https://www.ausstage.edu.au/pages/event/30885 (accessed 26 November, 2022) 



 

 

  Page 35 of 39   

AusStage, The Australian Live Performance Database 2022, The Interview, 
https://www.ausstage.edu.au/pages/event/117477 (accessed 26 November, 2022) 

AusStage, The Australian Live Performance Database 2022, ‘Janet Andrewartha’, 
https://www.ausstage.edu.au/pages/contributor/4433 (accessed 30 November, 2022) 

AusStage, The Australian Live Performance Database 2022, The Ken Wright Show, 
https://www.ausstage.edu.au/pages/event/89255 (accessed 28 November, 2022) 

AusStage, The Australian Live Performance Database 2022, Lennie Lower, 
https://www.ausstage.edu.au/pages/event/91287 (accessed 24 October, 2022) 

AusStage, The Australian Live Performance Database 2022, Lonely Lennie Lower, 
https://www.ausstage.edu.au/pages/event/91285 (accessed 24 October, 2022) 

AusStage, The Australian Live Performance Database 2022, ‘Lynne Ellis’, 
https://www.ausstage.edu.au/pages/contributor/693 (accessed 30 November, 2022) 

AusStage, The Australian Live Performance Database 2022, ‘Malcolm Robertson’, 
https://ausstage.edu.au/pages/contributor/809 (accessed 26 November, 2022) 

AusStage The Australian Live Performance Database 2022, Only an Old Kit Bag, 
https://www.ausstage.edu.au/pages/event/126697 (accessed 24 October, 2022) 

AusStage The Australian Live Performance Database 2022, ‘Paul Hampton’, 
https://www.ausstage.edu.au/pages/contributor/3065 (accessed 25 November, 2022) 

AusStage, The Australian Live Performance Database 2022, ‘Peter Green’, 
https://www.ausstage.edu.au/pages/contributor/3967 (accessed 27 November, 2022) 

Ausstage, The Australian Live Performance Database 2022, ‘Playbox Theatre’, 
https://www.ausstage.edu.au/pages/venue/4639 (accessed 30 November, 2022) 

AusStage, The Australian Live Performance Database, Reservoir by Night, 
https://www.ausstage.edu.au/pages/event/79230 (accessed November 26, 2022) 

AusStage, The Australian Live Performance Database, ‘Reg Evans’, 
https://www.ausstage.edu.au/pages/contributor/3620 (accessed 3 November, 2022) 

AusStage, The Australian Live Performance Database 2022, The Rotten Teeth Show, 
https://www.ausstage.edu.au/pages/search/results/ (accessed 24 October, 2022) 

AusStage, The Australian Live Performance Database, ‘St Martins Theatre’, 
https://www.ausstage.edu.au/pages/venue/13157 (accessed 30 November, 2022) 

AusStage, The Australian Live Performance Database 2022, ‘Tony Taylor’, 
https://www.ausstage.edu.au/pages/contributor/543 (accessed 30 November, 2022) 

AusStage, the Australian Live Performance Database 2022, ‘Whiteley’s Incredible Blue’, 
https://www.ausstage.edu.au/pages/event/89393 (accessed 29 November, 2022) 



 

 

  Page 36 of 39   

AusStage, The Australian Live Performance Database 2022, ‘Wilfred Last’, 
https://ausstage.edu.au/pages/contributor/226529 (accessed 26 November, 2022) 

AusStage, The Australian Live Performance Database 2022, ‘William Gluth’, 
https://www.ausstage.edu.au/pages/contributor/4641 (accessed 26 November, 2022) 

AustLit 2013, ‘Barry Dickins’, https://www.austlit.edu.au/austlit/page/A21819 (accessed 19 November, 
2022) 

The Australian 2022, ‘Graeme  Blundell’, Wednesday, 30 November, 2022, 
https://www.theaustralian.com.au/author/graeme-blundell (accessed 30 November, 2022) 

Australian Plays Transform 2022, Traitors by Stephen Sewell, https://apt.org.au/product/traitors-2/ 
(accessed 30 November, 2022) 

Britannica 2022, ‘Uncle Tom’s Cabin’, novel by Stowe, https://www.britannica.com/topic/Uncle- Toms-
Cabin/Major-themes-and-influences (accessed 30 October, 2022) 

Britannica 2022, ‘Barry Humphries’, https://www.britannica.com/biography/Barry-Humphries (accessed 
26 November, 2022) 

Chamber Made 2022, The Hive, The Myth of the Artist, by Sam Sejavka, 
https://chambermade.org/works/the-hive/ (accessed 19 November, 2022) 

Gail Clements 2012, ‘Vike, Harald (1906-1987)’, Australian Dictionary of Biography, 
https://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/vike-harald-15915 (accessed 29 November, 2022) 

Currency Press, Redfern Australia, 2022, Remember Ronald Ryan and Ryan (Two plays) (2014)  
ISBN 9781925005295 , https://www.currency.com.au/books/australian-history/remember-ronald-ryan-and-
ryan-two-plays/ (accessed 1 November, 2022) 

fortyfivedownstairs 2013, ‘A Kind of Fabulous Hatred’, June 14, 2013, 
https://fortyfivedownstairs.com/events/a-kind-of-fabulous-hatred/ (accessed 30 November, 2022) 

fortyfivedownstairs 2022, ‘Our History’,  https://fortyfivedownstairs.com/about-us/ (accessed 28 
November. 2022) 

Gayle Lake 2016, National Film and Sound Archives, ‘Vale Paul Cox’, 
https://www.nfsa.gov.au/latest/vale-paul-cox (accessed 19 November, 2022) 

Graeme Blundell 2022, ‘The Pram Factory: a Retrospective’, University of Melbourne Student 
Union, Farrago Edition Two, September, 2022, https://umsu.unimelb.edu.au/news/article/7797/The-
Pram-Factory-A-Retrospective/ (accessed 20 November, 2022) 

Hardie Grant Publishing 2022, Last Words, The Hanging of Ronald Ryan by Barry Dickins, ISBN 
9781743792780, 1 February, 2017, https://www.hardiegrant.com/au/publishing/bookfinder/book/last-
words-by-barry-dickins/9781743792780 (accessed 26 November, 2022) 

La Mama 2022, ‘La Mama History’,  https://lamama.com.au/about-la-mama/la-mama-history/ (accessed 
18 November, 2022). 



 

 

  Page 37 of 39   

La Mama 2022, ‘La Mama History: The Fire’, https://lamama.com.au/about-la-mama/engagement/la-
mama-history/la-mama-history-the-fire/ (accessed 30 October, 2022) 

La Mama 2022, ‘Liz Jones’, https://lamama.com.au/about-la-mama/committee-of-management/liz-jones/ 
(accessed 19 November, 2022) 

La Mama Theatre 2022, Cheer Up Carl, https://lamama.com.au/whats-on/la-mama-courthouse-winter-
2022/cheer-up-carl/ (accessed 24 October, 2022) 

Malthouse Theatre 2022, Royboys by Barry Dickins, Stories of M, 
https://stories.malthousetheatre.com.au/shows/royboys/ (accessed 26 November, 2022) 

Malthouse Theatre 2022, ‘History’, https://www.malthousetheatre.com.au/discover/about-malthouse-
theatre/ (accessed 26 November, 2022) 

Malthouse Theatre 2022, ‘Howard Stanley’, Stories of M, 
https://stories.malthousetheatre.com.au/people/howard-stanley/, (accessed 30 November, 2022) 

Malthouse Theatre 2022, Max Gillies’, Stories of M, 
https://stories.malthousetheatre.com.au/people/max-gillies/ (accessed 29 November, 2022) 

Kenneth Mulholland 2022, ‘The Fitzroy Teletheatre’, https://www.author-
me.com/nonfiction/wireless15.htm (accessed 19 November, 2022) 

Barrie McAskill 2022, ‘Barrie McAskill’s Musical History’, 
https://www.mcaskill.com.au/barrie_mckaskill_history.html (accessed 26 November, 2022) 

Monash University Publishing 2022, ‘Carrillo Gantner’, https://publishing.monash.edu/authors/carrillo-
gantner/ (accessed 25 November, 2022) 

National Library of Australia Catalogue, 2022, Remember Ronald Ryan by Barry Dickins, with 
introduction by Philip Opas, 1994, Currency Press, Australia, ISBN 0868193925, 
https://catalogue.nla.gov.au/Record/429976 (accessed 12 November, 2022) 

National Trust 2022, ‘Pentridge Prison’, https://www.nationaltrust.org.au/places/pentridge-prison/ 
(accessed 29 November, 2022) 

NMA Publications (New Music Articles) 2000, ‘Syd Clayton’, 
https://www.rainerlinz.net/NMA/22CAC/clayton.html (accessed 27 November, 2022) 

John Oliver, 2014, Screenonline  (the definitive guide to Britain’s film and TV history) , ‘Hancock, 
Tony (1924-1968)’,  www.screenonline.org.uk/people/id/482568/index.html (accessed 14 
November, 2022) 

The Poetry Archive 2022, ‘Kris Hemensley’, https://poetryarchive.org/poet/kris-hemensley/ (accessed 
26 November, 2022) 

Mike Richards 2007, ‘The Death of Ronald Ryan’, The Age 2022, 
https://www.theage.com.au/technology/the-death-of-ronald-ryan-20070202-ge44pr.html (accessed 29 
November, 2022) 



 

 

  Page 38 of 39   

Space Theatre, Adelaide Festival Centre, https://www.adelaidefestivalcentre.com.au/our-
venues/theatres/space-theatre (accessed 3 December 2022) 

State Theatre Company of South Australia 2022, ‘Company History’, 
https://statetheatrecompany.com.au/companyhistory/ (accessed 3 December, 2022. 

The University of Melbourne Library 2022, Stingray Play, https://digitised-
collections.unimelb.edu.au/items/a4dab2b4-81ac-53e0-b8ff-50bb62e70eaa (accessed 19.11.2022) 

The University of Melbourne 2022, ‘Russell Street Theatre’, Theatre Archives, 
https://must.unimelb.edu.au/theatre_venue/russell-street-theatre/ (accessed 28 November, 2022) 

Vic.Gov.Au 2022, ‘Betty Burstall’, https://www.vic.gov.au/betty-burstall (accessed 19 November, 2022) 

Vic.Gov.Au 2022, ‘Jill Smith AM’, https://www.vic.gov.au/jill-smith-am (accessed 26 November, 2022) 

Victorian Collections 2019, ‘Book, A Knockabout Priest – The story of Father J Brosnan, 1988’ by 
Tom Prior, From the Collection of Warrnambool & District Historical Society, 
https://victoriancollections.net.au/items/57e8a231d0cdd10d84232731#more-collection (accessed 29 
November, 202) 

Richard Watts 2014, Vale Phil Motherwell, ‘Arts Hub’, https://www.artshub.com.au/news/news/vale-phil-
motherwell-246444-2343735/ (accessed 28 November) 

 

 

Barry Dickins 

Barry Dickins is an award-winning Australian playwright, author, visual artist, actor, poet, educator, 
illustrator, cartoonist, writer-in-residence, fellowship winner, journalist, screenwriter and radio 
playwright, whose career so far has spanned almost fifty years. During this time, Barry Dickins has 
contributed nearly sixty plays to the Australian drama repertoire, particularly for the independent 
theatrical arts sector, and authored more than thirty fiction/non-fiction and children’s books. In 
1995, the play Remember Ronald Ryan by Barry Dickins won the Victorian Premier’s Literary 
Award. In 2008, the Barry Dickins’ play Whiteley’s Incredible Blue received the R. E. Ross Trust 
Playwright Script Development Award, and in 2010, Barry Dickins received the same award for his 
play A Kind of Fabulous Hatred, both presented at fortyfivedownstairs. 

  

  

Dr Cheryl Threadgold OAM newer generations coming on 

Cheryl loves researching theatre history, commencing in 2003 when researching/writing/directing 
Beaumaris Theatre’s 50th anniversary full-length stage production; then again in 2006 for a 90 
minute 150th anniversary production for historic Black Rock House. The Jewel by the Sea, has now 
played five seasons. A 2019 Swinburne University PhD graduate, Cheryl’s thesis researched the 



 

 

  Page 39 of 39   

history and culture of amateur theatre in Victoria. Her award-winning 2020 book In the Name of 
Theatre: the history, culture and voices of amateur theatre in Victoria is based on the award-
winning thesis. Cheryl was guest speaker at a Theatre Heritage Australia 2018 event at Arts 
Centre Melbourne, and enjoys researching and writing theatre history stories for THA’s On 
Stage magazine. Cheryl feels privileged to have interviewed Australian playwright Barry Dickins for 
Theatre Heritage Australia’s new oral history programme. 


