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INTERVIEWEE:  Australian playwright Barry Dickins 

INTERVIEWER: Dr Cheryl Threadgold OAM 

DATE:            Friday, 9 September, 2022  

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

 

CT:  This is Part Two of an interview with Australian playwright Barry Dickins, recorded 
on the 9th September 2022.  Barry Dickins is interviewed by Dr Cheryl Threadgold. 

CT: Well, Barry Dickins, we’re now in 1989, and your production Bedlam Autos1 was presented 
at the Russell Street Theatre2 in Melbourne. 

BD: That's right. It was through the auspices of Roger Hodgman3 who was then the Artistic 
Director at the MTC.4  And I’d had a successful play four years ago which was a musical called 
                                                
 

1 Bedlam Autos was presented at the Russell Street Theatre, Melbourne from 21 June - 22 July, 1989. Written by Barry 
Dickins and directed by Denis Moore. 

2 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 then 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 then as the company’s secondary venue when they moved to the 
Victorian Arts Centre. The theatre closed in 1994. 

3 Roger Hodgman (b. 1943) has directed theatre, opera, musical theatre and television drama in Australia and 
internationally. He was Artistic Director of the Melbourne Theatre Company for twelve years, a former Dean of Drama at 
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Reservoir by Night.5 It was a revue about my hometown, and that was John Sumner6 who gave me 
that commission. So Roger Hodgman commissioned me to write a comedy/tragedy about a car 
yard which I called Bedlam Autos. And that was a really happy commission, because I could stop 
teaching for a while and go into the sort of fantasy, dramatic world of dubious car yards. I had 
bought bomb cars all my life, so I was conversant with seriously dangerous cars that exploded as 
soon as you left the car yard. 

CT: And what about the car salesmen? 

BD: Yes, well they were based really on car salesmen that I'd enjoyed the company of, and also 
it was an exercise in dialogue that was low life. It was low life dialogue. It was a sort of a chance to 
write about roguery and the transportation of your soul for putting people into a perilous position. 
Where there's a sort of unwritten guarantee that the cars weren’t safe. 

CT: Barry, it was set in Yass, now that's in New South Wales isn't it? Why did you choose 
Yass?  

BD: I chose Yass …  I’ve had several plays set in Yass, because as a hitchhiker I've been stuck 
in Yass so many times. It's about 80 miles from Sydney, on the Hume Highway. And it's a 
wilderness. I mean, Yass is a rodeo town. It's a country town, a redneck town. And I set it there, 
because I wanted to show the wilderness. The two men I invented were sort of types that I hadn’t 
written about before. It was all about guilt in the end. Not Catholic guilt, but the redemption that one 
of them tries to find through his association with the dead. That he’s … it's almost like a séance, 
where he’s remembering. He’s haunted by people he’s murdered with these dangerous cars. 

The other one is oblivious to all of this. So I had two very good actors …  and a very good director, 
Denis Moore.7  

BD  And  …. 

                                                                                                                                                            

 

the Victorian College of the Arts, and Artistic Director of the Vancouver Playhouse. He is also winner of two Green Room 
Awards for Best Director. 

4 The Melbourne Theatre Company (MTC) commenced as the Union Theatre Repertory Company in 1953, founded by 
John Sumner, and currently exists as a department of the University of Melbourne. The oldest professional theatre 
company in Australia, the MTC’s principal home is now the Southbank Theatre The company has presented more than 
750 mainstage productions and numerous tours, play readings, play workshops and education shows. 

5 Reservoir by Night was presented 3 April - 25 May, 1985 at the Russell Street Theatre, Melbourne. Written by Barry 
Dickins, directed by Bruce Myles, with musical direction by Camille Edwards. 

6 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. 

7 Denis Moore, Melbourne-based actor and director. 
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CT  Oh that’s excellent … 

BD:  And then we had a really good designer, If I could just take my time. 

CT:  Yes. 

BD: The designer was Richard Roberts8, he worked on the staff of the Melbourne Theatre 
Company. And the set that he built was like a hades of smouldering car bodies. And when the 
curtains went up – they had curtains at Russell Street -  what you saw was a sort of a smouldering 
wreck of smoky cars, that were all really made out of fibreglass and bits and pieces of panel 
beating. And when you saw the two sort of alcoholic car yard dealers, they looked like they came 
out of the ’40s. Out of some sort of nightmare.  

Rod Williams9 and Michael Carman10 were the actors’ names. I’d worked with both of them before, 
and it was an exciting night alright because the audience was mostly second-hand dealers. The 
MTC invited car yard dealers.  But halfway through the play or just before interval, several of them 
declined to stay for the second half, because I guess they were, you know, incensed with this sort 
of depiction of the criminality of these two people.  

CT:  (Reacts). 

BD: But I made them as funny as I could – they were sort of not ‘funny’ funny, but caustic funny. 
They were both scurrilous, irredeemable.  And yet at the end of the second half, one of them sets 
fire to the car yard, and the way that was done was unbelievably realistic. You could smell burning 
tyres and scorched panels. Richard Roberts should've got ‘Set of the Year’, I think. We had a dry 
ice machine fanning the smoke over the audience, and then hundreds of car yard dealers, you 
know, scampering to get out of there. And then the next night was full. It was just ordinary theatre 
lovers, not car yard dealers. But Cheryl, it is a delight of my life to remember the offence taken by 
the car yard dealers. It was a bit too close to the bone.  

CT: So what about the Russell Street Theatre itself, Barry? That was located on Russell Street, 
Melbourne? 

BD: Yes, opposite the Duke of Wellington Hotel.  

CT: Oh. 

BD: And I’d had, my play, as I said, Reservoir by Night, was a hit there. That’s when I was 34 or 
… 35 …  directed by Bruce Myles11, and written for Graeme Blundell12 and Janet Andrewartha, and 

                                                
 

8 Richard Roberts, Australian freelance theatre designer and design teacher, based in Melbourne.  

9 Rod Williams, Australian actor. 

10 Michael Carman (born 1951) is an Australian film, television and theatre actor. 

11 Bruce Myles (b. 1940), an Australian actor, adapter and stage and screen director. 
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a guy called Fred Strauks13, who was the drummer from the Skyhooks. And it had really good, 
great choreography too. It was musical comedy, Reservoir by Night, with a sort of an acidic look at 
Reservoir, but also a very affectionate look at Reservoir. 

CT: Oh isn’t that terrific. The two sides of your beloved hometown. You must have been so 
busy as a writer in 1989. You also had Lonely Lennie Lower 14 in 1989 at La Mama.  

BD: Yes, it was done at La Trobe University’s15 insistence. They wanted to put it on, and I think 
the place was called the Moat Theatre at La Trobe, and it was a really good production. I hadn't 
seen the play since its premiere in 1982, and then in 1989 it was a really good student production 
at Latrobe. And they were invited by Liz Jones16 and Betty Burstall17  to put the play on again at La 
Mama. And it was as good as the original.  

CT: And as you said earlier, it's a tragi-comedy based on the real life story of comic journalist 
Lennie Lower.18 

BD:  Yes, well he was a great influence when I was young. His columns were published in the 
Daily Telegraph and my father was a great fan of Lennie Lower. In fact, in the Army they used to 
call him ‘Lower’ because he could always quote from Lennie Lower. It was sort of a breezy, 
fantastical style of journalism.  

                                                                                                                                                            

 

12 Graeme Blundell, Sydney TV writer, actor, director, producer and writer for Australian theatre, 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. 

13 Fred Strauks, an Australian drummer, is best known as the drummer for the Australian band Skyhooks. 

14 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.  

Lonely Lennie Lower was also presented at La Mama Theatre, 24 May - 4 June, 1989, performed in a double-bill of 
monodramas with Jack Hibberd’s Mothballs. Lonely Lennie Lower returned to La Mama Theatre in 2002, written by Barry 
Dickins, directed by Lucy Freeman and performed by Simon King.. 

15 La Trobe University was established in 1964 as a public research university based in Melbourne, Victoria, Australia. Its 
main campus is situated in the suburb of Bundoora. 

16 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. She has been the Public Officer since 1984 and Secretary of the 
Board since 2014. 

17 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. 

18 Lennie Lower (1903-1947) was a Sydney-born humourist and newspaper columnist. 
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And Lennie Lower wrote a book called Here’s Luck which is still the only book to sell over 
1,000,000 copies in Australia. And that book is set in central Sydney during the Depression, with 
all the sort of street talk of the ’30s. And I wrote a play about him, I guess influenced by that, you 
know, larrikin style. And I think having written Lower, it was the prelude to writing Bedlam Autos 
because it was, you know, a kind of beautiful, unnatural dialogue. Dialogue that comes mostly from 
the gutter, and out of the street, and seldom seen on the stage, or heard on the stage. As people 
talk, as the proletariat talk. 

CT: You mentioned earlier, what did you call yourself, ‘the human ear’? You are so astute. 

BD: Well coming to see you today, Cheryl, the taxi driver was like, it was like being in Lennie 
Lower without the bother of a script. I mean he was just so vile. I thought this is great. I'm going in 
to see Cheryl to talk about slang, and here’s this moron ear-bashing me in the taxi with the same 
kind of chronic delivery. Among other things that he shocked me with was the information that the 
Queen had died, and I didn't know that. So I got that from a … there's nothing wrong with him, but 
he's just someone who has learnt to speak in filthy taxis. 

CT: Oh goodness. Yes, that's terribly sad news isn’t it, the loss of our Queen Elizabeth II.19 

BD:  Oh I think so. 

CT: Now Perfect English20 was presented in Melbourne in 1990. What was that about, do you 
remember? 

BD: It was a fantasy on a couple that can't communicate at all at home. They communicate 
perfectly in an obscure Chinese café. I think it was based on a dream. They can't communicate at 
home, all they do is really taunt each other and whatever. But in the Chinese café, sort of a tenth 
rate Chinese cafe, they go into a different mindset altogether and with a different vocabulary. And 
the Chinese proprietor, who's trying to serve them up - what's that revolting dessert? Banana 
fritters and ice cream. He's sort of a … he changes, and becomes a kind of muse for them. And in 
the end the play becomes a sort of séance, or séance-like.  

And I wanted to make the point that, as Patrick White21 has made the point in his play Signal 
Driver,22 that the couple can’t communicate at home, but when they go to an old bus stop, they 
speak in tongues. They speak beautifully in the bus stop. And I think that's a great conceit that 
people make it hard in a way. I mean marriage is really hard, and to keep the sweetness, that you 

                                                
 

19 Queen Elizabeth II (Elizabeth Alexandra Mary) (21 April, 1926 – 8 September, 2022) was Queen of the United 
Kingdom and other Commonwealth realms from 6 February, 1952.  

20 Perfect English was presented from 11 April - 29 April, 1990 at La Mama Theatre, Carlton, as part of the Melbourne 
Comedy Festival. Written by Barry Dickins and directed by Lynne Ellis. 

21 Patrick White (1912-1990), English-born Australian author and playwright who received the Nobel Prize for Literature 
in 1973. 

22 Signal Driver: a Morality Play for the Times (1983) by Patrick White. 
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know you meant when you fell in love - to keep that going through language. I think you need 
variety. You need to get out of there. You need a holiday badly.  

So, Perfect English was the chance to deliver a new kind of language once you’re out of that, you 
know, stymied, into that same predicament. The same Corn Flakes, the same chopped up banana, 
they get out of that and they find that they can quote from Eliot. They can do anything. 

CT: You use such acute observations of the human condition in your plays, Barry. Now in 1991, 
there was The Hymie23 and The Death of Minnie24 performed at Theatre Works. 

BD: Yes, well Hymie went on first of all at La Mama, and that was a tribute to an artist I knew 
named Hymie Slade. I met him at Channel 725 when I was painting scenery. And Hymie - I don't 
think that was his real name, it was just what people called him. He was an orphan. He’d been 
through Auschwitz, he’d been through everything, and he taught me a lot about scenery painting 
when he was at Channel 7. But he was a raconteur, a fantastical rememberer. And I remember 
once boring him stupid at Channel 7 painting scenery. He said, ‘Come back and see me when 
you're more interesting’ … 

CT:  (Chuckles) 

BD: …  and I made a mental note to write a play about him.  So he was larger than life. Now he 
believes, and I put this in the play, Cheryl, that there are two forms of painting. I'll just quote, I’ll 
paraphrase, can I? 

CT : Yes, by all means. 

BD:  There are two … I’ll imitate him: ‘There are two ways of talking, Dickins, that you wouldn't 
know about. There's two ways of painting that you wouldn't know about - there’s the hypnotised 
and the un-hypnotised.’ And he used to paint, he used to hypnotise himself and paint the most 
remarkable pictures that seemed to me the equal of Rembrandt. And then the un-hypnotised, 
which were crap. So you could see him at Channel 7 in the loading bay putting himself into a 
trance, and then painting wonderfully and appallingly. 

                                                
 

23 Hymie was presented from 21 February - 10 March, 1991 at La Mama Theatre, Carlton. A one-actor show written by 
Barry Dickins, directed by Lynne Ellis and performed by Bruce Kerr. Hymie was then presented at Theatre Works, St 
Kilda, from 29 February - 22 March, 1992 as part of a Barry Dickins’ double-bill with The Death of Minnie. 

24 The Death of Minnie was first presented by The Playbox Company at The Playbox Theatre, Melbourne from 10 July – 
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. 

25 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. 
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So I thought, this is too good, and then after he died, I made a mental note to write a tribute. It 
went on at La Mama first of all, and then it went on at Theatre Works with Bruce Kerr26 playing the 
part of ‘Hymie’.  

CT:  Wonderful. 

BT: On the opening night - Bruce Kerr’s no longer living - he comes out of a coffin. The coffin 
was made by my friend Bill Hay27. Eight foot long, this great heavy coffin, made at the VCA28 
workshops where Bill worked. It was so big they couldn't get it into La Mama and they had to take 
the double doors off at the back lane. And then Bruce got into it. On the opening night, I remember 
Terry Lane29 was there. Terry Lane. After a couple of moments, Bruce Kerr, talking like as close as 
you could to Hymie Slade, he said: ‘Get rid of all distractions! Distractions! Get rid of them!’ He 
kicked his underpants off his foot and they landed on Terry Lane’s head. 

CT: He’d laugh. He would love that. 

BD: He laughed until he was ill. And then Bruce said, ‘Sorry about that, Mr Lane.’ 

CT:  Oh did he? 

BD:  It was just the spirit of La Mama, a spirit of tomfoolery. And then friends turned up who 
were friends of Hymie, and Hymie owed them all a few bucks and they expected it. They were all 
from Inkerman Street and they expected, you know, 20 bucks back that they’d lent in the ‘70s.  

CT: Goodness gracious, that was stretching it!   

BD: So I had to fork it out. 

CT: No! 

BD: So Hymie was … Bruce Kerr was fantastic as Hymie. He didn’t meet the real Hymie Slade. 
He was brilliant, absolutely brilliant. 

                                                
 

26 Bruce Kerr (1933-2021) Melbourne actor, voice-over artist and teacher of acting. 

27 Bill Hay – Designer, artist, painter and printmaker. 

28 Victorian College of the Arts, the Arts school (dance, music, visual, theatre) at the University of Melbourne, Australia. 

29 Terry Lane (b. 1939) is a broadcaster and writer, best known for his time on ABC Radio, first on local radio in 
Melbourne, Sydney, Newcastle and Hobart, and then with his program The National Interest on Radio National and 
Radio Australia. He also wrote a weekly opinion column for the Melbourne Herald (1987-1989) and the Sunday Age until 
2007. He is the author of eight books, including three novels. 
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CT:  You have also been involved in Melbourne International Comedy Festivals. In 1992 there 
was Funny Fiction30 at La Mama with Wendy Harmer31, William Henderson32, and Sue-Ann Post33. 
That's another genre of your writing … ? 

BD: Yes, I think they were sketches, or vignettes. 

CT:  Making people laugh, which you love – entertaining.  

BD: Yes, that's right. Well Wendy Harmer is one of the best journalists I've ever met. She used 
to work with me at The Melbourne Times. Wendy, was on the payroll and then ended up a brilliant 
stand-up. Yes, that was a good season. they were quick sketch/blackout sketches.  

CT: Really good. Dear Suburbia34, this was La Mama Theatre in 1992 as well. Did this include 
more observations of Melbourne? 

BD: Well no, that was about something I've always wanted to write about, which was 
abandonment. It was based on a girlfriend of my older brother, who … she didn't do anything 
wrong, but it was as though they were going to get together, going to be engaged, going to be 
something or other, and it all kind of fizzled out. But it wasn't a personal condemnation of that 
woman, it was about the situation of being on tenterhooks and living in a sort of a stifled, sameish 
way, and hoping to get out of that. But how the woman gets out that was through a series of songs.  

And the set was an enormous overcoat that she got tied up into, like the arms of the overcoat were 
sort of draped around her. And then she sang plaintively about, you know, looking for ‘Mr. Right’. It 
was about comfort, but also about wanting to break out of comfort and getting onto the road, but 
not really having the courage to do that. I mean, it takes a lot to get out of the way you live,  

CT:  Yes. 

BD: … and move somewhere else entirely. It was about the furtiveness of wanting a break with 
where you're living and how you’re living. Faye Bendrups35, my old friend who wrote all the music 
for Reservoir by Night, Faye wrote all the songs for Dear Suburbia, and played the piano to 
accompany the actress who played them, who played all those sketches. 

                                                
 

30 Funny Fiction was presented on 13 April, 1992 as part of the Melbourne Comedy Festival. Written by Barry Dickins, a 
series of comedy sketches.  

31 Wendy Harmer is an Australian stand-up comedian, journalist, author, radio and television host.  

32 William Henderson, Australian actor, director, dramaturg/e.  

33 Sue-Ann Post, Australian comedian and writer. 

34 Dear Suburbia was presented at La Mama Theatre, Carlton from 8 July - 26 July, 1992. Written by Barry Dickins with 
musical direction and original songs by Faye Bendrups, and directed by Peter Green. 

35 Dr Faye Bendrups OAM, Melbourne-based composer, musician, performer and researcher. 
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CT: Now, A Dickins’ Christmas.36 

BD: Yes, well that was a chance to work with some of my old favourite actors at the Malthouse. 
Michael Carman is a favourite actor, and with William Gluth37 who’s a brilliant writer and director - 
he directed lots of my plays at the old Playbox. We got a commission to write a Christmas show 
from Jill Smith38 and Carrillo Gantner39 who then ran the Playbox. It was at the Malthouse40 but 
before it was called that. 

So William and I rewrote A Christmas Carol41 by Charles Dickens42, but we set it to the invention of 
the Melbourne Theatre Company. So instead of the MTC it was, no instead of you know, London in 
the 1830s with Ebenezer Scrooge and all those, it was based on the short novel. But it was really 
about the invention of the MTC, so that Ebenezer Scrooge was really John Sumner. 

CT: That was very clever.  

BD: Well he liked it. Some didn't like it and some did. But I worked with different musicians, not 
Faye on that one. Faye came into it at the end of rehearsal and rewrote some of the music. But 
that was my first play at the Malthouse, directed by William Gluth. Jim Daly, a very good actor, he 
was in it. 

CT:  You’ve had a very … 

BD:  Hel …. 

                                                
 

36 A Dickins’ Christmas was presented from 27 November to 19 December, 1992 at the Merlyn Theatre, CUB Malthouse, 
Southbank. Written by Barry Dickins, co-written and directed by William Gluth with musical direction by Faye Bendrups. 

37 William Gluth, an Australian actor/director. 

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

39 Carrillo Gantner AC 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. 

40 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.  

41 A Christmas Carol by Charles Dickens, originally published as a short novel in December, 1843, tells of the miserly 
Ebenezer Scrooge reviewing and changing the outcome of his life through a series of spectral visions. 

42 Charles Dickens (1812-1870), English writer and social critic. 
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CT:  Sorry, Barry. 

BD:  Yes, Helen Thomson43 who is also a beautiful dancer, she was in it. So it was a send up 
really of the A Christmas Carol. Rejigged as if it was 1950s and the invention of the Melbourne 
Theatre Company. 

CT: How lucky you are to have the surname Dickins, too. That was so appropriate.  

BD: Yes, I think so. I’ve always liked it. We’re not related by the way, Cheryl. We’re not related. 

CT:  Oh, OK. 

BT:  But no, I don't mind being called Dickins. 

CT: No, definitely not. What about the Foibles44 - this was a look into the darker side of our 
urban fantasies in 1992? 

BD: Yes, that was at the Irish Friendly Society in Queen Street, and it was a bar and everything 
was played at the bar tables. Faye Bendrups, my old friend, wrote all the music, and it was sort of 
jaunty Irish, sort of send ups of Irish sentimental music. With Jim Daly45. Jim Daly played all the 
parts. It was the first supper show that I had ever done. And Denis Moore directed Foibles not long 
after he directed Bedlam Autos. But it was a supper show, and the tickets were $40 each table. For 
the $40 you got chicken in a basket, salad with avocado, and you got a bottle of White Heather 
whisky. 

CT:  That was good value. 

BD: And then, Jim’s a great dancer, so he danced between the tables with Faye backing him on 
the piano. It ran for three weeks and played to about 50, 60 people a night. So that was alright. 

CT: That sounds so much fun. Now come 1994, Remember Ronald Ryan.46 You won the 
Premier’s Literary Award for this play, didn't you Barry?  

BD: Yes, and also the Amnesty International Award for Peace through Art. I won that as well for 
the same script, and that went on at the Malthouse, a couple of years after the Christmas show. 
And then that was lot of research, it was a lot of vox pops, a lot of anguish, a lot of torment, not just 
                                                
 

43 Helen Thomson, Australian television, film and stage actor. 

44 The Foibles was presented from 19 – 24 August, 1991 at The Celtic Club, Melbourne. Written by Barry Dickins, with 
musical direction by Faye Bendrups, directed by Denis Moore and performed by Jim Daly. 

45 Jim Daly (b. 1944) Australian theatre and television performer. 

46 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. 
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for me but for the rememberers of Ronald Ryan. I got the best quotes mostly from Father John 
Brosnan47 who was the Catholic Minister of Pentridge48, and John Brosnan put me in touch with 
lots of people who knew Ronald Ryan. Or people who lied that they knew him. I didn't mind in the 
end, I just wanted to gather all the stories I could. 

And then there’s a guy called Ian Grindlay49. He was the Governor of Pentridge prison and also a 
friend of Ronald Ryan. You wouldn't think that the Governor would be friends with a hanged man, 
but they were the best of friends. And then, it was a political execution – it wasn't Henry Bolte’s 
request, it was the Cabinet, and the Liberal Party Cabinet were intractable on Ronald Ryan giving 
his life for the vote. And once he was executed, they romped the vote in on a law and order ticket. 
And I got caught up in all that, and all the anguish of that, and I wanted the title to have the 
alliteration – ‘Remember Ronald Ryan’.  

He should be remembered. He never shot the officer, and the rifle that he used didn't make smoke. 
And witnesses deposed that it did, and that he went into a kneeling position to fire the rifle at 
Officer Hodson, once he'd escaped with Peter Walker. But it made no smoke, it didn’t make 
smoke. Yet, that’s really what pushed it over. That people said they saw smoke come out of the 
breech, but the rifle itself was examined by forensic scientists. It didn’t make smoke. And I thought, 
they should not have had the trial then, but they had the trial because they wanted to win the 
election.  

CT: I thought it was very interesting that you were a teenager when Ronald Ryan was hanged 
in February, 1967, and it was nearly 30 years later you decided to write a play about the awful 
event. And one of your thoughts about it was, ‘why do they keep on thinking about him?’  

BD: Yes, well I think that there's a lot of guilt in society, for the government, a lot of guilt for the 
government, from the proletariat, from the vigil keepers, from the ones who, from the officers who 
tried to save Ronald Ryan. It wasn't a caricatured hanging, it was a political one, and when poor 
Ronald was up on the scaffold, 60 feet up, he was hanged on a traverse, it's called. And went 
through. He’d said to the hangman, in the hangman's ear, ‘For God's sake make it quick.’  

CT:  Oh goodness. 

BD: And then he went through, and then Father John, my old friend, had his hands around 
Ronald Ryan’s gymnasium shoes, black ones, and looked up and he saw. He said there was all 
                                                
 

47 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 hanged. 

48  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. 

49  Governor Ian Grindlay (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. 
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black down here, meaning the throat and the chest, and he was wearing a white T-shirt. And 
Father told me later on - I couldn't have written the play without Father Brosnan, because he didn't 
spare anything. He told me that for 16 minutes after Ryan's neck was broken, his heart kept 
beating and banging, banging and beating.  

CT:  (Reaction) 

BD: He, Father, had his hand on his heart under his white T-shirt, it kept banging and beating 
for 16 minutes, according to Father’s watch. For 16 minutes it beat and banged. 

CT: That's terrible.  

BD: And then he was thrown into a lime pit so there was nothing left of his body within minutes. 
I mean, you can't be treated much worse than that. And I wondered why there had never been play 
about Ronald Ryan. 

My old friend Phil Motherwell50, who is one of my favourite writers. He’d said to me one day, 
Cheryl, at Stewart’s Hotel, we were having a pot of beer in the sunshine. And he said, ‘Why don't 
you write a play about Ronald Ryan? You’re the one who thinks about him. You're the one who 
loves that sort of prison language.’ And then that was Phil’s idea, you know. Another writer. 

CT: So Phil Motherwell, he was the first person who influenced you as a playwright when you 
were in the audience at La Mama so many years earlier. Is that correct? 

BD: That’s right. I was easily influenced by Phil Motherwell. I still think he's one of the best 
Australian playwrights who ever lived. He's been dead for about five or six years now, but he was a 
hit playwright at La Mama and the Pram Factory. I'd love to see, you know, young people doing a 
season of Motherwell plays, because it's the low life that he was great at writing … And I wanted to 
go there, I wanted to go where he was, I wanted to write about uneducated people, like the taxi 
driver this morning, trying to love them, when they are so debauched. 

CT: Oh Barry, well, congratulations seriously on documenting this awful yet significant event as 
live performance, because now it's on record for the future. 

BD: Well that's right. And I'm glad that I went through the trouble of it. And on the opening night 
of Remember Ronald Ryan at the Malthouse, it was a capacity crowd. Ryan's mother had flown 
down from Port Macquarie to be there. 

CT: How special.  

BD: And then Ryan’s sisters were there, and their opinion really mattered to me. What they 
thought of the production, what they said. I mean, the next day after the opening, I'm looking 
through The Herald and The Age as usual trying to see the reviews, which were all really good, 
                                                
 

50 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).  



 

 

  Page 13 of 45   

thank God. And then there's a photograph of Mrs Ryan chinking glasses with Carrillo Gantner who 
produced the play. That was a great moment for me. Because that meant approval. 

CT: Yes absolutely. And very therapeutic for the family too, I would think. 

BD: Yes, hard for them, but worth it. 

CT:    Now on a lighter note, you wrote Dame Joan Green51. This was a one man show written 
for your friend Peter Green52 to perform. 

BD: That's right. Peter got dressed up as Dame Joan and sang wonderfully, and it was her. I 
think Peter fell in love with the title, Dame Joan Green. And Peter’s … you know, of all the people 
that I’ve worked with, I mean, he's helped me the most, he's encouraged me the most. He's the 
funniest actor I've ever met, and I'd love dearly to write for him again. He's 82 now. But he goes to 
every show, he never misses a performance. He's got serious health troubles, I mean, so what. He 
loves the theatre. He started me off, you know, in ’75. Without Peter I wouldn't have written 
anything.  

CT: So Barry as well as playing Dame Joan Sutherland, did Peter also portray a burnt out 
Carlton poet and an armed robber? 

BD: Yes, that's right. Yes. God that was a strange thing … and sang, sort of profane robbery 
songs in a sort of a deep, hoarse, croaky much-smoked voice. One bit was, he's smoking an 
enormous bong, we used to call a joint, after quitting Dame Joan he turned into this crazy sort of 
bank robber. And with this amazing croaky voice, he said, ‘Me and my chick, Rick …’. ‘Me and my 
chick, Rick …’. I mean no girl is called Rick. ‘Me and my chick, Rick, we like to have early nights.’ 
And that was a lowlife, salubrious sketch. 

CT: You're a good imitator yourself, Barry Dickins, I'm going to talk about your acting later. But 
in 1994, you wrote A Night with the Left 53 and that was presented by the Newcastle Panthers in 
Newcastle.  Do you say ‘castle’ or ‘carstle’?  

BD: ‘Newcarstle’. That was sketches too, it was  a series of sketches. I guess my communist 
yearnings wanted to go into sketches and songs, and Faye wrote the music for that, too. 

CT: And did they contact you to write that for them? 

BD: Yes, that was a commission, and I went up there for them. Enjoyed it. 
                                                
 

51 Dame Joan Green was presented 3 May to 21 May, 1995 at La Mama Theatre Carlton. This one-man show was 
written for Peter Green to perform, comprising three roles: a Dame Joan Sutherland cameo, a burn-out old Carlton poet 
and an armed robber. Written by Barry Dickins, directed by Greg Carroll and performed by Peter Green. 

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

53 A Night with the Left was presented on 12 May, 1994 at the Newcastle Panthers, Newcastle, New South Wales. 
Written by Barry Dickins and Tom Thomas, this evening of theatre sketches and songs was part of Mayfest ’94, 
Newcastle’s inaugural Art and Working Life Festival, a project of The Workers’ Cultural Action Committee. 
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CT: A few years later in the year 2000, Believe Me, Oscar Wilde54 was presented at La Mama. 
In 1977 you had already written a play about Oscar Wilde’s trial, so what was different about … ? 

BD: This was really different. The trial play was a farce and meant to be like pantomime, it was 
ridiculous. It was a sendup of the famous Robert Morley film on Oscar Wilde which I liked, but I 
mocked it in that early one. But the second one was based on a book of Oscar’s letters that I’d 
really thoroughly enjoyed. And then, at the end of that book with an introduction by Vyvyan 
Holland, who was Oscar's grandson, who I met. At the end of that book, it’s an anthology of his 
letters, that's what I used for the basis of the new play. And the letters all ended, Cheryl, with 
‘Believe me, Oscar Wilde.’ And he was trying to cadge money from his friends at the end of his life 
after Reading Gaol. And it always ended with ‘believe me’, as if he couldn't be believed … 

CT: So sad. 

BD:  … any more after the imprisonment.   

BD: So I called the play Believe Me, Oscar Wilde and I wrote it for the Playbox at the 
Malthouse. But they sent it across to Liz Jones and then it ended up going on at La Mama, with 
Sam Sejavka55 playing Oscar Wilde56. Sam has won the Playwright’s Award like I have. He's won 
the Premier's Award. He was amazing as Oscar Wilde. So it was very different to the earlier one 
and was directed by Sam's wife, Lynne Ellis57, who did a great job with the set, too. So, fancy a 
playwright such as me winning the Premier’s Award and having another, having the actor Sam 
Sejavka who won the Premier's Award for his play on Wilfred Owen called The Hive58. And what a 
treat that was. Sam was great in it. 

CT: What a team. So, a year later your play, Insouciance59.  

                                                
 

54 Believe Me, Oscar Wilde by Barry Dickins was presented on 31 May, 2000 at La Mama Theatre, Carlton. Directed by 
Lynne Ellis and performed by Sam Sejavka, the play is based on letters written by Wilde and features the characters of 
Wilde and seven people who were instrumental in his later life. 

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

56 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. 

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

58 The Hive (2006) explores the creation and exploitation of the myth of the artist through the life and afterlife of English poet 
Rupert Brooke. The opera was composed by Nicholas Vines, text by Sam Sejavka, directed by Douglas Horton, Music 
Director, Brett Kelly, Set Design Anna Tregloan. Winner Best Opera Production, Green Room Awards, and Winner Best 
Opera Direction, Helpmann Awards.  

59 Insouciance was presented from 24 July - 18 August, 2001 by the Playbox Theatre Company at The Beckett Theatre, 
CUB Malthouse, Southbank. Written by Barry Dickins with set design by Anna Borghesi, Insouciance was presented as 
part of a double-bill with Jack Hibberd’s The Prodigal Son. Both plays examined families. 

59 Go In Tight was presented from 29 August to 16 September, 2001 at La Mama Theatre, Carlton. Written by Barry 
Dickins and directed by James Clayden. 
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BD: Yes, that was a play based on a family breakdown. In a way it was based on my own family 
breakdown, and as you know ‘insouciance’ is sort of ‘incapable of sincerity’. The mother in that 
play, not really based on my own mother, but based on an amalgam of mothers who get into that 
nervous breakdown cart and don't know what the truth is. The family’s in ruins. It was a frantic sort 
of surreal farce about the end of the menstrual cycle, end of the period, the end of everything. A 
normal, honest, working-class family going down the tubes at a rapid rate before they can do 
anything. The jig is up. So that was shortlisted for the Premier’s Award too. 

CT: Congratulations. 

BD: Yes, it went on with a play by Jack Hibberd60, a double bill, that was a really nice set, too. 
Hibberd designed his set. I forget who did my one. 

CT: So, then the same year, there was Go in Tight61 and that was at La Mama Theatre. 

BD: Yes, that was based on the old camera direction, ‘go in tight’. If you look at ‘60s cinema 
scripts, there’s a certain camera direction, ‘Go In Tight’. And I thought what a beautiful direction 
that is. That was Italian film makers on an iceberg off the South Pole trying to meet Fellini. They're 
trying to meet Fellini, that's the script. And in the end, Fellini rings them. He telephones them on 
the iceberg, and they're not interested, they lose interest in him. So it's about some North Carlton 
film makers that I’d been friends with. It's a mockery of, not importance, but conceit. Trying to win 
the Cannes Film Festival with a Super 8 film that didn't expose properly, or something. 

CT: Now in 2002, Lonely Lennie Lower came back to La Mama.62 That must have been very 
well received in the first place to come back again for a return season.  

BD: Yes, that was La Trobe again. It was the Drama Department of La Trobe that wanted to put 
it on. There was space in the seasons, so it went on again.  So it was very gratifying. 

CT: In 2003, All of Which are American Dreams.63 This was a collaborative work, wasn't it? On 
a large scale. 

                                                
 

60 Dr Jack Hibberd, playwright for stage and screen, poet and novelist. Co-founder of the Australian Performing Group 
(APG), member for 10 years and member for two. In 1983 he founded the Melbourne Writers Theatre. Member of 
Literature Board for the Australian Council for the Arts (2005-2008). 

61 Go In Tight was presented from 29 August to 16 September, 2001 at La Mama Theatre, Carlton. Written by Barry 
Dickins and directed by James Clayden.Member of Literature Board for the Australian Council for the Arts (2005-2008). 

62 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, 21 April - June, 1982. 

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

63 All of which are American Dreams was presented by Theatre in Decay from 4 July - 19 July, 2003 at Theatre Works, 
Acland Street, St Kilda. A large scale collaborative work, with the principal theme of corruption in America. Written by 
Barry Dickins, Ben Ellis, Melissa Reeves, Robert Reid and Stephen Sewell. 
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BD: Where was that one? 

CT: This was in July, 2003.  It was presented by Theatre in Decay64. 

BD:  Oh yes, Robert …. 

CT:  You wrote it with … there was Barry Dickins. Ben Ellis65, Melissa Reeves66, Robert Reid67 
and Stephen Sewell68. 

BD: That's right, they were all sketches. It was an evening of sketch theatre and Robert Reid, a 
very good writer, and so is Ben Ellis, too. They were vignettes, 20 minutes or so each. And Melissa 
Reeves, one of our greatest writers.  

CT: Was the central theme about the corruption of America? 

BD: Yes, well Robert is rather obsessed with that. It’s easy to bash America. 

CT: I see one of the directors was Yvonne Virsik.69 Well Yvonne now is doing wonderful work 
with the Monash University Student Theatre. 

BD: OK. 

CT: The plays that she produces with those students are just wonderful. A talented lady. 

BD: Very gifted. 

CT:  So, Claustrophobia?70 

                                                
 

64 Theatre in Decay is an independent theatre company operating in Melbourne, Australia. Founded in 2000 by Robert 
Reid and Anniene Stockton. 

65 Ben Ellis, Australian-born playwright, screenwriter and author. 

66 Melissa Reeves, Australian playwright and consultant. 

67 Robert Reid, has a PhD in Australian theatre history and worked as a playwright, director and artistic director since 
2000. His play scripts have been commissioned and produced by the Melbourne Theatre Company and a wide range of 
independent theatre companies around Australia and in the UK. 

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

69 Yvonne Virsik, Australian actor, director and Artistic Director of Monash Uni Student Theatre, Monash Student 
Association, Melbourne. 

70 Claustrophobia was presented 7 May - 25 May, 2003 at La Mama Theatre, Carlton. Written by Barry Dickins and 
directed by James Clayden, Claustrophobia is set in a police cell in a desert community, and records one white man’s 
compassionate response to injustices to Aboriginal people. Performed by LeRoy Parsons and John F. Howard. 
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BD: Well that play was written for LeRoy …what’s LeRoy’s other name … it’s 21 years since … 
Parsons.71 He's the only Aboriginal actor I've ever written for. And he's a very fine writer. And he 
told me a story, Leroy did, about a posse coming to an outback gaol, ostensibly you'd think to get 
the redneck Sergeant at Arms – no, to get the Aboriginal prisoner, I mean. Like a posse, to lynch 
him. But the story that Leroy told me was the opposite - it was about wanting to get hold of the 
Sergeant. So a posse attacked an outback police station, they’re chasing the corrupt police officer. 
So that was a play on what you’d expect, and then LeRoy was fantastic as the Aboriginal prisoner. 
And then there was a guy called John Howard. There are lots of John Howards in theatre, but the 
John F. Howard.72 He was brilliant as the policeman. 

CT: It would be so good to see some of your plays re-staged, Barry. You know, we need new 
generations to keep them going. 

BD:  But I'd love to see young, as you say, young people doing them. I'd like to see Lower go on 
again with someone whose 20, and so the politics of that play come back. Claustrophobia could go 
on in a gaol or something. Like I think Phil Motherwell’s, as I keep saying, one of our most gifted 
playwrights, no one does him, you know. Five years after he died, you don't see him going on 
anywhere. Then you’ve really got to get students who will read the scripts. 

CT:   Yes. 

BD:  But they don't read them - they’re more fixed on what's fashionable and what's modern. 

CT: Maybe they just need a gentle reminder - it needs to come up in some sort of social media. 

BD: Yes, if you had a public reading of some of the Pram Factory playwrights. 

CT: Yes, what a good idea. There’s a good initiative for someone.  

BD: Yes. 

CT: Now for the Builders’ Initiative, Tyranny73 was staged at La Mama Theatre in 2005. 

BD: Yes, with Robert again. Working with Robert. That was a strange ending. I wasn't that 
happy with that production. But it's a play based on a story I’d heard of someone being kept 
prisoner in an old house in outer Sydney, and they were found. An old lady was found in this 
weatherboard house, out in West Meadows, it was. She'd been there for months and months with 
nothing to eat or drink.   

CT:  Oh dear. 

                                                
 

71 LeRoy Parsons, is a stage and screen actor, narrator of Aboriginal heritage. 

72 John F. Howard is an Australian actor. 

73 Tyranny was staged from 16 March - 3 April, 2005 at La Mama Theatre, Carlton. Described as a black comedy, 
Tyranny was written by Barry Dickins and directed by Robert Reid. 
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BD: So it was about deprivation and about bizarreness. So Robert directed that. 

CT: Your stories are so varied, Barry. 

BD: I try to be as free as I can, Cheryl, and follow not a whim - but like, they become an 
obsession. With Ronald Ryan, I knew that I’d suffer writing it, and I'm suffering in a way more, 
years and years after having written it. It's the shock of what they did to him is still in my mind. And 
there's no contrition, no one has ever said they’re sorry. But there was a statue built, a memorial to 
Ronald Ryan, by the Liberal Party outside the gates of Pentridge Prison. But after couple years 
they pulled it down again. And that was to remind the public that ‘Ronald Ryan died here’. Well he 
didn't die there, he was hanged there.  

CT: Big difference.  

BD: Yes. Anyway. 

CT: Well, Myer Emp,74 is that to do with Myer Emporium? 

BD: Yes, well my mother-in-law, Margaret Ryan, used to always call it ‘Myer Emp’. She was an 
inveterate shopper at the Myer Emp and always dashed into the sales. And it was the language, of 
the sort of South Yarra language, the very English South Yarra style of language for the two 
friends to dash in to Myer Emp for the sale. But really it was a chance to sort of remember the way 
that my mother-in-law used to tell a story, a very eccentric way to speak. But she was a mimic, a 
fantastic mimic, and she could do Robert Morley. And you looked away and there she was, as 
Robert Morley, exactly the same. 

So it was a love of Englishness, as opposed to the sort of uneducated car yard dealers using 
gutter language, which I was in love with then. And then I switched to a higher key, went into sort 
of Noel Coward, I mean … because I felt like it. I felt like it. I’m a very indulgent sort of man. I feel 
like something and then pursue it until I've got it.  

CT: That makes sense, a good thing to do. Now The Real Thring 75 I actually saw this when I 
was reviewing in 2008. It was presented at the Triple R performance space in Brunswick. With The 
Real Thring you searched and discovered Frank Thring’s soul and spirit. 

BD: Yes, through verse. It was written as a verse play and I wrote it for Michael Carman, but in 
the end it went on at Triple R … Triple J ...Triple R. They’ve got a nice theatre there. So they read 
the script and liked it. I was happy. It had really good music. The actor was really good. You sat in 
the round.  

                                                
 

74 Myer Emp was presented from 30 October - 1 November, 2007 at La Mama Theatre Carton, as part of the La Mama 
Explorations Season 2007. Myer Emp was written by Barry Dickins, directed by Lloyd Jones and performed by Maureen 
Hartley and Liz Jones. 

75 The Real Thring was presented by Hoy Polloy Theatre and Triple R Community Radio from 12 September - 27 
September, 2008 at the Triple R Performance Space, Brunswick. A one-person show written in verse by Barry Dickins 
about Frank Thring Junior, directed by Wayne Pearn and performed by Michael F. Cahill. 
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I had just come out of hospital. I’d had a breakdown at that point in my life, and the marriage sort of 
over, and then, you know, that went on. It was … I'd never written a verse play. There was a lot of 
dancing in the play. Like Ronald Ryan, I think Frank Thring should be remembered too. 

CT: He did wonderful work at the Arrow Theatre76, didn't he, he put his heart and soul into that 
place. 

BD: Well his witticisms are remembered by every actor in Australia. The shocking things he 
said, the things he said on television.  

CT: And that show in 2008 was presented by the Hoy Polloy Theatre77 company. 

BD: Yes, are they still in existence? I don't know if they are. 

CT:  I haven't heard of their work for a while, but this can happen and companies are dormant 
and then they start up again. 

BD: Yes, well the Brunswick Mechanics’ Institute, that’s where I met those people. They 
suggested a season at Triple R, and so we did. It went for two weeks.  

CT: As you just mentioned, in 2009 you were diagnosed with anxiety and depression 
simultaneously, and you underwent treatment. And you generously share your experiences during 
this time in your book Unparalleled Sorrow.78 The book was later translated into a play for the 
Parramatta theatre company, directed by Aarne Neme79. Did this experience inspire or motivate 
you to write new or different stories? 

BD: There's an old saying that, ‘It did me good and it did me harm’, and I think writing the play 
did me good and it did me harm – or writing the book, rather. And then, I mean I underwent shock 
treatment. It was just dreadful. And in those days, in those days 12 or 13 years ago, you had to 
have your family's consent to undergo shock treatment, ECT. Now, the patient has to give their 
consent. The laws have changed in mental health. And I'll never forgive the barbarians who gave 
me shock treatment. I reacted so badly to it, and yet I was a voluntary patient. I mean, I just 
couldn't get better, and I was so down. Writing the book was a good thing.  
                                                
 

76 In 1951, Frank Thring Junior established The Arrow Theatre Company. Naming the theatre located at 1-3 Armstrong 
Street, Middle Park, Victoria, Australia, ‘The Arrow Theatre’. Thring’s theatre company closed in 1954, but the Arrow 
Theatre remained available for hire for other productions. Since 1998, a gymnasium/health club has operated from the 
premises. 

77 Hoy Polloy is a Melbourne-based independent theatre company committed to presenting contemporary theatre. 

78 Unparalleled Sorrow: Finding My Way Back from Depression is a book by Barry Dickins. Published in 2009 by Hardie 
Grant Books. 312 pages. ISBN 9781740668033. 

79 Born in Germany in 1945, Aarne Neme is an award-winning stage and television director of 300 productions covering 
classical and contemporary repertoires and specialises in new writing. He has also taught at leading tertiary institutes in 
New Zealand, Singapore and throughout Australia. 
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Sandy Grant, whose one of my publishers, he’s published nine of my books now. He came into 
see me at Albert Park clinic, and he’d read an article that I'd had published in The Age about ECT. 
And I was still a patient there, and Sandy came in to see me and brought that day's Age with him. 
He shook it at me in a friendly way in the bed, and he said, ‘There's a book in this if you want that.’  

It's a great offer to give someone who is mentally ill as I was, the chance to explore that illness 
through prose, through literature. So it did me good in that sense. And when the book was 
published it got really strong reviews. I'd come out, you know, I was someone who’d had anxiety 
and depression. And then I gave a reading from that book at the Melbourne Writers Festival, when 
my son was present. I read three pages of that book at the Melbourne Town Hall, and you know, 
that felt just, I don’t know, like a vindication. And yes, it felt fantastic to read it to the public.  

CT: It's a very moving book indeed. You transport your reader into those experiences and 
treatment. Powerful. 

BD: I'm glad that I went through it, but I remember with some bitterness the sort of abuse, too. 

CT: So the Parramatta theatre company adaptation – did they ask you to adapt the play for 
them? 

BD: Yes. Robert Love80 who was the artistic director of Parramatta, he’d found the book in an 
op. shop, Unparalleled Sorrow.  I still think it's the best title of a book I've ever done. He bought it 
for 30 cents or something. He rang me to say, ‘Could you come up and with Aarne Neme, who's 
one of our country's best directors, work on a translation? And we’ll do it as …’ It was done as a 
live play, as opposed to a book reading. So Aarne Neme and I worked together again; mostly 
students coming to see that. That's a real treat when you have students coming to see your play. 
People who were 16 or 17 and then you’re doing Q. & A. afterwards. And you open the whole thing 
up. 

CT: Young, fresh ideas. 

BD: You want your criticism, you want that.  

CT: And Flashpoint that was at fortydownstairs - that was a rehearsed play reading? 

BD: Yes, is that the one about Sylvia Plath?81  I did two plays … 

CT: A Kind of Fabulous Hatred 82 was set on the night of poet Sylvia Plath’s suicide.  

BD: Yes, that was Flashpoint. 
                                                
 

80 Robert Love AM, Director of Parramatta’s Riverside Theatres, 2001 – 2021. 

81 Sylvia Plath (1932-1963) American poet, novelist and short-story writer, received the Pulitzer Prize for poetry in 1982.  

82 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. 
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CT: OK. 

BD: And that was an exciting thing. I wrote that play when I was at the Albert Road clinic, in 
between bouts of shock treatment. I guess I identified with Sylvia Plath because she had her share 
of shock treatment, and wrote about that wonderfully and beautifully. And I wanted to, I identified 
with her position, where the only way out is to write poetry. And I think Sylvia Plath is one of the 
greatest poets who ever lived. And then I started to read about her, and dream about her, I 
suppose. It wasn't a romantic play, it was a bitter play, about infidelity, about her being left for 
dead. Her famous husband left her. 

CT: OK. 

BD: He shouldn't have, because the night that she did it, he really should have been there. 

CT: Yes, indeed. So, Whiteley’s Incredible Blue83 - An Hallucination.84 

BD: That was another one-man play, that was about Brett Whiteley85. A fantasy play, it was 
written for the MTC, but they passed it across to fortyfivedownstairs,86 which is one of the most 
beautiful theatres I've ever worked in.  

CT: So atmospheric there. 

BD: We had lots of music in the Whiteley play. There was a band, there was a grand piano. It 
was alive every night. There was a guy that used to come and play alto saxophone at the end of 
the play, and there were people who knew Whiteley that came in to see it. But mostly students 
coming in, and that was great to see.  

CT:  Now that was an R. E. Ross Trust winner? 

BD: Yes, I've won that twice thank goodness. That allows you to rewrite the play. The first time 
was when I was in the Albert Road clinic, I won the R. E. Ross Trust for the play on Sylvia Plath. 
So both plays have won that R. E. Ross Trust sponsored by the State Library, where we are today. 

                                                
 

83 Whiteley’s Incredible Blue, written by Barry Dickins and presented 26 – 28 August, 2009 at fortyfivedownstairs, 45 
Flinders Lane, Melbourne as one of three in a rehearsed reading of R. E. Ross Trust Award winning plays. The other two 
plays were Big Noise Written and directed by Aidan Fennessy, and Topsy by Kit Lazaroo. 

84 Whiteley’s Incredible Blue – an Hallucination was presented 13 October - 23 October, 2011 at fortyfivedownstairs, 45 
Flinders Lane, Melbourne. Written by Barry Dickins, directed by Julian Meyrick and performed by Neil Pigot. 

85 Brett Whiteley (1939-1992) an award-winning, celebrated Australian artist who worked across painting, sculpture and 
the graphic arts. 

86 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. 



 

 

  Page 22 of 45   

Their Trust Fund – and that allows you to stop teaching, stop worrying about money and get on 
with the script. 

CT: How wonderful. Congratulation, Barry. Now what was The Way Out87 about? It was a 
‘Masterpiece by a Dead Goblin’ at La Mama Courthouse88 in 2011? 

 BD: That was just a fantasy play that had a couple of weeks’ season, directed by Greg Carroll.89 
Lots of masks, lots of puppetry. It was one of those enjoyable scripts you do without a bare 
minimum of fuss. Sort of written quickly and performed quickly and full of incredible masks.   

CT: It sounds like you really enjoy all these experiences of going to see your shows performed, 
Barry. Well something like that would be so entertaining. 

BD: Sure, yes, I like to be amused, and if it's my script that's amusing me, then I'll laugh with 
everyone else. 

CT: That’s a bonus!  Now, Lost in Ringwood90 in 2013 that was at La Mama Courthouse? 

BD: No, that was in the theatre, that was in La Mama Theatre 

CT:  Oh that record’s wrong. OK. 

BD: ... directed by Greg Carroll. That was two sisters who sort of live in a world inhabited by 
Aubrey Beardsley91. I'm always influenced by somebody, and this time it was the poetry. I had no 
idea that Aubrey Beardsley was a splendid poet as well as a fantastic illustrator, and these women 
are sort of caricatures out of Beardsley’s amazingly erotic drawings. Directed by Greg, as I said, 
Greg Carroll. And Greg’s daughter, she won an award for the costumes. She won, I think, some 
sort of award for the most incredible costumes. They were based on Beardsley. 

CT: In 2015 you presented a monologue about Ronald Ryan92. Was that based on your book 
Last Words?93 

                                                
 

87 The Way Out – presented at La Mama Courthouse 24 - 25 October, 2011.  Sydney Road Community School, La 
Mama and Arts Victoria collaborated over two terms. With the support of Barry Dickins and Caitlin Dullard, students 
wrote and developed The Way Out: A Masterpiece by a Dead Goblin. 

88 La Mama Courthouse at 349 Drummond Street, Carlton has been managed by La Mama Theatre since the mid-1990s 
an served as a primary performance and office venue during the rebuild of La Mama following the 2018 fire. 

89 Australian director, actor, set and lighting designer Greg Carroll has worked on more than 250 stage, film and 
television productions over 32 years. 

90 Lost in Ringwood was presented by the Shift Theatre Company from 5 September – 29 September, 2013 at La Mama 
Theatre, Carlton. Written by Barry Dickins, directed by Greg Carroll, music composed by Faye Bendrups and performed 
by Carolyn Bock and Helen Hopkins. 

91 Aubrey Beardsley, British illustrator, author and poet (1872-1898).  

92 Ryan, a monologue by Barry Dickins, spoken from Ronald Ryan’s perspective that ‘speaks to a new audience from his 
poor and unmarked grave’. 
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BD: Yes, I rewrote the play. I wanted to make it much more claustrophobic, and it went on at La 
Mama with an actor named Syd Brisbane playing the part. He was very compelling. And it's really 
Ryan pacing up and down the tiny cell in D division, whereas the play that I won the Premier’s 
Award for was an ensemble play. This was one man and facing the noose alone, you know. Syd 
was great, it was a sell-out, which I was happy to see. I've had my share of flops, and I've had my 
share of sell-outs.   

CT: A reviewer called Jeff Sparrow94 wrote that ‘Ryan is the Melbourne of Turf cigarettes and 
Sayo biscuits, and cheese and tomato sandwiches’.95 Barry Dickins that could almost be written 
about you, couldn’t it? 

BD: Jeff who?  

CT: Jeff Sparrow. 

BD: Well he’s a photographer. He's a theatre photographer, Jeff Sparrow. That is very flattering. 
I feel like a biscuit right now. 

CT: But you were the same age - you were 42 at the time you wrote … 

BD: Yeah, I think that's important. When I wrote the play on Oscar Wilde, I was the same age 
as I was, I think Oscar was 46 when he perished. I was 42 when I wrote it, maybe it's got nothing 
to do with anything. But maybe the writer identifies with the age of the character, maybe it is 
important, I’m not sure. 

CT: And maybe that larrikinism as well with Ronald Ryan, do you think attracted you as well? 

BD: I think so. I can't imagine an old actor playing Ron Ryan. I think you've got to be 40, you got 
to be trim and fit. The actors who have played Ronald Ryan have been like that - slim and wiry and 
impatient … and understandably impatient.  

CT: I saw it presented at Beaumaris Theatre96 in 2004 and they did good work. So did many of 
the local theatre groups present it?  

BD: Yes, but some I haven't been. I was happy with that one, but I wasn't happy with Hoy 
Polloy’s production. I couldn't hear it. It went on at Theatre Works and was just so muted. I just 
couldn't, I couldn’t hear it. I turned up to hear my own play. I think it needed to be miked, I just 
couldn't hear the language. 
                                                                                                                                                            

 

93 Last Words: The Hanging of Ronald Ryan by Barry Dickins. Published 2017 by Hardie Grant Books. Paperback. 192 
pages. ISBN 9781743792780 

94 Jeff Sparrow is an author, editor of Overland, and in 2014 was awarded a Sidney Myer Creative Fellowship. 

 

96 Beaumaris Theatre, situated at 82 Wells Road, Beaumaris, Victoria. Australia. 
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CT: Now Speechless97 at La Mama Theatre, 2017. That's an interesting title, Barry. 

BD: Well I wrote that about an occurrence for someone I knew was so traumatised by a certain 
event they were dumbstruck; and it's only 12 minutes or 14 minutes. It was on with some other 
short plays. It's about someone who can't speak, who is so mortified by what's happened. So going 
from someone who never stops speaking, to someone who can't start. I was happy with that.  

CT: And another interesting title is The Lost Tangerine Jacket98 which was presented in 2018 by 
Riverside Theatre. 

BD: Yes, as a reading. It has only gone on as a reading. And I wrote that play for Currency 
Press in Sydney, and Currency Press have published all, not all, but most of my plays. And it had a 
reading at the start of lockdown in 2020 in the Old Vic, the Old Vic Theatre99 in Kings Cross. And 
that was exciting. There was a limit of 35 people in the season because of Covid, but there were 
people who knew all about the ‘60s and what happened to Juanita Neilson.100 And Juanita Nielsen 
was murdered in Kings Cross because she was trying to save Kings Cross from the developers.  

It's an open finding, no one knows what happened to Juanita Nielsen, the most charismatic figure 
who ever lived. So that was done as a reading, and it's had another reading since then, in Sydney. 
And what I'm trying to do with that play now is have, so it can be published, the only way it can be 
published is if it's performed, and I'm trying to get the ABC interested in recording it as a radio 
drama. 

CT: That sounds terrific idea. 

BD: They call it audio drama now. So I want them, I’m very keen to get that after five years of 
writing, to get that play published. 

CT: That's another historical event isn't it - like she vanished on the 4th of July in 1975? It's 
almost, what … 50 years ago.  

BD:   That's right. She's mythic. People still think of her and I think that she should be 
remembered.  

                                                
 

97 Speechless was presented July 17 – 18, 2017 at La Mama Theatre. 

98 The Lost Tangerine Jacket was presented as a reading in December, 2018 by Riverside Theatres, Parramatta, New 
South Wales. Written by Barry Dickins and directed by Aarne Neme. Nicholas Parsons was dramaturg/e. 

99 The King’s Cross Theatre is located on Level 2, Kings Cross Hotel, 244-248 William St., Kings Cross, New South 
Wales. 

100 Juanita Nielsen (1937-1975) was a publisher and urban conservationist, who disappeared on 4 July, 1975 after 
visiting a King’s Cross nightclub while on advertising business for her publication Now. 



 

 

  Page 25 of 45   

CT: So Squizzy101, this sounds wonderful. This was presented at the Trades Hall Ballroom102 
and it was a musical in collaboration with Faye Bendrups as your musical director. 

BD: Yes, my favourite musical director and composer and she played the piano. And that's a 
sort of a musical romp about Squizzy Taylor, that notorious Fitzroy - what did they used to call him 
- the most notorious Pixie. They used nicknames for Squizzy Taylor. He was called ‘Squizzy’ 
because he had an ulcerated left eyelid and he used to squizz through it. He was a gangster in 
Fitzroy/Carlton in the ‘20s and ‘30s and I ended up finding a whole lot of stories about Squizzy, 
because I met the taxi driver who knew him. An old taxi driver I met him. Like Father Brosnan 
telling me all the stories about Ronald Ryan, without which I couldn't have written the play. It was 
there from the horse’s mouth. They’re not mythical, they’re true, although laced with some Irish 
exaggeration. 

CT: So Barry, why did you decide to present Squizzy Taylor’s story as a musical theatre 
production when your other biographical pieces such as for Frank Thring, Ronald Ryan and Brett 
Whiteley are written as straight plays? 

BD:  I wanted to have something with dancing and the cast were brilliant at dancing. The music 
was written with dancing in mind.  It was like a chorus line for gangsters, cartoon gangsters where 
sometimes the going got a bit rough. And it was probably more menacing than I thought it was 
going to be. It was just to keep on varying and keep on changing; you don't really want to write the 
same kind of play again, or put on anything like you put on before. So lucky for me I had Syd 
Brisbane103, who’s one of the best actors around, and he is a great hoofer, so there was dancing 
and there was tap dancing.  

CT: Terrific. 

BD: Squizzy’s been done as a film, which I enjoyed, but this was to have, you know, live 
dancing and gangsters, that was sort of quasi believable. 

CT: How many audience could attend? What was the capacity of the Trades Hall? 

BD: About 120. 

CT: Oh that’s very good.  

                                                
 

101 Based on the 1920s Fitzroy, Melbourne notorious gangster, Squizzy Taylor, Squizzy was first staged as a play at La 
Mama Theatre in 2006. Written by Barry Dickins and directed by Greg Carroll. Squizzy returned as a musical from 
November 11 – 27, 2010 at the Trades Hall New Ballroom, Carlton South, presented by the Australian Shakespeare 
Company and Think Big Productions. Written by Barry Dickins, music composed by Faye Bendrups, and directed by 
Greg Carroll. 

102 The Trades Hall at 2 Lygon Street, Carlton, is home to the Victorian Trade Union movement and is also a vibrant arts 
and theatre venue. 

103 Syd Brisbane, Australian actor and director. 
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BD: Although we didn't have sound. So that really needed sound. It was hard not to do it with - 
the actors were sort of hoarse on the second night. I couldn't believe it wasn't miked, but they didn't 
have mikes. 

CT: But Barry that was how theatre was years ago wasn’t it, without mikes. Hard work. 

BD: But with the Trades Hall it's hard work and you're going to go hoarse. 

CT: Now you have also acted as well as being a writer and it was in 1978 that you made your 
first appearance as an actor in Barry Oakley’s104 The Ship’s Whistle105, is that right? That's what 
the records say. 

BD:  No that’s fun. I was cast as a sort of alcoholic delusional sailor. The play is all about, in a 
way it’s all about Charles Dickens, and it's about a poet named Orion Horne, an unbelievable 
name. He turned up in the 1850s, and he got a job as a gold fields inspector. He was trying to find 
gold in Bendigo. Then he's envious of Charles Dickens and envious of Oliver Twist and all the 
great books that Dickens wrote. So it’s sort of a Master and Man scenario. A huge cast. About 12 
actors in it. I play about eight different actors, characters, I mean. And then it had Max Gillies106 as 
the leading man. We got off to a shaky start, but then after a week, we played to full houses. You 
know, 150, 160 every night. 

CT: So is that when it moved - it was staged at the Pram Factory in the front theatre under the 
direction of Paul Hampton107? 

BD: Yes. 

CT:  That’s terrific. Good houses. 

BD: Yes, Max had to learn gymnastic tricks. He had to swing himself around on a great 
revolving bar, at one stage. At that stage, Max was addicted to cream buns, so he had to chop 
those back a bit.  

CT: What inspired you to start performing in front of an audience? 

BD: Well I wanted, I mean I wanted the income, that was for sure. I’d had a good go at the 
Pram. I mean I'd had a couple of successful, very rough comedies The Rotten Teeth Show108, Mag 

                                                
 

104 Barry Oakley, Australian playwright and novelist, 

105 The Ship’s Whistle by Barry Oakley, premiered in 1980. The play tells of Charles Dickens’ visit to Australia. 

106 Max Gillies AM is an 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’. 

107 Paul Hampton, Australian director and dramaturg/e.  

108 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 
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and Bag109 the two sisters, The Fool’s Shoe Hotel, they've all had a run. When Paul Hampton said 
‘do you want to play a drunken sailor?’ ‘OK, why not? Why not?’ And then I met Kim Gyngell110, 
because Kim Gyngell was in that play. Kim Gyngell’s one of our best comedians, so I met him 
there. 

CT: And you’ve since appeared in more plays haven't you? I see there’s quite a list. 

BD: Paul Cox’s111 Man of Flowers,112 yes I played an eccentric postman. 

CT:   Did you? 

BD: Yes, Norman Kaye won the AFI award for Best Actor, and I should have won the AFI 
Award for most looney postman. Because he believes. 

CT: So that was 1983 and then in 1987 you were in James Clayden’s With Time to Kill.113 

BD: Yes, that was a sort of gangster movie, I think shot on Super 8. It was fun doing that. 

CT: Then Brian McKenzie’s With Love to the Person Next to Me.114 

BD:  I played a sort of a drongo stolen television set dealer. 

CT: Well that was 1987 wasn't it, and then Paul Cox’s The Gift115 in 1988. 

                                                                                                                                                            

 

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. 

109 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.  

110 Kim Gyngell (b. 1952) is a Melbourne-born award-winning actor, comedian and writer. 

111 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.  

112 Man of Flowers was a 1983 Australian film directed by Paul Cox, written by Bob Ellis (dialogue) and Paul Cox 
(scenario), starring Norman Kaye, Alyson Best, Chris Haywood. Barry Dickins portrayed The Postman. 

113 With Time to Kill is a 1987 Australian TV Drama written, directed and produced by James Clayden. 

114 With Love to the Person Next to Me, written and directed in Australia in 1987 by Brian McKenzie. Stars Kym Gyngell, 
Paul Chubb and Barry Dickins. 

115 The Gift, an Australian film (1988), co-written by Paul Cox and Jeff Peck and directed by Paul Cox. 
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BD: Well that was a dangerous film to do, because I had to play a long distance bus driver, and 
it's all about a lottery. That's one written by Paul Cox and John Hepworth.116 And they wrote it 
together, and then I got the job as the bus driver. And believe this, you may not, but I had to drive a 
long distance bus from Paul Cox's studio in Port Melbourne to Perth.  

CT: To Perth? 

BD: I didn't know how to drive the bus, I didn't know how to do it. And in the end they had a real 
bus driver sort of cheating it, and I was sort of the bus driver and sort of not. And then we got to 
Perth, with him doing most of the driving but me doing the cutaway shots, and I sort of 
impersonated the long distance bus driver: ‘Ladies and gentlemen, girls and boys, if you kneel up 
on the back seats, you will observe spinifex grasses. Now these grasses …’ On and on and on. 
But then, the bad luck came when we got to Perth, go to the Hilton, and everyone on the bus got 
food poisoning. 

CT: Oh no.  

BD: And I ended up not in hospital, but as sick as a dog. 

CT:  Goodness. 

BD: That was a great adventure. 

CT: Now in 1990, you co-wrote the Golden Braid117 with Paul Cox. 

BD: Yes, because of Paul becoming good friends and I wasn't sick of theatre but I was, you 
know, really enjoying writing for film. And the Golden Braid is a short story by Guy de Maupassant, 
about a delusional gentleman. And he thinks you know, in his delusions, that he takes an orchid to 
the opera as if the orchid is his companion. And he’s stroking the orchid. Can you believe? And 
stroking a golden wig with the orchid and whispering, whispering to the golden braid. It was just 
bizarre. 

CT: And what about People Who Still Use Milk Bottles118, Brian McKenzie’s119.. ? 

BD: Yes, that was very enjoyable, that was sort of quasi-documentary, about the ‘50s and ‘60s. 
It was fiction and truthful, and I played an eccentric milk bottle collector. 

CT: So how did you find the transition from stage to film as an actor? 
                                                
 

116 John Hepworth (1921-1995) was a Melbourne-based journalist, author, playwright and poet. 

117 Golden Braid, a 1990 Australian movie written by Paul Cox and Barry Dickins. 

118 People Who Still Use Milk Bottles, an Australian documentary tracing the history of the dairy industry in Victoria, 
Australia, in the 20th century. Written and directed by Brian McKenzie. Featuring Barry Dickins, John Flaus and Barry 
Jones.  

119 Brian McKenzie (b. 1952) Australian award-winning screen director, writer, producer, Executive Producer of 
documentaries and biographical programs at the ABC, educator. 
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BD: Well, you know in your heart or in your stomach when you are telling the truth, and that's all 
I've ever done as an actor, and sometimes exaggerate the truth. But you’ve got to tell the truth to 
begin with. And James Cagney, one of my favourite Hollywood actors, said that to be a good actor, 
you just stand on the floor in front of the camera, with your legs comfortably apart on the floor, look 
into the lens and tell the truth. And I think that's it. If you exaggerate too much, you won't be 
believed. 

CT: Then there was Frank Howson’s120 Flynn121 in 1993.  

BT: Well I wrote the voice track for that. 

CT:      Oh did you? 

BD:  The film was written by Frank Howson and he asked me to write Errol Flynn’s thought 
track. So the film had already been made. I went to a cinema in North Melbourne. So I was a friend 
of Frank Howson. I met him on the Ray Martin Midday Show when I used to do that. He said, ‘Will 
you write Errol Flynn's thoughts and we will multi-track that and put that over the film?’ So that was 
fun to do that. In one scene, which sounds a bit profane, this most beautiful woman is making love 
to Flynn. He couldn't be more bored, you see that straight away. And she's, you know, rooting him 
stupid, and then the camera goes into Flynn's bored eyes that fill the screen, and I wrote and he 
says:  

‘I may go into film. I may have six men under me … ‘ Something like that, nothing to do with 
anything, but just a rambling sort of Flynn opiatedness. 

CT: There's another person who you've researched. You've done so much work telling other 
people's stories, Barry. Now, Elise McCredie’s122 Strange Fits of Passion123 in 1999.  

BD: That was the ABC. 

CT:   Oh OK. 

BD: That was fun. My scene was shot at my home – no, it wasn’t, it was shot at a second-hand 
bookshop, in Swanston Street, Carlton. It's not there anymore. I had to play a sort of sexually 
confused bookseller. It was fun. It was only a cameo.   

CT: And you've also had guest roles on the TV shows Winners in 1985 and Wedlocked in 
1995? 

                                                
 

120 Frank Howson (b. 1952) Melbourne-based entertainer, award-winning film director, writer. 

121 Flynn (1993) is an Australian film about the early life of Australian-American actor Errol Flynn, focusing on his time in 
New Guinea. Guy Pearce stars in the title role. Written and directed by Frank Howson. 

122 Elise McCredie is an award-winning Australian film director, screenwriter and actor. 

123 Strange Fits of Passion (1999) described as ‘an anti-romantic comedy’.  Directed by Elise McCredie. 
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BD: Yes. They were just cameos, working with a writer named Doug MacLeod124, and that was 
fun. He said, ‘Do you want do this?’ Yes, why not. Although, in a poker game in that film I wrote the 
dialogue on the back of the poker cards, as I couldn't remember it. 

CT: An in 1985, you appeared in the revival of Graeme Blundell’s Balmain Boys Don't Cry,125 
which was renamed The Balmain Boys126 at a cabaret theatre in Darlinghurst? 

BD: Yes, it was a nightclub, a nightclub in Taylor Square, with music and songs. Faye Bendrups 
wrote the songs, as Faye’s old friends with Graeme. You are looking at a two week season, or a 
three week season. 

CT: So, when you presented your monologue as part of a Q&A event about your book on Ryan, 
was that your last public performance? 

BD: Where was that one? 

CT: That was at a Melbourne-based bookshop.  

BD: Yes, no that was it. I was reading a fraction of the book and then taking questions from the 
audience. That can be quite exciting, although you can have people who know much more about 
the topic than you do. That can happen too. But I enjoyed that. I mean I've always loved people. 
I’ve loved people. 

CT: That comes through in your writing. 

BD: I don't think I could write the things I've written without loving people. 

CT: No. Well, your contribution as a playwright to both the Australian independent theatrical 
sector and Australian culture has been prolific, and their moods and diversity offer great 
entertainment to your audiences,  the moods and diversity of your writing. What do you see as the 
benefits of your plays being presented in intimate performance spaces?  

BD: It's just great if you, well if you're in the play yourself, and you see the emotional response 
in the faces of the audience.That’s sort of a part of the artist that's in me, that you know in an 
instant if they're bored. You know in an instant if they're excited. It can be perplexing where you 
can have a mixed reaction where they’re not really with you, and they can swiftly be with you. They 
can change. Like a trip hammer. Something happens and all of a sudden they’re crying. You get 
the most bored audiences unleashing their feelings.  

                                                
 

124 Doug MacLeod (1959-2021) Australian television writer, script editor, children’s author and playwright. 

125 Balmain Boys Don’t Cry was a live theatre show presented from 7 September – 21 October, 1983 at Kinselas, 
Darlinghurst, New South Wales. Written by Graeme Blundell, Tom Thompson and Alexander Buzo. 

126 The Balmain Boys was presented in October, 1985, at Kinselas, Darlinghurst, New South Wales. Directed by Graeme 
Blundell, the cast of seven included Barry Dickins and Alexander Buzo.  
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CT: Do you feel audiences can become more immersed in the action if it's in an intimate 
performance space?  

BD: Oh I think so, yes. But some people don't like to sit in the front row, they want to be up the 
back. I don’t know, it's all to do with my love of the human face. I’ve seen people convulsed, I've 
seen people walk out enraged, as the car yard dealers did with Bedlam Autos. But I don't think 
they were offended by the truth. I think they're ashamed of the truth. They’ve sold really seriously 
dangerous cars to people. 

CT:  That's an awakening for them. 

BD: No wonder they don't want to sit around. 

CT: So how do you feel about reviews of your shows? You know, you said you look in the 
papers. Do you take them to heart?  

BD: Of course you do. When you're young you do, although when you're older a really sour 
review can hurt you. And I've had dismissive reviews for some of my plays in Sydney. Lonely 
Lennie Lower was presented in Sydney after a smash season at the Playbox. It played for seven 
weeks with a one week extension, playing to 200 people a night at the Playbox. And then going up 
to Sydney, I had John Bryson, the famous John Bryson, and John Timlin producing a new 
production of Lonely Lennie Lower. We were sure it would be a hit, because Len Radic127, who 
was then the reviewer for The Age, had said in his glowing review: ‘This play should go to Sydney. 
Lower was from Sydney. It will have more resonance in Sydney.’  

Well that was wrong. Not that Len knew that, but it is because I'm from Melbourne, and I suffered 
deeply from parochialism. The Sydney critics saw Lower as theirs, not from someone from 
Melbourne, and they wrote it off and said I had no talent. No, the show closed because of the 
reviews. Whereas in Melbourne, they’d said, they didn't say it was the work of a genius, but I got, 
in those days, you know, laudatory reviews.  

CT: And it had return seasons. 

BD: Yes. So that's happened to two of my plays in Sydney where I've suffered because I'm from 
Melbourne. What's it matter where you’re from?  

CT: Absolutely.  

BD: But that's the fact, that critics take you to task because of where you’re from. What would 
you know about Sydney?  

                                                
 

127 Leonard Radic (1935-2013) playwright and long-time The Age theatre critic. 
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CT: You have been likened, you mentioned earlier too, to Barry Humphries128. There’s a 
similarity with you both having a good ear for the vernacular. Has Barry Humphries come to any of 
your shows? 

BD: But we've been on stage together. We did a television show in ‘85. The Clive James Show 
was done in ‘85 in Sydney, and so that was a chance to talk to Clive James129 and Barry 
Humphries. And I thought that he'd come on as Sir Les Patterson,130 but he didn't. Someone in 
Staging said he was going to come on as Sir Les, but he just came on in his civvies. He was so 
friendly to me. And so was Clive. 

The establishing shot on The Clive James Show in 1985 was to see my boots. I had pretentious 
workman's boots on, on top of that were Clive James’s winklepickers, and on top of that were 
Barry's sort of Bond Street browns, those beautiful brown shoes with cherry coloured laces and 
dark green uppers.  

The BBC producer who produced that talk, came over to me, and he said before we started 
talking, and before Barry had come on the set: ‘You can tell the different types from the 
shoes.That's going to be our cutaway shot.’ 

And when it came on later, a couple of months later on the ABC Melbourne, or you know, 
nationally, you saw the shoes, incredibly different shoes, resting on each other. And it was a great 
conceit. It showed the sort of, the personality of the owners of those shoes. And then I thought 
Barry would take over and he didn't, he deferred to me, and I had a chance to tell some stories. I 
wasn't pressured into being in the background. 

CT:  That's a lovely story, Barry. So do you have plans for writing more plays for live theatre?  

BD: Oh yes, I wouldn’t want to stop. 

CT: Tell us about it. 

BD: I've been working this year, because I was sick at the start of this year. I had Covid rather 
badly, you know, ended up at the Austin Health Hospital for a couple of months, Christmas and 
January. Pretty sick indeed. And also recovered from sepsis, which is blood poisoning, and that 
slowed me down a fair bit. But I'd like to, whether it's La Mama or possibly somewhere new, the 
next script that I'm working on, I've been on for a couple of months, is a one woman play about 
Enid Blyton131. And I've given that onto one of my favourite actresses, I still say ‘actress’. 

                                                
 

128 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. 

129 Clive James AO CBE FRSL (1939-2019) Australian critic, journalist, broadcaster, writer and lyricist who lived and 
worked in the United Kingdom from 1962 until his death in 2019. 

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

131 Enid Blyton (1897-1968) was an English children’s author whose books have been best-sellers globally since the 
1930s. 
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CT:  That’s alright. 

BD:  And she's typing it from the fountain pen notes. And I hope she does it because she’s such 
a good actor. It shows Enid in an old folks’ home, which is what happened to her … 

CT:  Is that right? 

BD: … with her two daughters having her consigned, and also forcing her to have shock 
treatment. So no wonder I'm interested in that, because I mean Sylvia Plath had shock treatment, 
I've had it, and then Enid’s had it, against her wishes.  

And talk about a fighting spirit. I mean, she wrote every day in this hospital or a hospice, I think in 
Buckinghamshire, with her daughters having signed her in. She kept on typing on an old 
Remington that I saw for sale the other day on Roadshow Antiques.132 The original typewriter used 
by Enid Blyton.  

CT: That's special. 

BD: She wrote without correction. She wrote, you know, nothing was ever corrected. So the 
sales reps used to go into the hospital/hospice, pick up the manuscript and take it to Random 
House133 to have it typeset. Now how could she be mentally unwell if she could do that? 

CT: Absolutely. 

BD: They should have given her her home again, and she did six years at that place. 

CT: Did you read Enid Blyton as a youngster? 

BD: I had it read to me, at State School in Grade Five. We had a beautiful teacher named Miss 
Dunlea. She had the most gorgeous authoritative fairy tale voice. It was just the most sonorous 
voice. And the children used to gather round in a circle. And Miss Dunlea who was beautiful too, to 
go with her reading, would hold the book in one hand, The Folk of the Faraway Tree134, and 
pretend that she was reading from it. And one of the kids said to me, his name was Keith Miles, 
‘She knows it’. Meaning, she's pretending to read it. And that meant … I was 10 or 11, but I could 
see the difference between a live reading and a feigned reading. Why she read it without looking at 
the book was, she wanted to use her eyes on the children. Use her eyes and her body to play it - 
like the wind, she could be the wind. 

                                                
 

132 Roadshow Antiques, a British television programme broadcast by the BBC which commenced in 1979. Antique 
appraisers travel to various regions of the United Kingdom and sometimes other countries to appraise antiques 
belonging to local people. 

133 Random House Books, 20 Vauxhall Bridge Road, London, SW1V 2SA.  

134 The Folk of the Faraway Tree (1946) is one of a series of novels for children by British author, Enid Blyton. Other 
titles in the series include The Enchanted Wood (1939), The Magic Faraway Tree (1943) and Up the Faraway Tree  
(1951).   
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CT: Weren't you lucky to have people like that come into your life, Barry? Like your family, your 
grandmother then your mother, the school teacher at secondary school and now your Primary 
teacher? 

BD:  I was also lucky to meet Hilary McPhee135, the publisher who published The Gift of the 
Gab136. I mean all she said when I got a lend of Helen Garner's typewriter to write the book in ’81. 
All she said to me, Hilary, was, ‘You can do it, you can do anything!’ That's all she said. So I didn't 
need someone to hold my hand and read the work. You know I'd been raving away at the pub, and 
she said, ‘You can do it, you can do anything’. And she wasn't pulling my leg, she wasn’t tricking 
me. Then I went home with Helen Garner’s typewriter. I can do anything. You can thread the paper 
through and do anything. If you're in that mood that you can do anything. But if you're not in that 
mood, you're stuck, you can't do it. 

CT: Your writing station at home must be a very special place in your life. Is it a big desk? How 
do you write? 

BD: In a very untidy way. 

CT: That's good, it’s atmospheric? 

BD: My ex-wife gets upset tidying the desk because there's bits of Violet Crumble stuck to the 
spacing bar, as I am very messy. And I think that's deliberate. I think I want to be distracted. If I’m 
staring at a quarto of typing paper and even a mug of tea, you know the writer’s comfort, I can't do 
it. I can only do it if things are everywhere. And Sarah my ex-wife, we’re still really good friends, 
thank God, thinks, ‘How do you see?’ And she’s seen me typing without the keyboard; the little 
adhesive letters have come off the keys, you know, and she says, ‘How can you see anything?’ 
But I can. I can type in the dark. 

CT: So you’re a touch typist? 

BD: Yes, I can use a computer like a keyboard.  But I mean I don't use typewriters anymore, 
because no one wants to read typewritten stuff. But I’ve done 50 years on typewriters, like a lot of 
writers like Hemingway, Enid Blyton, Helen Garner137. Helen still uses a typewriter. Because you 
feel comfortable. You like that sound. 

CT: And also the muscular movement is very good for you too … the carriage .. 

BD: Yes. 

CT:   Do you have a special chair that you use for writing? 
                                                
 

135 Hilary McPhee AO (b. 1941), an editor, publisher and writer. In 1975, Hilary McPhee and Diana Gribble went into 
partnership to form McPhee Gribble Publishers. 

136 The Gift of the Gab: Stories from the Life of Barry Dickins  (1981) by Barry Dickins, Published by McPhee Gribble 
Publishers, Melbourne, 1981  ISBN 10: 0869140175 / ISBN 13: 9780869140178. 

137 Helen Garner (b. 1942) is an award-winning Australian screenwriter, journailist, non-fiction writer and novelist. 
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BD: I've got a swivel chair that I’ve fallen out of twice, and then when I’ve reached for the phone 
I’ve had a bad fall, actually out of the swivel chair. The phone rang, I've got one of those el cheapo 
phones that only rings three times and it cuts off. So I reached for it, and dramatically fell on my 
hip. But I was OK. 

CT: So, are there any more projects lined up apart from the Enid Blyton work? 

BT: Well, I've been working on an essay for the St Vincent’s Hospital on what I remember of 
Covid when I was there December/January. That's taken five months or so. You wouldn't think an 
essay would take that long, but I was ill for two or three of those months. My GP Margaret Harrison 
has told me that Covid affects your memory. It attacks the memory and I know it does, because 
I’ve felt that, I’ve felt the absence of memory. I was a little bit worried coming into be interviewed by 
you that I might forget an actor’s name, or a theatre company's name, but I haven't.  

CT: You haven't. Your recollections have been spot on Barry. So that's a … 

BD: I think that's a lovely title Cheryl, ‘I'll never forget what’s his name’. What a great title. 

CT: So, your encouragement to writing students, because of course you have been an educator 
as well, and a lot of students have benefited from your teachings. You have said to them to feel 
fantastic when writing anything, even if you are tackling a play about a brutal murder or hanging. 
You said, ‘ If you feel anxious or depressed, then the writing will be anxious and depressed, and 
this can cause a degenerative experience’.  

BD: I think you, I mean my hero as a writer is Charlotte Bronte.138 And Charlotte Bronte is 
always breaking up her sentences with an aside to the reader, and she's the only author I know - 
Dickens never did it. But Charlotte Bronte was a revolutionary writer, unlike her sisters. They were 
great writers too, but Charlotte was always having a bracket saying, ‘Dear reader!’, talking directly 
to the reader. Saying that within a bracket was revolutionary for me to see. Because it’s no longer 
narrative. You're talking. You are talking personally to the reader. ‘Dear Reader!’ With an 
exclamation mark. You're making an aside. It's outside the peripheral of the script it's … 

CT: Like breaking the fourth wall in a play? 

BD: Yes. ‘Dear Reader!’ I'm sure that's why Charlotte Bronte did it. I'm giving a reading at the 
end of October, of a poem I've been working on for probably 18 months - they take that long to get 
perfect - and that's in verse, it is not a monologue.  It's a poem about Charlotte and her last 
evening. And in the poem she is trying to get across the room of the presbytery home where she 
lives with her minister father, to get to a sofa. Because she's bearing a baby.  

And I got this story from a book on Charlotte Bronte, beautifully written, and I’ve translated it into 
verses. It’s my imagination on whether she can make it to that sofa or not, and bad luck for her is 
everyone in the vicarage is out. Her husband's gone to visit the poor, her father’s doing similar, the 
cook has gone out, she's on her own and the baby’s coming. It's kicking, it's coming, and she's got 
                                                
 

138 Charlotte Bronte (1816-1855), English novelist, particularly noted for Jane Eyre (1847), which presents a strong 
narrative of a woman in conflict with her natural desires and social condition. 
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to make it to that sofa. At the end of October I'm giving a reading of that poem at Poetica. So that 
means a lot to me. 

CT:  That's special Barry. You said that writing is both truth-telling and poetry-telling, but of 
course you add fantasy as well, creative nonfiction. 

BD: I love things like quotations. And once when I had a really bad flu when I was probably 20, 
went home to my parents’ place, probably bronchitis/probably asthma. I was sitting in the spare 
room suitably bored, I suppose, with the flu. And my dad gave me one of his favourite books, 
which is the Oxford Dictionary of Quotations - an immense tome like three ‘phone books thick. It 
was the most delightful thing to do. To read that. In tiny typeset, 3.5 point Bodoni. I sat up 
engrossed in famous things that people have said. Because I was fluey and coughing and 
bronchial, and then I remember reading these beautiful little sayings. Can I tell you a couple of 
them? 

CT: Yes, please do. 

BD: They’ve stuck in my memory. And one is, ‘Power tends to corrupt, and absolute power 
corrupts absolutely.’ That was said in the House of Lords by Lord Acton in 1864, and I thought 
what a beautiful thing to say. ‘Power tends to  …’. And I scanned through my favourites, and 
there’d be a quotation from William Blake or whatever. It was just a lovely way to learn something. 

CT: Your plays contain valuable sociocultural history of past eras and they should be preserved 
for the future. Now if performed today by theatre groups, the plays will not only entertain but they're 
going to inform and evoke awareness of, and interest in the past. You mentioned earlier Barry that 
your plays can be accessed by the public through Yackandandah Press and Currency Press? 

BD: Well I don't think Yackandandah still exist. They might. But the owner has died. A guy 
called Geoff Fiddes published lots of my plays, so they may be on some website, Yackandandah 
Press. But Currency Press in Redfern, they’ve published a dozen of my major plays, but not 
Lennie Lower. Lennie Lower is published by Yackandandah Press. So if there was to be a student 
reading or whatever, you’d have to go to some website where Yackandandah now is. I wouldn’t 
know. 

CT: OK, so a student can be resourceful and follow that through with research. 

BD: Yes, if they’re that keen to read it they could find it. 

CT: It's so important to archive recollections and stories such as yours from the past to ensure 
that they are on record for the future. Barry, is there anything else you'd like to add to your story for 
the Theatre Heritage Australia Oral History records? 

BD: Well, it's been, you know, charm itself to meet you and to be able to talk freely. And mostly, 
I've got to say, that in my life as an artist I've been, not hectored, but rushed, you know. 
Everything’s done quickly. Particularly on an opening night, where you’ve only got a moment to 
address your wits to the play. That's much better a week after the play is open or something. 
You’re trying to generate publicity, you’re in the fast lane. So this has been a chance to pay 
respect to the different artists that I've worked with, too.  
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CT: It's so special to have that on record and thank you so much. You once gave the following 
advice to writing students: ‘It is beautiful to find oneself alive and to write as well as you possibly 
can into a bargain. Writing is the finest bargain you'll ever stumble onto, at least it has been for 
me.’ I thought that was terrific.  

BD: I'm turning into Oscar Wilde. 

CT: But what wonderful motivation for your writing students. And look, it's easy to see that you 
really do love writing and entertaining people, Barry. And it's not showing off - I think you've 
mentioned earlier on how you know it could be considered ‘showing off’.  No, it's a genuine desire 
to inform and entertain your audiences, using wit, creativity and your special gift as a wordsmith.  

BD: Well I'm heading for 73 soon, not that I'm necessarily moribund. But when I was sort of 20, 
or younger than 20, and first went to Carlton, Fitzroy, there were intellectuals and just ordinary 
people, who over the course of the evening, having a few wines or beers or just soda water or 
lemonade, would go into a mood where they’re quoting from something. And it was popular 50 
years ago to recite, and people recited from Wilfred Owen, recited poorly or well. People could 
recite from Siegfried Sassoon who was Wilfred's editor and just as good a poet. Not bidden, not 
requested, it just was the mood. And I really can't imagine that happening now. I can't imagine 
someone saying to me ‘Come on Dickins, let's have “The Wasteland”, or your interpretation of the 
love song of J. Alfred Prufrock.’ I can't imagine people reciting now, it's not the fashion. But it might 
come back.  

CT: Let's hope it does. It's all communication too, isn't it. And at the same time, you use your 
writing skills to raise awareness of injustice. 

BT:  Yes.  

CT: And you explore and record the lives of various public figures. And particularly you excel at 
using your incredible wit to observe life’s idiosyncrasies, as well as recording precious sociocultural 
history by keeping memories alive. 

BD: The memories can be as current as this morning, with this moronic taxi driver driving me 
insane, and all I wanted to do is stay nice and crisp for you and to be relaxed. 

CT: Well you have been, it’s been wonderful. 

BD: No, but I didn't want to be in a state. And then there was a woman at the canteen this 
morning who insulted me, and because I was in a sensitive state, it really threw me. It shouldn't 
have, but you're in that state. 

CT:  For almost half a century, your contribution to the Australian drama repertoire, particularly 
plays for the independent theatrical arts sector, has been outstanding. It's been a delight to 
interview you, Barry Dickins, and thank you again for sharing your wonderful stories. 

BD:  It's been a delight to meet you, and to enjoy meeting you. 

CT: Thank you so much. 
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CT:  This concludes Part Two of a Two-Part interview with Australian playwright Barry 
Dickins, recorded on September 9th, 2022 for the Theatre Heritage Australia Oral History 
programme. Barry Dickins was interviewed by Dr Cheryl Threadgold in Studio 2 at State 
Library Victoria.  
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theatrical arts sector, and authored more than thirty fiction/non-fiction and children’s books. In 
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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. 
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