


































of dnnk and drugs 
in shitty old NZ 

b Temperance 

With a title like O Temperance, 
one goes along to Mervyn Thomp­
son's revue expecting a good laugh 
at the expense of the prohibition 
movement. After all, everyone knows 
its absurd, archaic and was a force 
for evil in the 20s. But it's not quite 
like that. With the aid of rousing 
song, band and agile movement, 
the Court Theatre case tread a fine 
line between ironic 
detachment towards the prohibi­
tionists and a sneaking sympathy 
with them, climaxing in the genu­
inely moving funeral scene of T. E. 
Taylor (TT for teetotaller), N.Z.'s 
prohibition leader. In this potted 
history of the movement, interest­
ingly intertwined with the suffra­
gette movement, the villain is 
shown to be that great N.Z. folk 
hero, King Dick, Richard Seddon. 
Perhaps unkindly, he's protrayed 
as unscrupulously siding with his 
old drinking cronies from Kumara, 
a real Tricky Dicky in fact. 

The cast impressed with its im­
peccable teamwork and the ease 
with which each member took up 
and put down roles within the 
show, whether it be Balclutha 

policeman, Thomas 'The Bard' 
Bracken, a Maori chief or reformed 
drinker. The singing, directed by 
Anthea Moller, was superb and 
even the 'tear-jerker' by the chi Id 
'O Daddy why don't you come 
home', sung by Simon Hume, 
stands halfway between bathos and 
pathos. 

Standing above the· show, superb­
ly directing his marionettes, was 
the puppete!:!r, Mervyn Thompson, 
who also wrote the show. It was a 
pity he showed his face at the end 
to expand on the fate of the proh i­
bition ists. This added an unneces­
sarily sombre note. So too the final 
rock sequence and Alphabet of 
Drink showed an excess of clever­
ness in a show which, up ti-11 then, 
had been flawless. But don't get 
me wrong, 0 Temperance is first -
rate - and there's .a chance to sign 
the pledge as well as imbibe the 
demon drink after the show (but 
with a particularly intense M.T. 
offering water as a substitute). 

• Mervyn Thompson has done it 
again. 

Mother of Ten 

cheech& chong cheech~chona 
THE FIRST EVER RELEASE OF ITS KIND. 

Yeah, well, uh, you know, this guy I 
know, well he came down _ from Auck­
land, and he brou_ght some really good, 
uh, stuff, you know, down with him, it 
was Indian stuff, and, uh, he had this 
record, you know . . . Cheech and 
chong, man. I mean it was something 
else, I mean it was these two American 
guys, and they're really hip, man, I mean, 
really hip. Like, they had these tracks on 
it about Blind Melon Chitlin, this blues 
singer, uh, and about this guy in court 
for being a head, man, and this track about 
this guy who comes to the door and 
knocks and this other guy, he's so freaked 
he doesn't let him in because he thinks he 
isn't there. I mean, you know, these 
guys Cheech and Chong, they been, you 
know, freaking audiences all over the 
States, man. They got this ·track on the 
record about this rock festival, and they 
really send it up, they talk hip and 
everything, man. I mean its too much, 
you know, they're rea·11y into things, and 
this guy ·from Auckland and me and a 
couple of other guys who came round, 
and Dianne, like, uh, we rolled a couple 
and we listened, and oh, shit, you know, 
it was just incredible. Its funny, you 
know, coz Americans don't usually sort 

• of get it on. I remember one time I was 
round at this guy's place and, you know, 
everyone was pretty whacked, and then 
Monty Python came on, and some guy 
came and told us, we were relating to the 
goldfish in another room, so we went in 
and there were these American guys there 
and we were watching Monty Python and 
everyone was just breaking up, it was just 
too much, you know, I mean really 
incredible, but these yank cats just sat 
there and they did not get it on ... so 
its sorta funny that Cheech and Chong 

ROCK COMEDY, SENDS UP THE HIP 
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turn up, and, uh, you know, th.ey talk 
about grass, you know, nudge nudge, 
know what I mean, and its really far out, 
you know, them talking about grass and 
that, coz it sort of makes you feel all sort 
of super cool, and kindov into the secret 
and it just freaks the straights, coz the/ 
don't know about Reds, you know, coz 
at one part this guy is watching T.V. and 
he's been watching it all day and he 
hasn't turned it on, I mean, you have to 
be stoned to dig that, its sortov like being 
in the Famous Five and ·having a secret 
password, and, oh, you know. I mean, 
they do this commercial for Acapulco 
Gold, well, it_L really cool, coz they're 
talking about us ... I don't know it 
makes you feel important, sort of like 

. being all daring and that. And we listened 
and got really stoned, they're so cool, so 
together, and funny, you know, there is 
no one like that in shitty old N:Z. But 

tnen, you know, everything is funny when 
·you're whacked. When we finished 
Cheech and Chong we read the Bus 
Timetables, man. It was as funny as the 
record ..... in fact, I think it was 
funnier. Hey man, you know, pass it 
round ..... (Dissolve to shots of happy 
crowds marching along singing "Rule 
California, California rules the slaves" ... 
fade out ... cut to shot of breaking 
waves ... sound track fades in massed 
Hindu Guru Choirs singing "It's t_he real 
thing" ... cut to bottle of Coke, smiling 
at the camera. The bottle of Coke takes a 
photo of the audience ... the kids in their 
Levi's kiss each other and themselves ... 
Cheech and Chong sign autographs on 

the pier . . . fade out ... as we see the 
_sun rising). 

- MILES HAWK 

DON'T 
FORGE 
mollett st. 

market 
601b Colombo St. 
(Between Tuam and 

St. Asaph) 
Everything hand-made 

from bread to beads 

Open Friday 11.00 a.m. 
Saturday 10.00 a.m. 

re is a nI 
saying: 
e to find t 
o inside an 

Dial 1 to get 
If no reply 11 

I live acros: 

an attic 
arly shar 
h a bearr 
r, obliqL 
ted rooi 
ly origin 
. Books, 
n Thomp! 
set of 
dis open 
March 21 
or previe 
phone r 

go to Cas 
oken to 
d itself 1 

deadli 
ranee' w 
n arrange 
icate the 
have no 
us, he 
rand he ' 
tically all 
meeting I 
d pawed 
she ha! 
. Like 1 
g class b 
ond Ret 
hich goI 
which dr 
'tto my r 

is the I 
in Britai 
es a lot. 
ders of 
ionalism 
ons of 
repudi, 

syndron 
ith sel1 

'. The t1 

a feeli1 1-..;.. ____________ d espec 

f the pi 
, But g( 

't rn{nag 
'Persona 
vyn The 
for the 
cing pla) 
Students 
Poetry is 
all the 

I. l I I I I I I I I I I I 

... Gll~PH PAPERS 
11 I I I I I 

for Industry ond- -
Research--

I I I 
[ 1411 
I I I I 

--- for Commerce and ,... 
Planning· --

I 

• I 
I 

I I 
aua CATALOGUE 

....... r.w,u su•irr11S1 yo.,u•1= 
I I I l ' I I I 1 

I I I I I I I I I 

........ GORMACK 

........ GRAPH PAP£1'S 

---B fl.1anufactured bY _.,.. n,e Caxton Press _.,.. 
O,ristchurch. -

•L- . 

,, 
, peop 

found it 

ured an 
larly' an 
But _ d 
ring anct 1 

~II, Pro1 
ring too 
r_sity pe~ 
ir Worst 



CANTA Page 19 

RVYN. THOMPSON 

PROFILE: MERVYN THOMPSON 

perance, the review about the prohibition 
about to go on tour. CANT A grabbed the 
unity to interview its writer and producer, 
his departure. 

re is a notice outside Mervyn Thompson's 

saying : 
ere'to find the elusive M. G. T. 
Go inside and telephone ..... 
Dial 1 to get out}. 
If no reply leave a note .and a phone number. 
I live acro·ss the road and can most often be found 
here. 
ce the elusive M. G. T. wasn't in his office I 
the given number and was told he'd be 4 few 

es late. Sit down and read if I felt like it. 
an attic office in the English department, 
arly shaped. One narrow window peers 
ha beam and past plumbing to the sunset, 
r obliquely opposite, looks out on the 
ted roofline. The whole effect is quite 
ly original, yet ordered, neither tidy nor 
. Books, plays and programmes from past 
n Thompson productions lie in the bookcase 
set of costume designs from The Cherry 
disopen on the desk. There is a copy of The 
March 20 issue in the room also. A play 
or preview? There wasn't time to find out as 
phone rang. Mervyn has broken his toe and 

go to Casualty. 
roken toe and O Temperance tc:>o? CANTA 
d itself to no Profile this week since both 

--1•~ deadline and the opening night of 'O 
ranee' were less than 36 hours away. But 
n arranged another interview which seemed 
icate the consideration for others that stu­
have noted in him. "He's thoughtful and 
us, he drives, his actors hard, he loses hfs 

st. 

n. 

and he's got charisma', said one student in 
tically all-inclusive sentence. 
meeting him he gives the impression of being 
d powerfully built. One can believe it when 
s he has spent four and a half years coal-
. Like the new academics in Britain, his 
gclass background is a badge with hi,m. 

fond Return', my rather tortuous and angry / 
which goes on in April next, has two themes, 
_which draws upon my childhood and tries to 
1110 my present areas of obsession . The other 
is the New Zealander o·verseas. I wrote it 
in Britain two years ago . That trip opened 
es a lot. At heart I'm a Kiwi - as most New 
_ders of my backgrou~d are - and the seeds 
ionalism stirred once more when I ran into 
·ons of people in England who had corn­

repudiated their country. I abhor the Dan 
syndrome and find it difficult to communi­
~ith self-exiled members of 'our cultural 
• The trip had a powerful effect on me. It 
a feeling of commitment to my own coun­

_ _...,,fd especially in the field of theatre. At least 
the plays I 'II do from now on will be NZ 

·, But, getting back to my own play - I 
1 managed to fuse the two themes yet. It's 
a Personal play I've got to get it right." 

C 
s 

rty n Thompson has been lecturing at Canter­
or the last seven or eight years as well as 

1~
1J Plays ~oth i_nside and outside the univ~r­

ents en1oy his lectures. "Just hearing him 
Po

1
~try is an experience." "Reading plays, he 

/ the parts". "He has such a facilify for 

fo ' people told me. I attended a lecture 
Und • it a taut, muscular production, good-

ured and If larly' se -assured. It struck me as both 
But _an? humorou~ly linked to the present 
ring an/ 1hd he ever find any conflict between 
el l t e _theatre? 
ring f~0d¥cing is my first love , but I enjoy 
rsity ;- he one feeds th e o ther. And I Ii ke 
ir wb ople, both students a nd staff. Stude nts 

rst are uni maginative yo bs ; at t he ir best 

they are people you can learn from - which is one 
of the real joys of teaching. I've met some great 
people, especially through my dramatic activity. 
University staff members, are, as a group, the most 
generous, gentle, warm, objective and unselfseeking 
people I have known. But then, we ARE privileged . 
The ivory tower DOES screen one off from some 
of the pressures of ordinary life. It is relatively easy 
to be tolerant and ethically aware in this job-. 
However, I've never taken part in university 
politics. If I DID, perhaps my view of university 
staff members might be different, and my faith in 
them seen to be naive. I don't know." 

He enjoys producing student plays. "Students 
have immense vitality, and once you've chosen 
a play worth doin·g, they'll give all their love, 
intelligence and skill to it. They're willing to work 
and to learn. They lack the 'star' mentality, the 
irrelevant egotism of some actors outside· the 
university." 

As for student producers - "We've produced a 
few good ones - David Dowling, Bill Stalker, Brian 
de Ridder, to mention a few,,._ (Mervyn Thompson 
was one himself, once),The great problem has been 
we haven't had .a profession in Christchurch for 
them to work in. But that may change very soon. 

"There's a great need for tuition schemes for stu­
dent directors. · They are the key to the advance­
ment of theatre in NZ. Some of the mistakes a 

. student producer makes have got to be made if 
there's to be any development - but some could 
be avoided if there was adequate tuition." 

This has been a good year for student dr.ama, 
"one of the best I've known in the .university. 
But, traditionally, Canterbury has provided the 
best student drama in New Zealand." 

Asked to comment on the standard of Chri.st­
church theatre, generally, he's loath to comment, 
thinking . it leads to parochialism, but says it's 
improving with audiences growing. "But some of 
the old dead wood has to be culled out. 'There is 
too much inertia from the old women of both 
sexes who sit on the varioµs committees." 

What about drama criticism in Christchurch? 
"The Press has a hi h standard. I have reat faith in 

their reviews 90% of tl:ie time . Howard McNaughton­
is the most intelligent critic writing in New Zealand 
at the moment." As for Mr. Poynter of the 'Star', 
"I've exchanged words with him on several occas­
ions. He's a sound man and ·knows quite a 'bit about 
the practical problems of the theatre, but he some­
times lacks bias in his criticism." 

"But d rama criticism is a n irrel evance a ny whe re 
as its prese ntl y co ndu cted. Peop le pu t too mu ch 
fa it h in t he wri tte n word wtthout questio ning the 
cr itic 's preco nceptio ns. However, it 's a very diffi -

cult occupation - ·I once did a short spell of it for 
the. Press, so I know. It's as difficult as any jo b in 
the theatre." 

Mervyn Thompson was an actor before he was a 
producer, but from the first he found himse lf 
looking for the overall conception of the play -
looking at it from a producer's point of view , ·in 
fact. How does he gD about producing a play? 
What factors are paramount? 

"First, to pick a good play. I can't be bothered 
with little naturalistic things which anyone could 
write or produce, or with puerife sensationalism. 
As I said in the Peer Gynt progr~rne notes, the 
play has got to extend my imagination and that of 
my cast in the same degree as it extended the 
imagination of its creator. 

"What more? All l ·know is that it's 10% inspira­
tion and 90% hard work. I'm a perfectionist, and 
that means a great deal of attention to detail, 
especially with the actors. Apart from that, I try 
to make the cast and the backstage people feel that 
what they are doing is important and needs to be 

• done. The key to my work is probably the empha­
sis on generosity, both in actors towards each 
other and towards the audience for whom the play 
is being done, and an emphasis on precision and 
rhythm. I feel a play initially as a tune in my head, 
hence .my attempt to achieve precise vocal orches­
tration; and as a kind of atmosphere of unusual 
intensity. The theatre is a temple {but a temple of 
joy) or nothing. Life's too short to play around 
with stock plays." 

It stands to reason, then, he has fervently 
believed in all the plays he's produced for the 
university. Which does he think have been the 
most significant? 

"These don't always coincide with those the 
students enjoyed the most, although they some­
times do. I'd say that 'Peer Gyrit' has been one of 
the most significant. It's one of the great 'Every­
man' plays ,dealing in its freewheeling way with 
my problem - and probably yours; the ego, and 
how it may be a barrier to real fulfilment and self­
realization. It's the most difficult production- I've 
done - a great but amorphous play' which needed 
every minute of the 700 hours I spent on it. Tech­
nically, too, it was very demanding. The James 
Hay Theatre is a bit of monstrosity to play in. It 
also made great demands, as any good play should 
do, upon the imagination of its audience. Peer 
Gynt was seen by 8000 people, most of whom 
seemed to find it satisfying. But you can't please 
everybody - especially when you're doing a play 
that demands an active response. I'm disappointed 
that CANTA didn't see fit to review it. 

"MA RAT /SADE was the play which really 
stirred the students and helped me establish a 
reputation. One of my crispeF productions and a 
better play than it's normally given credit for. 

-The CHERRY ORCHARD was less sensational, 
but a beautiful, delicate and satisfying piece. Like 
SERGEANT MUSGROVE'S DANCE, it's a play 
I'd like to do again one day . From this you can sec 
that Ibsen and Chekov are among my favourite 
playwrights - Brecht and O'Neill too, and, of 
course Shakespeare, but he's no greater than 

Ibsen." 
What about your current production, 0 Temper-

ance? • 
"I'll leave O.T. to the audiences who see it to 

judge. It's been a very exciting venture." 
You're performing O Temperance at the mo­

ment. You've just completed Peer Gynt on top of 
lecturing. Do you have time for any other activi­
ties? 

"I have a belief that work is the greatest of joys. 
I'm not a Christian and don't have religion to 
support me, but I have a strong wish for transcen­
dance . When one is living creatively, at times one is 
freed from one's own ego . I have a very large ego 
and I need to be freed from it. Ideally, I'd like to 
be swallowed up in a purpose that is greater than 
myself. The problem of New Zealand is that it's so 
easy to relax into a complacent and lazy approach 
to life. One of the things that attracted me to T . E. 
Taylor, the prohibition leader is that he literally 
burnt himself out in his cause. l don't believe in the 
kind of life circumscribed by insurance policies 
and mortgages - the present labour government 
schemes scare hell out of me." 

"I used to play sport, I wager on the nags (I'm 
. one of t~e few people in the university who does), 

I lik'.e the occasional game of chess and I love the .· 
company of women . And I'd like to do more 
writing. In a sense I'm a writer manque - maybe 
all producers are. • 

"No I don't have any dreams for the future . 
Basica lly I'm a pessimist and I don't look very far 
fo rwa rd - three months is about all I'm a ble to 
take in at o ne time. My life to date has tended to 

• be a successio n o f t hree mo nth d rea ms a nd I 
imagine it'll continue t hat wa y. " 

D.H.M. 
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