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 texts in context

Our Country’s Good
by Timberlake Wertenbaker

Literary contexts and sources
London’s Royal Court has a proud tradition of mounting provocative 
and unconventional plays by new writers. Our Country’s Good 
was developed through workshops in which playwright and cast 
researched eighteenth-century theatrical styles and the world of 
poverty, crime and punishment, improvising scenes involving the 
characters and incidents they discovered. Wertenbaker wrote the 
script inspired by these workshops, commenting that: ‘I wanted to 
explore the redemptive power of the theatre, of art, for people who 
had been silenced’ (1996, p. viii).

The play began as a stage adaptation of Thomas Keneally’s The 
Playmaker (1987), a novel also dealing with The Recruiting Officer’s 
Australian premiere in 1789. Robert Hughes’ influential history of 
convict transportation to Australia, The Fatal Shore, was another 

crucial resource. Hughes’ book names many of the individual convicts 
we meet in the play and highlights the significance of their special 
criminal dialect or ‘cant’ — something we hear much of in the 
finished dialogue. 

Both Keneally and Wertenbaker draw on eighteenth-century debates 
about culture. Farquhar himself had defended comedy as a means ‘of 
schooling Mankind into better Manners’, and in Our Country’s Good 
the colony’s commander, Arthur Phillip, believes that drama can 
promote morality and social cohesion. He voices the Enlightenment 
idea that culture can elevate any individual: ‘The theatre is an 
expression of civilisation. […] The convicts will be speaking a refined, 
literate language […] It will remind them that there is more to life 
than crime, punishment’ (1:6).

Theatrical contexts
The revolutionary German playwright Bertholt Brecht believed that 
plays were much more than entertainment — they must stimulate 
debate about how power works in a society. The convict Wisehammer 
echoes Brecht in claiming that ‘A play should make you understand 
something new. If it tells you what you already know, you leave it as 
ignorant as when you went in’ (2:7).

Brecht’s methods highlight the artificiality of theatre and the gap 
between an actor and his or her roles. In Our Country’s Good, 
the cast usually doubles up roles so that convicts and officers are 
obviously played by the same actors. The sets are stark and scene 
titles make us focus on ideas and theatrical conventions, such as 
‘The authorities discuss the merits of the theatre’, ‘The science of 
hanging’ or ‘A love scene’. When Dabby Bryant protests that it would 
be better to ‘do a play about now’, Wisehammer replies: ‘It doesn’t 
matter when a play is set. It’s better if it’s set in the past, it’s clearer’ 
(2:7). Wertenbaker follows Brecht in suggesting we can gain insight 
into our own society through dramatising struggles and conflicts from 
history.

Political contexts
In 1980s Britain, Margaret Thatcher’s Conservative government had 
reduced funding for many parts of the public sector. The theatre had 
suffered from government hostility to subsidising the arts and so the 
play’s celebration of the humanising power of theatre had a powerful 
resonance. In the justice system, attitudes had also hardened. Our 
Country’s Good opens with the flogging of Robert Sideway and 
goes on to present stark inequalities between convicts and officers, 
between the poor and the better-off, and between men and women. 
The play’s suggestion of complex links between poverty and crime 
challenged the growing inequalities of 80s Britain.

Cultural contexts
Questions of nationhood and colonial power were extremely topical 
in 1980s debates about literature and politics. Edward Said’s 1978 
study Orientalism had stimulated the development of post-colonial 
criticism and inspired questions about the relationship between 
metropolitan ‘centres’ of culture and their colonial margins. In Our 
Country’s Good, Captain Phillip sums up the idea that literature has 
the power to create its own imaginative reality but also to become a 
tool of colonial domination, describing a play as ‘a world in itself, a 
tiny colony we could almost say’ (2:2).

The celebration of English theatrical culture and colonial achievement 
is undercut by the voice of the Aboriginal Australian. As the convicts 
prepare their triumphant performance, The Aborigine describes the 
terrible symptoms of disease he has caught from the newcomers 
(2:11). This scene is ironically titled ‘Backstage’, as if to hint that this 
colonial subject, even more suppressed and ‘other’ than the convicts, 
will eventually emerge to centre stage.
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Captain Arthur Phillip, first Governor 
of New South Wales, inspects convict 
settlers in Sydney, Australia

Our Country’s Good (1988) is a history play based on 
real events that took place in the eighteenth century 
among the first convicts transported from England to 
Australian penal colonies. Conditions were extremely 
harsh there, but Wertenbaker’s play focuses on the 
convicts’ staging of George Farquhar’s romantic 
comedy, The Recruiting Officer (1706). This actually 
occurred at Sydney Cove on 4 June 1789 — the first ever 
performance of a European play on Australian soil.

Wertenbaker uses the play-within-a-play to explore 
themes of crime and punishment, the impact of colonial 
expansion, hierarchies of class and gender and, above 
all, theatre’s potential to transform individuals and 
societies. At its premiere in 1988 at the Royal Court 
theatre, Our Country’s Good was staged alongside The 
Recruiting Officer featuring the same cast, so that both 
actors and audience were free to explore the parallels 
and intersections between the two plays.
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