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Convict poem by George Barrington  

From distant climes, o'er wide-spread seas we come,  
Though not with much eclat, or beat of drum, 

True patriots all, for it be understood,  
We left our country for our country's good: 

No private views disgraced our generous zeal, 
What urged our travels was our country's weal: 

And none will doubt that our emigration 
Had prov'd most useful to the British Nation. 

 

 

 

Welcome to òOUR COUNTRYõS GOODó 
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Introduction  

Welcome to this Education Pack, which has been designed to support 
your visit to see the latest blockbuster from multi award-winning  

Fourblokes   - Timberlake Wertenbakerôs seminal stage play:    

òOur Countryõs Goodó. 
The pack is broadly aimed at students of KS4/5 Drama, Theatre Studies, and  
Performing Arts, though teachers and students of GCSE and A/AS English will 
also find much that will be useful as triggers or ways into a challenging play. 
Thereôs something for everyone - even history lessons and teachers of citizenship! 

There are various practical drama exercises for pre & post visit experience, to   
enable students to tune in to the play, plus debate and discussion activities best 
used after seeing the play.  

The pack offers a detailed study of Act 1, sc 1-4.This practical approach can show 
a way forward for the remainder of the text, be a starting point for script realization 
and extended improvisation or provide triggers into post-show discussion, writing 
activities and analysis. 

Being able to realise a playscript in performance is an essential part of GCSE and 
A level syllabuses in Drama & Theatre Studies. This involves students in: 

¶ understanding how plays, in their script form, are different from other forms 
of literature  

¶ being able to interpret scripts from different perspectives and for different 
purposes 

¶ learning how to notate their own ideas using the conventions of dramatic 
writing.  

The practical ideas included should prove useful in introducing and developing 
the essential skills for studying scripts. 

Ý If you are interested in booking an informal post-show Q & A session with the 
playôs director and cast members - a popular innovation with our many school 
parties - please contact us by sending a quick email to: 

info@fourblokes.com  

 

We hope you find this pack useful - any feedback from teachers and their students 

is greatly valued! (See p56) Thanks for your interest in Fourblokes productions! 
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 The Playwright: TIMBERLAKE WERTENBAKER  

 

Timberlake Wertenbakerôs background is as               
cosmopolitan as that of the variety of characters in her 
plays. She was born in the United States in 1951, and 
grew up in America and the French Basque region. She 
graduated from St. Johnôs College in 1966, worked as a 
writer in New York, and taught French in Greece. In 1970 
she moved to London where she began writing plays and 
working with several small theatre companies.  

Wertenbakerôs other plays include: New Anatomies (1983), Abelôs Sister (1984), 
The Grace of Mary Traverse (1985), The Love of the Nightingale (1989, produced 
at KU in the Inge Theatre in 1992), Three Birds Alighting on a Field (1992), The 
Break of Day (1995), After Darwin (1998), The Ash Girl (2000), and Credible      
Witness (2001). She wrote the screenplays for film adaptations of The Children by 
Edith Wharton and The Wings of the Dove by Henry James. She has studied 
closely a number of great playwrights, having translated and adapted plays by   
Euripides, Sophocles, Pirandello, Maeterlinck, Anouilh, and Marivaux. 

 

Production History  

Australian writer Thomas Keneally used the journals and letters of Ralph Clark, as 
well as materials written by David Collins, Watkin Tench, Arthur Phillip, Robert 
Ross, William Dawes and others to write his fictionalized account of the First Fleet 
at Sydney Cove, The Playmaker (1987).  

After reading The Playmaker, Max Stafford-Clark of Londonôs Royal Court Theatre 
commissioned playwright Timberlake Wertenbaker to write an adaptation.         
Stafford-Clark wanted to direct a production of The Recruiting Officer in tandem 
with Wertenbakerôs new play, using the same cast and rehearsing both plays at the 
same time.  

 

 

 
Plume & Melinda in 
ñThe Recruiting  
Officerò 
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His company of actors studied the novel and other historical sources, focused on 
particular characters, and improvised scenes which inspired Wertenbakerôs     
writing. Both plays opened in 1988, and Our Countryôs Good won the Olivier/
BBC award as Londonôs best play of the year. The British director and cast then 
took the production to Sydney, and productions of the play became popular all 
over Australia. In America it was taken to Broadway in April, 1991, where it         
received six Tony Award nominations, including Best Play, and won the New York 
Drama Critics award as Best Foreign Play. The play has been widely produced 
across the globe in regional, professional and academic theatres.  

Our Countryôs Good is the best known and most widely produced play that     
Timberlake Wertenbaker has written. Her plays often contain a óplay within the 
playô, in which characters are seen to use theatre to say things they otherwise 
could not say, or tell a story or myth for a specific political purpose. Wertenbaker 
questions the potency of theatrical languages and the arts in contemporary       
culture, although her plays are often set in different time periods. The central  
characters are often unconventional women who question traditional womenôs 
roles; and some male characters are also shown to question and transgress their 
culturally constructed identities.  

A principal character in the play - Cpt. Arthur Phillip (Governor) says:  

ñThe theatre is an expression of civilization. We belong to a great country, 
which has spawned great playwrights: Shakespeare, Marlowe, Jonson... the 
convicts will be speaking a refined, literate language and expressing senti-
ments of a delicacy they are not used to. It will remind them that there is 
more to life than crime, punishment. And we, this colony of a few hundred 
will be watching together, for a few hours, we will no longer be despised 
prisoners and hated gaolers. We will laugh, we may be moved, we may even 
think a littleéò 

 As the scene goes on, Major Ross and Captain Watkin argue that no play can  
encourage free thought or responsible behaviour. But Phillip insists that, through 
the words of a great writer, people can transform ï becoming refined and    
enlightened performers.  

He also asserts that, in watching a performance, audience members escape the 
rigid confines of their daily lives.  

 

          ñA frippery frittering play!ò   ñBut a play, tss, a play.ò                   
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Extract from AQA  GCSE DRAMA new specification                   

(as for teaching from 2009  onwards):  

 

3.1.3 Section C: Study of a live theatre production seen  

Candidates are expected to have     
studied, as part of their course, a      
production of live professional, or      
non-professional theatre.  

It is helpful for candidates to              
follow theatre visits with practical    
workshop study.  

In the Written Paper candidates will be 
given an opportunity to show their 
knowledge of how plays are constructed 
and realised. There will be opportunities 
for those with particular interests in    
performance, design or technical aspects 
of production to answer on those ele-
ments. 

Productions must be of scripted plays. 
Candidates must have studied the play 
from a practical point of view and should 
be able to show their knowledge and  
understanding of the way in which the 
text was realised in the production.  

 

Candidates are required to produce a 
personal response to various aspects of 
óliveô theatre productions seen during the 
course. Candidates must study the play 
before and after the theatre visit with 
practical workshops, whether their main 
interest is performance or design or 
technical skills. 

Candidates should be able to demon-
strate their understanding of             
performance or design or technical skills 
as well as their knowledge and under-
standing of the chosen live production 
from a performance perspective (AO1), 
and they should be able to analyse and 
evaluate the effectiveness of their ideas 
and skills and those of others (AO3). 

Candidates should be able to demon-
strate:  

¶ a clear understanding of how plays 
are constructed and realised 

¶ informed knowledge and under-
standing of the acting performances 
and the skills involved 

¶ informed knowledge and under-
standing of the technical and design 
elements and the skills involved 

¶ informed knowledge and under-
standing of the social, historical and 
cultural context of the live theatre 
production 

¶ the ability to analyse and evaluate 
the effectiveness of the skills pre-
sented 

¶ the ability to analyse and evaluate 
the effectiveness of the production 
as a whole. 
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This production of Our Countryôs Good aims to bring high quality live theatre to 
your students, tell a gripping story and stimulate debate about the playôs themes. 
We feel, therefore, that it would be useful for students to have some preparation be-
fore seeing the show. This could simply be a case of getting them to think about 
what they are going to see. 

> What do they expect the play to be about?  

> Why should their enjoyment expectations be high?  

The overview, synopsis and other background material that follows may well be 
helpful in this, but you as their teacher would make the decision as to whether they 
have read and fully studied the play beforehand. 

______ 

BEFORE TACKLING THE PLAY  

This is a play that requires some background knowledge and understanding of the 
eighteenth century, and donôt forget that Wertenbaker based it on The Playmaker.  

Research: Give each student a research task, such as: 

¶ The kind of crimes for which hanging was the normal punishment at this time. 
What was the stop-off point, i.e. what crimes were considered commutable to 
transportation? [e.g. Thomas Keneally states that the stealing of goods valued 
at over £3.00 was a hanging offence.] 

¶ The criminal fraternities. There was an active underground system of criminals, 
run by bosses. They had their own language [examples of which are in Liz's 
speech at the beginning of Act Two] and helped each other. They had a strong 
code of honour, which nearly does for Liz near the end, but which gave them a 
devil-may-care attitude and a very real courage in the face of death. 

¶ In The Playmaker, Harry tells Ralph that Duckling was sold into prostitution at 
the age of eight. Find out about the buying and selling of children. In what     
circumstances did it happen? How common was it? How were prostitutes run?  

¶ In The Playmaker there is a character called Goose, who at only 28 'runs' a 
number of prostitutes, just like she did in England. Duckling was one of them. 
Find out if this was normal practice, or did some prostitutes work on their own? 

Preparing students for the play  
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[Newgate Prison]  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

¶ Research the prevailing conditions in English prisons of the time. 

¶ Research these and other factors that led to a need for transportation. 

¶ Find out any facts they can about the first penal colony. Why there, in 'Sidney' 
as Phillip named it? Can they find out anything about Phillip, the first Governor, 
or any of the other officers who are characters in the script. 

¶ Find out about the conditions in the transport ships. Were women and men  
segregated? How common was it for the women to be treated as whores by the 
sailors? Liz says that unless you found a sailor to partner with, rations were 
slim and your chance of survival poor. How many died on average during these 
voyages? What happened to the children of convicts? 

¶ Find out what you can about the fate of the aborigines in the immediate vicinity 
of Sidney. 

 

With some research, students should be ready to absorb themselves in 
the many flavours of the play. 

Preparing students for the play cont. 
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 Preparing students for the play (cont.) 

 

The First Fleet  

Between 1788 and 1850 the English sent over 162,000 convicts to Australia in 806 
ships. The first eleven of these ships are known as the First Fleet and  contained 
the convicts and marines that are now acknowledged as the founders of Australia.  

Before 1788, Australia was populated by about 300,000 aborigines. These nomadic 
people had inhabited the worldôs oldest continent for more than 10,000 years. They 
had seen very few Europeans, but two events were to play an important part in 
changing their way of life forever. 

Captain James Cook discovered the east coast of in 1770 and named it New South 
Wales. He reported to the British government that it would make a good place for a 
settlement. Britain did not recognise the country as being inhabited as the natives 
did not cultivate the land, and were, therefore, ñuncivilizedò. 

The population explosion in British cities  was, among other factors, the cause of a 
major increase in crime. As the American Revolution meant that no more convicts 
could be sent there, the only way to overcome the overcrowding in the prisons was 
to establish a penal colony in the land discovered by Captain James Cook. 

    

[Map of the route of The First Fleet]  
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 Preparing students for the play ( cont.) 

With this in mind, the British Government hired 9 ships and set about provisioning 
them, together with 2 Naval vessels, with enough supplies to keep 759 convicts, 
their Marine guards, some with families, and a few civil officers, until they became 
self-sufficient. The convicts and marines embarked on the ships, which arrived at 
Portsmouth on 16th March 1787. They then waited on board until the arrival of 
Captain Arthur Philip which signalled the time for their departure. By the time they 
departed, some convicts had been aboard these ships for seven months. Very few 
convicts (23) died during the voyage compared to the later convict fleets. 

MAY 1787 : DEPARTURE  

"..AT 4 AM FIRED GUN AND MADE THE SIGNAL TO WEIGH, WEIGH'D AND 
MADE SAIL, IN COMPANY WITH THE HYAENA FRIGATE, SUPPLY ARMED 
TENDER, SIX TRANSPORTS AND THREE STORE SHIPS, AT 9 FIRED A GUN 
AND MADE THE SIGN'L FOR THE CONVOY TO MAKE MORE SAIL." 

With these words the logbook of HMS Sirius recorded the departure of what is 
known today as "The First Fleet". The eleven ships of the fleet under the command 
of Captain Arthur Phillip RN took their leave from Portsmouth, England early on 
Sunday 13 May 1787 bound for a virtually unknown shore eight long months and 
half a world away... 

 

 


