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國立政治大學英國語文學系碩士班 

碩士論文提要 

論文名稱：打造渥坦貝克《吾國吾民》中之擬像世界 

指導教授：楊麗敏 先生 

研究生：吳亭彣 

論文提要內容： 

 本論文旨在運用尚．布希亞之擬仿物以及擬像理論，探討渥坦貝克的劇本

《吾國吾民》裡劇場中之擬像。以殖民地之史實以及原著小說《造戲者》為根

據，渥坦貝克將事實與虛構、歷史與故事交織在《吾國吾民》劇場中。在拷貝

與複製的世代裡，歷史在不斷地重新書寫的過程中，已不再是起源，而是循環

再生。歷史的軌跡被現今所懷舊追溯，進而被擬仿，成為在影視/劇場裡所呈現

的符號和意象。在歷史跟虛構之間模糊的界線之中，超現實取代歷史成為事

實，劇場進而成為一個擬仿物。因此，渥坦貝克的翻譯或是改編，無論是小說

改編為劇本，亦或者是從語言系統嚴謹的書寫轉譯成無邊無際的符號意象，都

被視為是改寫的一種形式，並且為歷史注入活力以及自主。 

 本論文探求擬像於《吾國吾民》中之形構過程。在劇中，為了正統化威權

統治，掌握權威的軍官們設立劇場。另一方面，囚犯們透過演戲與變裝，掌握

了所扮演的角色中的符號與意象，進而建立起擬仿世界中之劇場，削弱威權勢

力。擬像透過操控符號，以提供更多元的歷史詮釋。透過重新書寫以及擬仿，

渥坦貝克從後現代的角度重新檢視歷史，並賦予其新的定義。 

關鍵字: 渥坦貝克、《吾國吾民》、尚．布希亞、擬仿物、擬像、歷史、劇

場、符號、意象 
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Abstract 

This thesis aims at exploring simulation in the theatre in Timberlake 

Wertenbaker’s Our Country’s Good with Jean Baudrillard’s theory of simulacrum and 

simulation. Writing the play based on the colonial history and the original fiction The 

Playmaker, Wertenbaker interweaves the fact and fiction, history and story into the 

theatre. In the age of copying and reduplicating, history is circulated rather than 

originate in the process of indefinitely rewriting. The track of history is retrospective 

and further simulated in the cinema/theatre with signs and images. Therefore, 

Wertenbaker’s translation or adaptation, from fiction to theatre, from the written 

language in fixed system to the boundlessness of signs, is the form of rewriting, 

inserting dynamic and autonomy into history.   

This thesis will probe into the processes of simulation in Our Country’s Good. 

The theatre becomes the officers’ political strategy to legitimize their orthodox of the 

authority. On the other hand, the convicts’ manipulation of the signs and images of 

their roles by acting and cross-dressing creates a theatre of simulacrum to undermine 

the power. Simulation, with the absence of the origin, provides history with 

multiplicity of decipherments by manipulating signs. By rewriting and simulating 

history, Wertenbaker reexamines history in the postmodern discourse and endows the 

new definition to history. 

 

Keywords: Timberlake Wertenbaker, Our Country’s Good, Jean Baudrillard, 

Simulacrum, Simulation, History, Theatre, Sign, Image 
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Chapter One 

Introduction 

 Timberlake Wertenbaker, one of the highly acclaimed English playwrights in 

contemporary British theatre, is known for the multiplicity of her works which is the 

output of her abundant life experience. Born in New York, raised in the Basque 

country of France, teaching in Greece and now settling in London, Wertenbaker owns 

the multicultural background which makes her a prolific playwright, creating works 

stretching across past and present, domestic and exotic and especially, the real and the 

fictitious. Using historical materials in her plays, Wertenbaker gives her audience 

reflections of the contemporary through the mirror of history. In an interview about 

Wertenbaker’s another play Jefferson’s Garden (2015), a historical play about the 

foundation of America, she expressed that:  

 I’ve written both historical and contemporary plays. History is a rich 

metaphor and playwrights have used it time and again to look at their 

contemporaries. I think historical plays open up contemporary 

problems in a way a contemporary play sometimes can’t. (Lorenz, “An 

Interview with Timberlake Wertenbaker”) 

Therefore, Wertenbaker turns history and myth into stories. She makes use of 

historical source materials to accentuate her concerned subject matter regarding 

oppression and gender hierarchy. Also, in “Dancing with History,” Wertenbaker 

expresses her preference for historical plays. Applying the flexibility of history to her 

plays, she indicates the undecidability and fluidity of history:    

history is not progressive, it is not certain, and I would suggest that it is 

no longer even a narrative…. It is more complex, several models can 
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exist at once, different voices tell different stories and enquire in different 

places (20). 

In The Love of the Nightingale, Wertenbaker uses adaptation of the oral history of 

Greek myth to highlight the issue of the silenced women oppressed by male-

dominated society. In Our Country’s Good, by telling the history of British colony in 

Australia, the playwright uses the technique of the play within the play, which 

provides a theatre for the criminals, the minority, to break the boundary between not 

only the authority and the oppressed, but the spectator and the gazed. With the past 

put on the contemporary stage, Wertenbaker tells the history/story to blur the division 

and shorten the distance between the audience and the actors/actresses. 

I. Literature Review 

 Timberlake Wertenbaker (1951-), known for her multicultural background and 

multiplicity of her works, wins scholarly attention and critical discussion. In 1988, 

after the premiere of Our Country’s Good at the Royal Court, Wertenbaker’s 

collaboration with the director Max Stafford-Clark garnered the Laurence Olivier Play 

of the Year Award (1988), the Evening Standard Award for best play of the year 

(1988) and New York Drama Critics’ Circle Award (1991). Adapted from Thomas 

Keneally’s The Playmaker (1987), Our Country’s Good is based on historical event in 

1787, reproducing the arrival of the British fleet in Australia as a penal colony, where 

a group of English convicts put George Farquhar’s The Recruiting Officer (1706), as a 

play within a play, on stage to celebrate the birthday of king George III. Through 

rewriting the history/story, Wertenbaker puts stress on the merits of the theatre and the 

voices for the silenced minority in the play.  

After the success of Our Country’s Good, Wertenbaker received lots of critical 
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attention, mostly focusing on the themes of multivocality, mobility of identity and 

crossing the power structure. Such critics as Maya E. Roth in the introduction of 

International Dramaturgy: Translation & Transformations in the Theatre of 

Timberlake Wertenbaker has made comments on Wertenbaker: 

Her rigorous dialogues with tradition and contemporary audiences 

emerge as a guiding throughline across the plays; an artistic and 

political commitment to hearing the multivocality of traditions and 

sources aligns with her artistic and political commitment to hearing the 

multivocality of language and identity, plurality of culture and history. 

(12) 

Also, besides a space for the minority in the play, other scholars elaborate the issue on 

characters’ floating identity. Kate Bligh in “Oppositional Symmetries: An 

Anthropological Voyage through Our Country’s Good & The Poetics” points out 

Wertenbaker’s arrangement of “ambiguous beginning” leads to “(at least) four 

endings” (177) and of multiple and fluid setting of the characters, “instead of framing 

one perfect, unified history around a single protagonist, she interweaves the multiple, 

partial, and imperfect histories of a contradictory set of characters” (177). 

Wertenbaker praises the function of theatre and hopes the audience can interpret her  

plays through humanist reading, not through feminism. She thinks that women as well 

as men are confined to their socially constructed roles. Therefore, she hopes to 

overthrow the gender hierarchy which defines women as silenced and dominated 

objects while defining men as the representation of authority. She recognizes 

“feminism as humanism” and questions the authority “since most authority is male” in 

the interview with John L. DiGaetani (“Interview” 270). Accordingly, other critics put 

emphasis on the relationship between authority and the obedient, and on the 
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subversion of the social structure. Ann Wilson in her essay “Our Country's Good: 

Theatre, Colony and Nation in Wertenbaker's Adaptation of The Playmaker” states: 

as much as Wertenbaker wants to celebrate theatre as ‘a humanizing 

force’, the emendations which this project requires as she adapts The 

Playmaker to the stage suggest that the social function of theatre, while 

having the capacity to affirm human experience and generate social 

change, can as easily legitimize the social position of a dominant class 

(33).  

Wilson argues that compared with the original The Playmaker, Our Country’s Good 

puts the highlight on the humanity of the authority and self- development of the 

inferior. Also, Göksenin Abdal in “A Look into Authority and Obedience in 

Timberlake Wertenbaker’s Play Our Country’s Good” deciphers the hierarchy of the 

colony and collapse of the binary opposition. He suggests that Wertenbaker “breaks 

all the personal traits into pieces and surprises the readership with on-going changes 

in the identity and selfhood of the characters” (7). Our Country’s Good subverts the 

hierarchy between the officers and the criminals by reversing the position of the 

surveillants and the gazed through theatre given by the convicts. The officers become 

the audience intoxicated by the plot of the play while the criminals become the roles 

they play and achieve the reversal of the identities through acting.  

In a speech delivered at Georgetown University, Wertenbaker elaborated her  

thoughts on translation, adaptation and the original. When it comes to the “original,”  

she points out that in the 16th century, the definitions of “original” in the Oxford 

English Dictionary is “the act or fact of rising from something” and “beginning of 

existence in reference to its source or cause” (“First Thoughts on Transforming a 

Text” 37). According to Oxford English Dictionary, nowadays “original” is defined as 
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the “origin or source of something; from which something springs, proceeds, or is 

derived; primary” (“Original”). While present definition of the word puts emphasis on 

the idea of “primary,” the 16th-century definition suggests there is a source of the 

“original.” As Wertenbaker highlights the point that “an original can have a source; 

few plays appear from nothing; many use sources, such as historical events, other 

plays, or of course, in modern time, newspaper accounts” (“First Thoughts on 

Transforming a Text” 37).  

Many critics have paid attention to the playwright’s poetics of 

translation/adaptation and theatre in which her characters and audience float between 

outer play and inner play, history and story, the original and the adaptation, finally 

toward an openness and uncertainty of the ending. Positioned as a translator by critics 

and herself, Wertenbaker makes her works “move across so many borders—of epoch, 

genre, source, culture, language tradition, and nation,” and her “translational lens” 

(Roth 15) carries the original stories and history to the theatre. Wertenbaker herself 

also discusses that to translate is to “bear, convey or remove from one person, place or 

condition to another” (“First Thoughts on Transforming a Text” 35). Using the 

original works as her solid foundation, Wertenbaker “order[s] the chaos” (39) of the 

original to expect transformation not only of the play, but of the audience and the 

theatre. Due to her translation of myths, histories, and characters’ identities, the 

playwright fulfills “the task of the translator.” According to Walter Benjamin, 

translation is not “the sterile equation of two dead languages,” but “the maturing 

process of the original language” (“The Task of the Translator” 73). The “afterlife” 

(71) of the original suggests the continuous participation of history in translation, in 

which Wertenbaker gives the transformation and renewal of the original. Besides the 

translation and transformation, Wertenbaker in “First Thoughts on Transforming a 
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Text” has also mentioned that she does not agree to use the word “version” for her 

translation due to the word’s definition according to Oxford English Dictionary: “the 

particular form of a statement, account, report, etc., given by one person or party; an 

account resting upon limited authority or embodying a particular point of view” 

(“version”). She translates from the language she knows well in order to avoid 

smuggling her personal point of view in the translation. That is, Wertenbaker 

translates the original work into her theatre and successfully gives birth to its afterlife. 

However, the history told in the stories cannot be translated or adapted, but simulated. 

Wertenbaker in Our Country’s Good reproduces the colonial history in Australia 

according to The Playmaker, in which Thomas Keneally is inspired by the historical 

facts. Within the adaptations of the past scene, history is reduplicated in many 

“versions,” either in the novel’s version or in the play’s version. Therefore, according 

to Baudrillard, “history has retreated, leaving behind it an indifferent nebula, traversed 

by currents, but emptied of references” (“History: A Retro Scenario” 43). The loss of 

the original/history opens up “an age of simulation” (43). With the previous 

discussions in history, translation, original, the power structure, and the characters’ 

transformation in Wertenbaker’s theatre, I would like to bring up the power of 

simulation in the theatre. The theatre presents the visual images and signs from the 

operation of simulation of the origin. History, through circulation of rewriting, is 

simulated in theatre with the blurring distinction between history and story, fact and 

fiction. By reduplicating signs without origin in the theatre, simulation will provide a 

new prospective in Wertenbaker’s dramaturgy.   

II. Methodological Approach 

Critics mentioned above pave the way for readers to dig deeper into the border 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

DOI:10.6814/NCCU202001205

  

 

7 

 

crossing and fluid identities of the minority and the oppressed, leading to the final 

escape from authority. With Wertenbaker’s adaptation, Our Country’s Good receives 

critics’ focus on the playwright’s “dynamic exchange of translation, staging the 

reciprocal dialogue between source and receiving cultures” (Roth, “Introduction” 23). 

Translation is generally concerned with transformation, for its process and operation 

of form-changing among different languages. Accordingly, the initiation and essence 

of translation is the “simulation” of the original. The power of simulation working in 

the theatre which motivates transformation of the characters and the multiplicity and 

undecidability of the play should be put into the discussion. Using the original novel, 

The Playmaker, as foundation, and her application of history to Our Country’s Good, 

Wertenbaker combines history and story into the theatre. With the blurring binary 

opposition between fact and fiction, the playwright retells the history in a new version 

with her dramaturgy of simulation. In the play, the characters undergo identity 

transformation through boundary-crossing and the audience experience the history 

through the story within the hyperreality created by the theatre. The openness and 

undecidability will be accomplished in the theatre when the past is simulated and 

images in the hyperreal are represented. 

 By examining the interrelationship between the simulation and the original in the 

theatre, I will direct to the process of forming the simulacrum in Our Country’s Good 

and in the theatre. Furthermore, I will examine how the power of hyperreality leads 

the characters, either the oppressed or the authority, to their transformation of identity, 

and leaves uncertainty and openness in the end. Jean Baudrillard in Simulacra and 

Simulation points out his thought on history in the media: 

 Today, it is history itself that invades the cinema…. History is our lost 

referential, that is to say our myth. It is by virtue of this fact that it 
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takes the place of myths on the screen. The illusion would be to 

congratulate oneself on this “awareness of history on the part of 

cinema,” as one congratulated oneself on the “entrance of politics into 

the university.” (43) 

According to Baudrillard, history nowadays is only “nostalgia” (44) for modern 

people to reminisce about the lost referential due to its emptiness of substance, 

phantasmagorically presented cruelty and violence dominated by “retro politics,” 

which arise from history, “legalized in their superficial exercise” (43). Based on the 

colonial history in Australia, Our Country’s Good reproduces the violence and 

inhumanity in the first scene beginning with the whipping on the criminals. Executing 

whipping and hanging as threats for the criminals, the authority uses violence in order 

to educate the inferior and consolidate their power. However, the execution of 

punishment in the public paralyzes the convicts. Hence, hanging becomes a spectacle 

and the scaffold turns into a stage for the criminals, providing them with 

entertainment in the colony (Our Country’s Good 5). Through the exhibition of 

punishment, violence is proved to be “filtered cruelty” (“History: A Retro Scenario” 

44) for criminals, instead of becoming the political approach for the officers to rule 

the colony. For the sake of educating the criminal instead of intimidating them by 

violence, the Governor comes up with the more “humane” measure to dominate the 

colony—putting on a play performed by the criminals. Believing the merits of the 

theatre, the officers use culture and language to civilize the uneducated and the 

colony. Besides the cruelty, Wertenbaker also makes the prospect of the future colony 

with Governor Arthur Philip and other officers like Ralph Clark’s education on the 

criminals through theatre. Although the theatre works as an approach to civilization, it 

turns out to be a simulacrum created by the authority. For the authority, theatre, as a 
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form of cinema, according to Baudrillard, becomes not only a media for political 

trick, but a nostalgic reproduction of Greek theatre in order to fulfill the purpose of 

civilization. Nevertheless, under the domination of power of simulation, the criminals 

create their own theatre in the backstage. Through the theatre, they counter with the 

oppression given by the officers. The convicts break the binary opposition between 

the authority and the dominated, proving their gradual transformation and fighting 

against the officers through acting (Our Country’s Good 67). From whipping to 

performance, the criminals’ endings are not on the scaffold, but on the stage, voicing 

for their identities and individuality. Through the theatre, Wertenbaker tells the story 

to the audience within the thread of history. The interrelationship of history and story, 

past and present, intertwines the space of “hyperreality” in which the real (history) is 

replaced by a merely “hallucinatory resemblance” (story) (“The Precession of 

Simulacra” 23). That is, history becomes only as emptiness of substance, reduplicated 

by many contemporary versions in order to subvert the hierarchy within the power 

structure.     

Furthermore, Baudrillard divides the relationship between images and the real 

and the final establishment of simulacrum, into four phases: “it is the reflection of a 

profound reality; it masks and denatures a profound reality; it masks the absence of a 

profound reality; it has no relation to any reality whatsoever; it is its own pure 

simulacrum” (“The Precession of Simulacra” 11). In Our Country’s Good, the process 

of establishing a colony in Australia by the officers as the colonizers can also apply to 

the orders of building a simulacrum, with the colonizers’ desire to duplicate British 

Empire on a foreign land. In accordance with Baudrillard’s map-without-territory 

metaphor, the officers will build another “Tyburn” (Our Country’s Good 4), which is 

the principal place for execution of London criminals, to execute “English law” (Our 
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Country’s Good 4) on this land. The British colonizers draw an English map on 

Australian territory which “no longer precedes the map, nor survives it. Henceforth, it 

is the map that precedes the territory” (“The Precession of Simulacra” 1). Aside from 

bringing the British culture and language to the colony, the officers also set up a 

theatre for the criminals in order to realize civilization in the colony. With the 

repetition of rehearsals, doing the play is on the track of simulating. Adam Robert in 

Fredric Jameson believes the power of media simulating the real and then creating the 

images for the audience: “where the war appears to us as if it were happening on 

television rather than in real life; where newspapers report the goings-on of soap 

opera characters as if they were real because people care more for the ‘artificial’ 

characters of soap operas than for their own neighbours” (127-128). Accordingly, 

watching the history through theatre will locate oneself in the simulacrum created by 

the stage. 

In the thesis, I will reinforce my analysis with the aid of Jean Baudrillard’s 

theory of simulacra and simulation. By breaking the binary opposition between men 

and women, criminals and authorities, and the colonizers and the colonized, 

Wertenbaker builds a simulacrum in the theatre and creates a hyperreality, in which 

the characters undergo their transformation of identities in the reproducing of history. 

Accordingly, in terms of Baudrillard’s theory, this thesis will explore the phase of 

formation and operation of the simulacrum in the play and theatre, and its 

transformative power imposed on the characters on or off the stage.  

III. Chapter Organization  

This thesis will be divided into four chapters. Chapter One will be the 

introductory chapter of the research methodology, the fundamental ideas of this thesis. 
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I will try to develop the theoretical framework to explore Our Country’s Good with 

the aids of critics’ previous research on the translation/adaptation and with 

Baudrillard’s theory of simulation.    

Following the step of the previous chapter, Chapter Two will look into the 

feature of translation, adaptation and simulation as the form of rewriting in history. 

Also, the history of simulacra, including Baudrillard’s definition and interrogation of 

simulacra and the phases of the formation of simulacrum in the play will be 

elaborated in this chapter. The establishment of the simulacrum in the theatre, blurring 

boundary between fact and fiction, history and story, under the power of simulation 

will be examined in Baudrillardian reading so as to analyze Wertenbaker’s dramaturgy 

in the subsequent chapters.  

Chapter Three, the simulacrum of the authorities and the inferiority and their 

interrelationship will be the center of the discussion. In Our Country’s Good, the 

power structure dominated by the officers strengthens the political spectrum in the 

colony with help of violence and punishment. The theatre is merely a strategy applied 

by the authorities. In the name of education and humility, the authorities through the 

theatre create the Utopia in the model of the British Empire. The colony found by the 

authorities in Australia is proven to be a simulation of British Empire, reduplicating 

the culture and language in order to set up another empire. For the convicts in the 

play, the process of doing a play, from backstage to stage, gives rise to their final 

transformation of identities and subversion of the power structure. Also, for the 

audience, the application of the play within the play and cross-dressing of the 

actors/actresses in the play lead the viewers to hyperreality. The operation of 

implosion in theatre, the actors/actresses and the audience, and the story and history 

entrap both the characters and the audience in the oscillation of the real and simulated 
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spaces.  

In Chapter Four, the final section of the thesis, I will reach the conclusion that 

with Baudrillard’s device of simulacrum, Wertenbaker’s recombination and 

representation of the colony’s past, reorganizes the history and story together and 

present her characters and audience a hyperreality in which the binary opposition is 

overthrown and the transformation of identities is in progress.  

IV. Contribution 

 The critics mentioned above tend to center the discussion on Wertenbaker’s 

translation or adaptation of the original works and on transformation on her characters 

and audience brought by theatre. These critical discussions mainly concern about “the 

task of the translator” in the playwright, with her multiple cultural background. Her 

translations and adaptions from history and myth give birth to the maturing process of 

the original and the afterlife. However, either translation or adaption cannot illustrate 

or truly reproduce the past scene. History reduplicates itself, “plagiarizes itself, 

recopies itself, remakes its classics, retroactivates its original myths,” (“History: A 

Retro Scenario” 47) instead of being translated because it has become stories in plenty 

of versions delivered in contemporary by novels, theatre and cinema. With 

Baudrillard’s theory of simulacrum and simulation, I would concentrate my research 

on simulation in Our Country’s Good. Simulation is generally considered as a 

negative phenomenon in which images totally replace the original. However, I would 

like to argue that simulation can be a transformative power in the theatre due to the 

disappearance of binary opposition in hyperreality, a space everything can be 

inverted. The theatre, in the name of education presenting and repeating history, 

becomes the authorities’ strategy of domination. Nevertheless, the simulation 
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presented by the theatre through the accumulation of images provides the opportunity 

for the collapse of the power structure. In the theatre, the dominated can reverse their 

position into the dominators through rehearsing and acting, the inferior can be on the 

top of the social hierarchy through simulating the history, and the both sexes can cross 

the boundary of genders through cross-dressing. Reading Wertenbaker’s plays in the 

light of rewriting, I try to initiate a new thread of thought, building a simulacrum in 

Our Country’s Good in order to explain Wertenbaker’s dramaturgy in her historical 

plays with new perspective.  
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Chapter Two  

Simulation in the Theatre 

I. Introduction 

 Applying existing events to her plays, Timberlake Wertenbaker provides history 

with multiplicity of decipherments. With these source materials, Wertenbaker 

“transforms” them into her theatre with “dynamic continuum” and “mutuality” in 

Mary E. Roth’s words (“Introduction” 25) between the original work and the so-called 

translation and adaptation by critics. To relocate the history in the postmodern era, the 

concept of adaptation and translation should be reexamined from a new perspective. 

In his Translation and Rewriting in the Age of Post-Translation Studies, Edwin 

Gentzler suggests that “all writing is rewriting, or better said, a rewriting of a 

rewriting of a rewriting” (10). In the postmodern age, an age of media, there has been 

no origin or source because everything is copied and rewritten the history “in a 

continual and mutually informing process” (11). In this sense, the traditional theory of 

translation is challenged due to its fixed “sources and targets or senders and receivers” 

(11). Translation, under the postmodern discourse, should transform itself into a new 

form of rewriting, which is “more willing to branch out to consider adaptations in arts, 

film, music, television, and theater” (12). Our Country’s Good, which is based on The 

Playmaker, is considered an adaptation or the cross-cultural translation of novel into 

play. According to Walter Benjamin’s translation theory, since translation “comes later 

than the original” (“The Task of the Translator” 71), the former motivates “a 

transformation and a renewal” of the latter, which undergo “a maturing process” (73). 

In this process, the relationship between the original and the translation establishes on 

the exchange of something symbolizing which is “the finite products of language” and 
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“something symbolized,” the core of the language (79). The capacity of translation, in 

Benjamin’s words, is “to turn the symbolizing into the symbolized itself” (80). 

Wertenbaker’s plays do continue the afterlife of the original works and the history by 

ensure their continual involvement in the theatre. However, in the procedure of 

transforming languages into the theatre, the fixed affiliation between signifier and the 

signified is unravelled and reduced into only a set of images or signs. Signs or images, 

which are initially the elements of the symbolizing, undergo the successive phases in 

Jean Baudrillard’s theory and finally become only the symbolized in the “pure 

simulacrum” (“The Precession of Simulacra” 6). In this sense, Wertenbaker’s theatre, 

“the hyperrealism of simulation,” “is translated by the hallucinatory resemblance of 

the real” (23). The original works or historical facts (the real) which Wertenbaker uses 

in her plays are transformed into a simulacrum full of “hallucinatory resemblance” 

(signs) reduplicating the real in the theatre. 

Therefore, in this chapter, I will explore the relationship between simulation and 

translation or adaptation in Wertenbaker’s theatre. Also, I will further make the point 

that in the playwright’s “translation” or “adaptation” of the original works or history 

into the play will go through Baudrillard’s “the successive phases of the image” (“The 

Precession of Simulacra” 6) to eventually become a simulacrum by simulating the 

real. 

II. Simulation of History  

 With the multicultural background and life experience, Wertenbaker draws 

attention to the theme of multivocality, containing the utterance of different identities 

from various historical backgrounds. In Our Country’s Good, the playwright branches 

out multiple narratives for the characters, including the officers, convicts and the 
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Aborigine, instead of focusing on one particular character, distinct from the original 

novel.1 Each of them has his or her own history and story to tell. In the frame of 

multivocality, history, to Wertenbaker, is “something changeable, depending on what 

language you use to address” (“Dancing with History” 21). Our Country’s Good, set 

in 1787, opens the scene with the First Fleet’s voyage out for the expansion of British 

Empire. By bringing up the theme of journey, the playwright makes diverse cultures, 

languages, perspectives, hierarchy and even past and present interweave in a territory. 

The establishment of the colony in the other exotic land signifies the enforcement of 

one history upon the other. Wertenbaker’s dramaturgy of bringing the historical events 

to the present stage investigates contemporary problems through historical plays.2 As 

Sophie Bush in The Theatre of Timberlake Wertenbaker indicates that Wertenbaker in 

this play “draw[s] parallels between the politics of crime and punishment in the 1780s 

and the 1980s, carving political metaphor out of historical narrative” (144). 

Reexamining colonialism or imperialism of the 18th-Century British Empire in 20th 

century, Wertenbaker probes into political and historical dimensions in postmodern 

 
1 In The Playmaker, Thomas Keneally puts the emphasis on the perspective of the officers, especially  

Ralph Clark, and sheds the light on the consolidation of the colonialization. In The Theatre of  

Timberlake Wertenbaker, Sophie Bush disserts this kind of narrative giving “a narrow context to the  

convict production” (154). On the other hand, in Our Country’s Good, Wertenbaker focuses on “the  

histories and experiences of everyone involved in making The Recruiting Officer” (154). 

2 In Liza Lorenz’s interview with Wertenbaker about another play Jefferson’s Garden (2015), the   

playwright shows her intention to applying history to her theatre when she was asked the question: 

“You also seem drawn to historical subjects. As an artist, do you prefer them over depicting modern  

events and why?” Wertenbaker gave the response that history as a metaphor is used by the playwrights 

and gives them inspiration to probe into the contemporary problems. Wertenbaker accordingly 

expresses contemporary problems in America in Jefferson’s Garden by mentioning a deep contradiction 

at the heart of the notion of freedom in American revolution. It seemed to Wertenbaker that “this 

particular moment in American history is when the fault lines were laid, when the definition of freedom 

was corrupted. These are fault lines we suffer from today” (Lorenz). 
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era, in which the power relationship between authority and the dominated still 

operates, yet cracks begin to appear.  

 According Baudrillard’s discourse in Simulacra and Simulation, history is only 

“our lost referential” (“History: A Retro Scenario” 43) and resurrects “in force on the 

screen” (43), providing nostalgia and the “awareness of history on the part of cinema” 

(43) for contemporary people. In the era of mass media, the track of history which 

was previously recorded in print or orally, is now retrospective and further 

manipulable by the cinema/theatre. History presented in the cinema/theatre, in the 

process of transforming the form from language to images, from reality to fiction, 

turns out to be pieces of his/her stories in front of the audience. Under the scrutiny of 

contemporary period, the story reduplicates and resembles the history; the fiction 

represents and mimics the facts. The blurring boundary between history and story 

suggests the disappearance of “historical real” (45) and the replacement of “the 

hyperreal” which “is an invocation of resemblance, but at the same time the flagrant 

proof of the disappearance of objects in their very representation” (45).3 Hence, in the 

light of history as a lost referential and “emptied of references” (43), Baudrillard calls 

the era, in which the real extinguishes and is substituted by the hyperreal, “an age of 

simulation” (43). 

 When producing Our Country’s Good, in addition to Keneally’s The Playmaker, 

Wertenbaker does plenty of historical research. The factual texts include Robert 

Hughes's The Fatal Shore (1986), the realistic rendering of the adverse conditions of 

 
3 Baudrillard here points out the similarity between the relationship of “the historical real” and “the 

hyperreal” and the relationship of “the classical figuration of the real” and “neofiguration in painting” 

(“History: A Retro Scenario” 45) due to the evcocation of resemblance and the dissolvement of the 

objects (45). According to Gentzler, in the theory of post-translation, the feature of rewriting also 

characterizes translation or transformation of another art form like painting, music, film or theatre 

copied and pasted countlessly.   
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the convicts and the penal colony, Henry Mayhew's London Labour and the London 

Poor (1851), recording the condition of the London working class in Victorian era, 

and also the diaries of the First Fleet officers. Placing historical sources and materials 

into the theatre, the playwright replaces the reality with the hyperreal factors which 

compose a simulacrum in theatre. For history is taken over by story, fact by fiction, in 

Baudrillard’s language, a hyperreality is created in the “models of a real without 

origin or reality” (“The Precession of Simulacra” 2). The audience receive the images 

and signs delivered by the media in a filter, through which “nostalgia endlessly 

accumulates” (“History: A Retro Scenario” 44). The war, the violence and the 

revolution in the brutality of history are retrospected by the contemporary in the 

“awareness of history on the part of cinema” (43). Baudrillard refers to this awareness 

as “retro fascination” through filtered lens of cinema/theatre: “everything is 

equivalent and is mixed indiscriminately in the same morose and funereal exaltation” 

(44). The theorist’s word chosen: “retro,” is defined as “[a] style characterized by 

imitation or revival of something from the past” (“Retro”) by Oxford English 

Dictionary. The essence of retro is the copy of the history, or can be regarded as the 

rearrangement of the reality. The cinema/theatre reorganizes and represents the 

historical reality in order to show present’s reminiscence and nostalgia of the past 

which becomes a myth “traversed by currents” in “an indifferent nebula” (43). Here, 

representation, or the referential of history is engulfed by simulation of the reality. 

Baudrillard points out the power and influence of simulation by comparing 

representation with simulation:  

Representation stems from the principle of the equivalence of the sign 

and of the real. Simulation, on the contrary, stems from the Utopia of 

the principle of equivalence, from the radical negation of the sign as 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

DOI:10.6814/NCCU202001205

  

 

20 

 

value, from the sign as the reversion and death sentence of every 

reference. Whereas representation attempts to absorb simulation by 

interpreting it as a false representation, simulation envelops the whole 

edifice of representation itself as a simulacrum (“The Precession of 

Simulacra” 6). 

In the light of this statement, the cinema/theatre which makes the past resurrect is a 

simulacrum, a simulation of history. In the theatre, the playwright carries the real fact 

with the fabricated plot into the historical play, in which the real and the unreal 

become blurred and forms the reality for the audience. As Baudrillard cites from 

Ecclesiastes in the very beginning of Simulacra and Simulation that “[t]he 

simulacrum is never what hides the truth—it is truth that hides the fact that there is 

none” (1), the simulated history in the theatre is the truth without the origin of the real 

because of the reduplicated history in numerous narratives. 

 Accordingly, within the framework of history and story, Our Country’s Good, 

simulates the history and shapes a simulacrum of the theatre. In the first scene of the 

play, the cruel punishment presents to the audience with the counting of the whippings 

on the convict (Our Country’s Good 3). The bloody scenario of violence on the First 

Fleet in 1780s is reproduced through the theatre in 1980s and after. The punishment to 

the convicts in the colonial era was a political and manipulative approach for the 

authority to rule the colonized at first. However, this political means represented to 

the contemporary through the stage becomes only “[t]he illusion as one congratulated 

oneself on the ‘entrance of politics into the university’” (“History: A Retro Scenario” 

43). The contemporary audience are indoctrinated in the manufactured memory with 

the true historical memory evaded on the premise that the conditioning of the threat of 

penalty in 1780s will never occur once again. The violence through filter lens on the 
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stage, which is described by Baudrillard as “filtered cruelty” (44) turns into a retro 

aesthetics.4  

 Moreover, apart from the accounts of the authority and the convicts, the narrative 

of the aboriginal Australian penetrates throughout the play, from Scene Two to the last 

scene. The invasion of the British Empire and their establishment of the colony in the 

land become “dreams” for the aborigine. On the arrival of the convict fleet, the 

Aborigine describes that “it is a dream which has lost its way” (Our Country’s Good 

4). Not until the end of the play does the Aborigine realize that “this is not a dream at 

all” (85). The dream of the Aborigine is actually the historical reality happening in 

their land. History is simulated in the dreamscape by piling up the signs and images. 

In the last scene of the play, the Aborigine figures out that the dream is not a dream, 

but a simulacrum of the historical facts about the violence and exploitation, more 

realistic than the real. The reason why Wertenbaker uses the framework of dream to 

carry out the narrative of the silenced aborigine can be explained by Baudrillard’s 

theory about signs in simulacrum: “[a]s long as the historical threat came at it from 

the real, power played at deterrence and simulation, disintegrating all the 

contradictions by dint of producing equivalent signs” (“The Precession of Simulacra” 

22). I will go deeply into the Baudrillard’s concept about signs in the next section 

(section III, Chapter Two). 

 As a result, history brought to the theatre will become a simulacrum “of the 

pastiche of the stereotypical past, endows present reality and the openness of present 

history with the spell and distance of a glossy mirage” (Jameson, Postmodernism, or 

 
4 Baudrillard points out that people retrospect the war or the political movement in the past through the 

screen is not for political purpose but for nostalgia “because one is no longer there, because one is in 

something else.” Therefore, the history, especially the violent ones, “can again become fascinating in 

its filtered cruelty, aestheticized by retro” (“History: A Retro Scenario” 44).  
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the Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism 76-77)5 through the postmodern lens. Our 

Country’s Good, as a story presented in postmodern age with reproduction of British 

colonial history, creates a simulacrum in the theatre by rewriting and rearranging the 

history in the plot. Through the filtered lens, the audience are manipulated by the 

hyperreal which is “the empty figure of resemblance” or “the empty form of 

representation” of the real. (“History: A Retro Scenario” 45). The theatre is “a gigantic 

simulacrum—not unreal, but a simulacrum, that is to say never exchanged for the real, 

but exchanged for itself, in an uninterrupted circuit without reference or 

circumference” (“The Precession of Simulacra” 6). The play itself is a simulation of 

history because it is real and unreal simultaneously. History is a device for 

Wertenbaker to create a simulacrum in the theatre along with the playwright’s 

dramaturgy. By rewriting the original work into her play, Wertenbaker fills the theatre 

with the signs of history originating from texts. Therefore, along with Baudrillard’s 

concept of history, I will go further into the argument that translation/adaptation in the 

theatre is the simulation of the original in the next section. 

III.  Translation, Adaptation or Simulation in the Theatre  

 Wertenbaker in “First Thoughts on Transforming a Text” brings up her idea 

about translation which “not only changes something, but also moves it, displaces it” 

(35). Her translation works include the exchange between two different languages and 

the transformation of a genre to the other. Roth in “Engaging Cultural Translations: 

Timberlake Wertenbaker’s History Plays from New Anatomies to After Darwin” 

celebrates the playwright’s dynamic translation in the theatre with “cross-cultural 

 
5 Fredric Jameson in his Postmodernism, or the Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism also mentions   

contemporary people view history from a distance through a glossy mirage, which shares similarity to 

Baudrillard’s idea of “nostalgia” and “filtered cruelty” in history (“History: A Retro Scenario” 44). 
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translation, and transformation, of history, and today” (167). From focusing on the 

singular narrative to subjectifying the objectified in plural perspectives, from basing 

on a historical fiction to diversifying into cross-cultural narratives (166), 

Wertenbaker’s plays successfully transform the original work and “carry or convey to 

heaven without death” (qtd. in “First Thoughts on Transforming a Text” 35). The 

translation continues the afterlife of the original work or history by “a maturing 

process” of words with fixed meaning (Benjamin 73). In the point of view of a 

translator, the endowment of the new meaning to the original remarks the liberation 

from the system of language, which consists of the signified and signifier. In 

Benjamin’s words, relieving the tie of linguistic elements, “to turn the symbolizing 

into the symbolized itself, to regain pure language fully formed from the linguistic 

flux” is the power of translation (Benjamin 79). On the other hand, in Baudrillard’s 

language, the essence of translation “to turn the symbolizing into the symbolized” 

indicates to turn the signified and signifier, which are the factors of the symbolizing, 

into signs and images, which are the targets of symbolization in language system.  

Baudrillard’s theory of simulacrum, in which the simulation is the generation by 

models of a real without origin in reality, indicates the “substituting the signs of the 

real for the real” (“The Precession of Simulacra” 2). The signs of the real declare the 

end of all referentials, history or the original, and the simultaneous inauguration of the 

era of simulation by “artificial resurrection in the systems of signs” (2). The signs 

become the truth in the absence of the real and the vacancy of the referentials in a 

simulacrum.6 Translation can be considered as semiotics by the similarity in 

 
6 The idea of the “hyperreal” is explained by Baudrillard as a state of the real “concealing the fact that 

the real is no longer real” (12) in a simulacrum. A hyperreal evades from the divergence between the 

real and the imaginary but becomes more real without the real—“empty figure of resemblance, the 

empty form of representation” (45).  
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exchange of texts and signs. Benjamin’s notion about the core of translation is to 

represent the “very nucleus of the pure language” by “[turning] the symbolizing into 

the symbolized itself” (Benjamin 79). Through the process of the transformation from 

the signified and signifier, the fixed connection in language system, into the signs 

(“nucleus of the pure language”), translation is the interpretation of signs and the 

simulation of the source. 

 In another work, The Illusion of the End (1994), Baudrillard discusses the 

problem that the contemporary experience the past in process of “reviewing 

everything, rewriting everything, restoring everything” (12). The theorist points out 

the present is re-compiling the track of the past in order to form “the real” orbit of 

history. Baudrillard concludes that “[e]verywhere we live in a universe strangely 

similar to the original—things are doubled by their own scenario, which is “more 

authentic” in the light of their model (“The Precession of Simulacra” 11). Rewriting 

and regenerating the original creates images of preceding images with the 

disappearance of the real. Therefore, in this sense, translation and adaptation, serving 

as the rewriting and doubling of the previous works, generate layers of copies and 

images. Edwin Gentzler draws a parallel between translation and history by pointing 

out they both circulate rather than originate (Translation and Rewriting in the Age of 

Post-translation Studies 11).7 In the age of copy and reproducing in media, 

transforming the novel into the stage or adapting from the original work in the theatre, 

 
7 Edwin Gentzler juxtaposes the translation with the rewriting under the light of postmodern discourse. 

For people now in the new era of media, “texts have become easier to copy and paste” and “art, music, 

film, and translations been easier to search, scan, reproduce, and send. There can be no doubt that 

taking an existing text and copying, pasting, tweaking, tweeting, cropping, and recaptioning have taken 

translation and rewriting to a new level.” In what he calls the “post-translation,” translation in the 

twenty- first century features the characteristics of the awareness of “unlimited semiotic chain” and 

decision making of the terms and form (11-12).  
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the source or the original is doomed to be circulated and be absent in the process of 

rewriting.  

 By transforming the genre of the novel into the theatre, from the fixed language 

system to the boundlessness of signs, the original goes through the process of 

simulacrum establishment with the total replacement of the real by images. 

Baudrillard elaborates the process of the usurping the reality by signs in the 

simulacrum into four phases of the image: 

it is the reflection of a profound reality; 

it masks and denatures a profound reality; 

it masks the absence of a profound reality; 

it has no relation to any reality whatsoever; 

it is its own pure simulacrum. (“The Precession of Simulacra” 6) 

In the first stage, image still serves as the representation in “a good appearance” (6) 

and a reflection of the reality. In the second stage, image begins to show in “evil 

appearance” which covers the reality. Further moving on to the third stage, the image 

conceals the absence and the vacancy of the reality, attempting to be the appearance 

of the real itself. The final stage is the stage of a pure simulacrum, in which the reality 

is totally engulfed by the image doing nothing with “the order of appearances, but of 

simulation” (6). The process of bringing the written words in fiction to the 

performance in theatre undergoes Baudrillard’s four phases of image. If the historical 

document is at first a reflection of history, after being translated or adapted into a play 

with the intermingling of history and story, the play based on the original work will 

become only a simulation with the absent reality taken over by images and signs in 

the theatre. Theatre provides the audience with visual signs on stage. According to 

Keir Elam, he in The Semiotics of Theatre and Drama explains that the theatre is built 
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up by visual signs due to the similitude of the reality in performance. He observes that 

“the stage radically transforms all objects and bodies defined within it, bestowing 

upon them an overriding signifying power which they lack—or which at least is less 

evident—in their normal social function” (“Foundations: Signs in the Theatre” 5). 

Hence, the theatre, as a simulacrum, generates signs by simulating the real and 

presents to the audience in the space built of hyperreality. 

 It is the cinema/theatre that the history invades and finds a refuge by reproducing 

“the same scenario” (“History: A Retro Scenario” 43). In this thesis, I put the theatre 

into Baudrillard reading of cinema because they both feature the type of rewriting and 

the performance with images. The theatre also has an inseparable relationship with 

images. In the theorist’s article “The Evil Demon of Images and the Precession,” 

Baudrillard points out the power of images in media:  

From the fact that images ultimately have no finality and proceed by 

total contiguity, infinitely multiplying themselves according to an 

irresistible epidemic process which no one today can control, our 

world has become truly infinite, or rather exponential by means of 

images. (194) 

Copied in plurality, images invade the reality and “become more real than real” (195). 

In this sense, the “cinema itself becomes more cinema than cinema” (195) because the 

cinema is “fascinated by itself as a lost object as much as it (and we) are fascinated by 

the real as a lost referent” (“History: A Retro Scenario” 47). As a result, consisting of 

images and signs, as a form of cinema, the theatre reduplicates itself by multiple 

rehearsals in the backstage and repeating performances on the stage, “plagiarises and 

copies itself, remakes its classics, retroactivates its original myths” (47) and attempts 

to make the copy more perfect than the original in the aesthetic technique. Instead of 
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re-presenting the perfect reality, the theatre creates only the copy of copy of the real in 

endless simulation.8 Although Baudrillard in his discourse emphasizes the successive 

precession of images which occurs in the cinema, Wertenbaker’s theatre also focus on 

accumulation of images and manipulation between the real and the illusion. History, 

re-represented and rewritten by Wertenbaker’s dramaturgy in Our Country’s Good, 

has been utilized by the authorities as the political strategy, but at the same time 

endowed the inferiority with various narratives. Furthermore, in the play, Wertenbaker 

arranges the two rehearsals set in both Act One and Act Two respectively and ends the 

play with the beginning of the performance of The Recruiting Officers. Without 

presenting the whole performance of the convicts’ theatre, the playwright highlights 

the reappearance of the same scenario in the theatre through rehearsals which lead the 

uncertainty of the final performance. The theatre, a simulacrum of historical 

reproduction combining with the real and the imaginary, begins the new loop of 

repetition of images and the uncertain ending.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
8 This idea is derived from Plato’s “The Allegory of the Cave.” Adam Roberts in his Fredric Jameson   

gives the definition of the simulacrum by mention its deriving from “the writings of the ancient Greek 

philosopher Plato, who thought the whole world was simply the copy of a better, purer world that 

existed on some other level of being” (127). Plato raises the idea that the world we live in is the copy of 

the perfect world, a simulacrum in which the boundary between images and reality is vague with their 

coexistence. However, in the age of media, now we live in the copies of the simulacrum instead of a 

copy of the real world in the process of reduplicating.      
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Chapter Three 

 

Theatre of the Simulacrum 

I. Introduction 

With the rewriting of history and the simulation of the original, a simulacrum is 

built in the theatre composed of signs and images. Baudrillard mentions the blurred 

distinction between the reality and the imaginary in the simulacrum. John Lechte in 

The Baudrillard’s Dictionary defines the simulacrum as “a kind of truth implies the 

transcendence of the imaginary” (104). The simulacrum in the theatre with the 

interweaving of the fact and fiction is more real than the reality. Along with the 

production of the simulacral truth, the postmodern theatre which recollects the past 

from the contemporary perspective brings the rebirth of the historical memory. 

According to Marvin Carlson, the memory presented by the present stage finds the 

way to adjust and modify itself in a totally new discourse:  

  Theatre, as a simulacrum of the cultural and historical process  

itself, seeking to depict the full range of human actions within their 

physical context, has always provided society with the most tangible 

records of its attempts to understand its own operations. It is the 

repository of cultural memory, but, like the memory of each individual, 

it is also subject to continual adjustment and modification as the 

memory is recalled in new circumstances and contexts. (2) 

In this perspective, the concept of the “afterlife” (Benjamin 71) put forward by Walter 

Benjamin realizes in the theatre. Although Baudrillard’s simulacrum shows a 

relatively pessimistic dimension in the postmodern age, mourning for the death of the 

subject and the loss of the reference in the age of media, the simulacrum in the theatre 
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reproduces another theatre by copying and pasting the signs and images on stage. As 

Herbert Blau observes that what in the theatre is the recycling between “the illusions 

of theatre and the realities of the world” (“Letting Be Be Finale of Seem” 62).9As a 

simulacrum, the theatre circulates itself between the reality and the images, “never 

exchanged for the real, but exchanged for itself, in an uninterrupted circuit without 

reference or circumference” (“The Precession of Simulacra” 6). Consequently, Our 

Country’s Good, in the simulacrum of the theatre, provides another theatre, also 

another simulacrum because of the play within the play, The Recruiting Officer, and 

“exchanges for itself” (6) in the loop of simulating.  

 In this chapter, I will explore further into Our Country’s Good, a theatre created 

by the simulacrum of the theatre. In order to elaborate the power relationship between 

the superior (the officers) and the inferior (the convicts and the Aborigine), the 

discussion will be divided into two parts. In the play, the simulacrum created by the 

authority to consolidate the power in the name of education is simulated again by the 

convicts’ theatre by presenting the power of simulation in the process of rehearsal and 

performance which is full of images. In the circulation of history and story, 

Wertenbaker’s dramaturgy of repetition of the past, as Sheila Rabillard mentions in 

 
9 Herbert Blau, known as a director and the theoretician in performance, shows his meditation on 

theatre with metaphors of life: “What is being repeated in the tautological cycle of performance—

replay, reenactment, restoration, the play within the play within—is the memory of the origin of the 

memory which is being solicited and resisted” (The Eye of Prey: Subversions of the Postmodern 174). 

With the same notion of circulation between life (the real) and theatre (the fiction), Blau’s language of 

recycling between “the illusions of theater and the realities of the world” (“Letting Be Be Finale of 

Seem” 62) shares the similarity with Baudrillard’s simulation of the real. Blau observes that “in life 

there is nothing but theater” in which the subject is “the disappearance of theater” or “the appearances 

from which theater is made and upon which it reflects” (“Letting Be Be Finale of Seem” 62). The 

endless reflection and simulation of the life (fact) into the images in the theatre make it reproduce 

itself, “plagiarises and copies itself” (“History: A Retro Scenario” 47).  
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“Translation the Past: Theatrical and Historical Repetition in Wertenbaker’s The 

Break of Day” that “her bonding of the (re-)production of theatre, individual, and 

society” (136) gives the rebirth to the history with the possibility of the new 

explanation. Within the historical and cultural context, Wertenbaker’s dramaturgy of 

recoding historical accounts and the original work in her theatre transits the past to the 

present stage and brings the afterlife of the history. 

II. Simulacrum of the Authorities 

 In Act One, Our Country’s Good begins with a British convict ship’s voyage out 

for Australia. In the 18th Century, the power of overseas navigation and travelling built 

solid foundation for the expansion of the British Empire. The voyage from one to 

another land sets up the hierarchical relationship between the power and the weak in 

two lands. Yi-chin Shih in “Travel and Empire in Wertenbaker's Our Country's Good” 

observes that “travel not only conveys imperial discourse but also makes the 

establishment of a colony overseas possible” (3). In order to realize empire’s ideal 

“Utopia” in the colony, the colonizers reestablish the empire in the land of the 

colonized with the dominating perspective, language, culture and law. The need to 

highlight the legitimacy of the self distinct from the illegitimacy of the other leads the 

process of colonization and the implement of imperial ambition. 

 The first step to colonize is to draw a map of the colony from the empire’s 

perspective. In the play, after the British officers reach the land of Australia, the 

discussion about ruling the colony and the convicts is raised among the officers: 

PHILIP. Was it necessary to cross fifteen thousand miles of ocean to erect 

another Tyburn? 

TENCH. I should think it would make the convicts feel at home. 
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COLLINS. This land is under English law. (4) 

Tyburn, as a place for execution of criminals in the British Empire, is rebuilt in the 

penal colony by the officers to punish and control the convicts. To bring the English 

mechanism of penalty and discipline to the colonial land is to draw an English map on 

the Australian territory. In Baudrillard’s allegory of map-and-territory, he disserts that 

map, as an image reflecting the objectivity of the territory, “precedes the territory” 

(“The Precession of Simulacra” 1) and becomes the production of simulation of the 

territory. Map, the hyperreal, is taken as the real overlapping on the territory, the 

object of the reality. Thus, drawing a map over the land is the realization of 

imperialism of the “present-day simulators” who “attempt to make the real, all of the 

real, coincide with their models of simulation” (2). As Tyburn is drawn as a sign on 

the map of the colony in British officer’s blueprint, the British Empire turns into a 

model of the real, rebuilt and simulated in the foreign land, in which the simulacrum 

is established by the colonizers, the authority. 

 To transplant English “Tyburn” to the colony, the dominators carry on with 

mapping the territory. In Act One, Scene Seven, Midshipman Harry Brewer goes 

rowing with Duckling Smith. In this scene, an authority leads the rowing and 

introduces the realization of the imperial images in the colony to a convict.  

            HARRY. It's almost beginning to look like a town. Look, Duckling,  

                  there's the Captain's house. I can see him in his garden. 

            […] 

            HARRY. There's Lientenant Dawes' observatory. Why don't you 

                  look, Duckling? 

            […] 

            HARRY. I thought you'd enjoy rowing to Ralph's island. I thought it           
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                  would remind you of rowing on the Thames. […] (27-28) 

Harry observes that the officers’ construction in the colony which is “almost 

beginning to look like the town” (27) by showing Duckling the “Captain’s house,” 

“Lieutenant Dawes’ observatory” and “Ralph’s island” (27-28). The dominators build 

the microcosm of England. The profile of the colony is drawn by the simulators with 

objectifying the images of England, which reproduces “Thames” while mapping the 

land. Furthermore, the colony, called Sydney, is named after “the Home Secretary” 

(27) who is an important political role in England. The ambitious project of the map 

painters collecting and reduplicating the miniature components of the Empire in the 

colony attempts to “make the real, all of the real, coincide with their models of 

simulation” (“The Precession of Simulacra” 2). The colony regenerates the images of 

the Empire, the real which vanishes the process of reproducing, and becomes a true 

simulacrum.  

 To create a Utopia “of the map coextensive with the territory and double it in its 

entirety” (Baudrillard, “The Beaubourg Effect: Implosion and Deterrence” 71) in the 

colony, the simulators play with and manipulate signs and images of positiveness, 

prospect and freedom, in the new country. An American Utopia, Disneyland, is taken 

as an ideal model of presenting the orders of a simulacrum by Baudrillard. Presenting 

“the social microcosm” and “miniaturized pleasure” (“The Precession of Simulacra” 

12) of America, Disneyland becomes a micromation of the reality. The distinction 

between the imaginary and the real is concealed when the reality is rebuilt in the 

hyperreal. Baudrillard observes that “Disneyland exists in order to hide that it is the 

‘real’ country, all of ‘real’ America that is Disneyland” (12). The world of Disneyland 

makes the imaginary become true with the hyperreal resemblance of the reality. 

Therefore, the American Utopia “is neither true nor false,” but “a deterrence machine 
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set up in order to rejuvenate the fiction of the real” (13). In this sense, the authorities 

build a simulacrum in the theatre which includes the dissolvement between the real 

and the imaginary and the epitome of the British Empire in order to re-present their 

ideal Utopia. With the vagueness of real-imaginary division, the theatre is a 

simulacrum produced by the authority in the political discourse. In Our Country’s 

Good, the officers including Governor Arthur Philip and Ralph Clark decide to set up 

a community of humanity and freedom, rather than the one of cruelty and penalty by 

conducting an experiment in the theatre to civilize the convicts. In Act One, Scene 

Six, the authorities have a discussion in the merits of the theatre. Some of the officers 

regard the experiment a waste of time because of the criminals’ unreclaimable nature; 

nevertheless, the Governor points out that the theatre is “an expression of civilization” 

and a platform for the “speaking a refined, literate language and expressing 

sentiments of a delicacy” for the convicts (Our Country’s Good 23). By referring to 

the Greek theatre, Governor Phillip makes the claim that the theatre is the presence of 

the “all social virtues” (24). Wertenbaker makes a shift from Keneally’s novel by 

rewriting the characters in the play. She refigures the British officers as benevolent 

and enlightened figures different from the original character setting in The Playmaker 

to highlight the social function of the theatre.10Wertenbaker puts the emphasis on the 

 
10 In her “Our Country's Good: Theatre, Colony and Nation in Wertenbaker's Adaptation of The 

Playmaker,” Ann Wilson compares The Playmaker and Our Country’s Good and observes that The 

Playmaker gives a relatively clear portrait of the community (32) and a moreclarified social 

hierarchy between the colonizers and the colonized by depicting the authority as the “extensions of 

their public roles as officers who are the agents of colonization” (23). On the other hand, 

Wertenbaker’s Our Country’s Good focuses on the social function of the theatre and the community 

with multiple narratives. However, with the different techniques to present the historical fact, The 

Playmaker and Our Country’s Good both highlight “the social function of theatre, while having the 

capacity to affirm human experience and generate social change, can as easily legitimize the social 

position of a dominant class” (33). 
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transformative power of the theatre on people through history-retelling with the 

imaginary and its prospect of refining the original. Ann Wilson in “Our Country's 

Good: Theatre, Colony and Nation in Wertenbaker's Adaptation of The Playmaker” 

indicates that the theatre is “a means of liberating people, because it offers them the 

chance to envision a future in which they are free, and of creating a community of 

players which serves as a paradigm for this utopian society” (23). Portraying a 

prospect in the country where the convicts will become the “members of society 

again” and “create the new society” (23), the authorities establish the theatre full of 

the images and vision of a better society, in the purpose of building a Utopia in the 

model of the British Empire and embodying the value of the Greek theatre. However, 

the reestablishment of the theatre in Greek value is proved to be the reconstruction of 

the social structure by Wertenbaker. As Wilson further points out that “the production 

of The Recruiting Officer amounts to the adoption of cultural values of the dominant 

community and hence is a means of colonization” (33). Emphasizing the “humanizing 

force” of the theatre and the “benevolent” (33) character image of the officers in the 

play, Wertenbaker suggests the reinforcement of the authoritative power and 

legitimization of “the social position of a dominant class” (33) within the illusion of 

the dissolvement in the distinctions between the authority and the inferiority.  

 Whereas the British Utopia is based upon the ideal prospect illustrated by the 

officers, the images simultaneously undergo the precession of the simulacrum in the 

colony. On the way to establish a new colony, the officers, or precisely, the simulators, 

strengthen their power and the domination not only by the mechanism of punishment 

but also by the nostalgia of the origin they come from, England. On the journey 

heading for Australia, John Wisehammer realizes that they, the convicts, are forgotten 

and expelled by their country: 
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          JOHN WISEHAMMER. At night? The sea cracks against the ship. Fear 

whispers, screams, falls silent, hushed. Spewed from our 

country, forgotten, bound to the dark edge of the earth, at 

night what is there to do but seek English cunt, warm, moist, 

soft, oh the comfort, the comfort of the lick, the thrust into 

the nooks, the crannies of the crooks of England. Alone, 

frightened, nameless in this stinking hole of hell, take me, 

take me inside you, whoever you are. Take me, my comfort 

and we'll remember England together. (3) 

On the journey to an unknown territory far away from their origin, Wisehammer  

shows the convicts’ envision of desperation and hopelessness toward the colony by  

drawing the parallel between “the dark edge of the earth” in the colony and “nooks”  

and “crannies” in England. Wisehammer expresses the nostalgia for England with the  

signs “nooks” and “crannies” representing the inferior and the seamy corner in the 

Empire. The concept of England is devalued into sexual images: “warm, moist, soft,  

the comfort of the lick” and “take me inside you.” The utopian country which the  

British officers want to establish is depreciated into physical signs, like  

“English cunt” and “the crannies of the crooks of England.” Baudrillard in The  

System of Objects notes that desire refers to the crave for the ideal, “the imaginary  

truth of the object” (111) which is “the motor of the repetition or substitution of  

oneself, along the infinite chain of signifiers” (97). Initially, the officers’ desire to  

reproduce England on the foreign land motivates the repetitive process of the Empire  

establishment. Nevertheless, the great Empire in the process of symbolization is  

degraded as signs of desire, sex and body. According to Baudrillard, desire, which  

is idealized, now is actualized in the world of (re-)production with the power of  
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agency circulating and reproducing the code and images of the idealized.11 In this  

scene of the voyage, Wisehammer’s utterance presenting the signs of desire here are  

on the second order in Baudrillard’s four phases of the image: “it masks and denatures  

a profound reality” (“The Precession of Simulacra” 6). The convicts present the  

images of the authorities’ desire in “English cunt” and “the crannies of the crooks of  

England” which mask the reality (England) in the process of simulating the Empire on  

the colony. The historical memories in England are rewritten in the new country with  

the circulation of the signs, whereas, at the same time, gradually efface the origin.  

     The experimental theatre for the civilization and education of the convicts puts 

an English play The Recruiting Officer on stage to celebrate English King’s birthday.  

The theatre, to the authorities, is the achievement of the Utopia with their simulation  

of the monarchy, language, and manners of the English Empire. Witnessing the  

change from the uncivilized “[l]ower than slave” (Our Country’s Good 60) to the  

actors speaking fine English “with elegance and clarity” (85), the officers turn the  

colony from the “iniquitous shore” (9) to the utopian land prevailing a “free and  

responsible manner” (23). Using the theatre as a tool to manipulate signs and images  

of the British Empire, the authorities build a Utopia in the penal colony with the  

miniaturization of British Empire. The utopian colony reproduces the history of  

England, digest of the British way of life and of British values,12 attempting to prove  

 
11 Baudrillard’s discussion on idea of “desire” highlights the relationship between the desire and the  

object in the consumer society. The object is the reproduction and repetition of the desire in the chain  

of signifiers and is generated when “notions of need, perception, desire, etc., become operational”  

(Symbolic Exchange and Death 71) with the perfect images of the desire. Accordingly, the desire,  

which is the origin “stripped of symbolic substance” and reproduced by the images, is eventually  

replaced by the object, the simulation ensuring “the continuity of life” (97) of the origin. Therefore, in  

the process of reproducing, desire is on the way to symbolization and devalued as images flowing in  

the world of the object, the simulation. 

12 I borrow the words from Baudrillard in his depiction of Disneyland as a Utopia: “Whence the   
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itself better than the original empire with the authority’s so-called “humanizing  

force,”13 more authentic than the original.    

     The authority’s Utopia is established in the colony; however, as a simulacrum  

circulating the operation of the reality, Utopia is proved real and unreal  

simultaneously by Baudrillard in postmodern discourse. As a production of the  

reduplicated reality, Utopia circulates itself by repeating and rewriting the history.  

Therefore, Utopia, already existing with multiple layers of simulation,14 is only “the  

cartographer’s mad project of the ideal coextensivity of map and territory” (“The  

Precession of Simulacra” 2) and a political strategy for the authority dominating the  

colony. Or straightforwardly, to prove the orthodox of their power of authority, the  

officers in Our Country’s Good create a simulacrum in the penal colony to put the end  

to the real British Empire. 

III. Simulacrum of the Inferiority 

     Expelled and erased from England, the convicts are transferred to the colony, a  

 
possibility of an ideological analysis of Disneyland: digest of the American way of life, panegyric   

of American values, idealized transposition of a contradictory reality” (“The Precession of Simulacra”  

12). 

13 “Humanizing force” is Ann Wilson’s word-chosen in her “Our Country's Good: Theatre, Colony and  

Nation in Wertenbaker's Adaptation of The Playmaker” to point out Wertenbaker’s emphasis on the 

social function of the theatre. 

14 Baudrillard elaborates the pessimistic dimension of Utopia due to its endless reproduction of the real 

in his works. In Symbolic Exchange and Death, he disserts that “Utopia puts an end to the real, even as 

absence or lack” (188) by indicating its presence with the symbolic. The ideal world is piled with layers 

of images of the ideal reality and eventually “resolves the real, and, at the same time, puts an end to the 

opposition between the real and the imaginary” (133). Utopia, with the effacement of the distinction 

between the real and the fiction, is the production of the reduplicated reality, which is what 

Baudrillard calls in The Mirror of Production “the phantasm of the system” and the model 

reproducing in Utopia (167).  
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simulacrum built by the authority in the name of “for our country’s good.” Within the  

colony as a playground of the signs transcribing the British Empire, these English  

outcasts also become the tools to verify the authorities’ political strategy and the  

simulation through the theatre. The convicts are educated in speaking Mr. Farquhar’s  

lines and acting in English manner in the theatre set up by the simulators is what  

Baudrillard calls the “entrance of politics into the university” (“History: A Retro  

Scenario” 43). The political approach of the authorities in the name of education is  

taken “from history, a retro politics, emptied of substance” and legitimizes itself in  

“superficial exercise” (43). For The Recruiting Officer as a miniaturization of English  

culture, the play in which the convicts participate become the production of the  

authorities’ desire to repeat the glory of the British Empire. However, in Baudrillard’s  

view, the desire for power and domination by repeating the history proves to be only  

nostalgia infinitely accumulated when “all previous history is resurrected in bulk”  

(44). The orthodox of dominative power and law extracted from the past are  

dismantled by the power of simulation with which the established order produces  

disorder. Baudrillard discusses the power an executing on the reproduction of the lost  

reference is comprehended as “a simulation of power” (“The Precession of  

Simulacra” 22): 

           […] an order that can only exert itself on the real and the rational, on  

causes and ends, a referential order that can only reign over the 

referential, a determined power that can only reign over a determined 

world, but that cannot do anything against this indefinite recurrence of 

simulation, against this nebula whose weight no longer obeys the laws of 

gravitation of the real, power itself ends by being dismantled in this space  

and becoming a simulation of power. (21-22) 
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Accordingly, the power in the confrontation of the simulation can only generate signs  

and images without the order of the real. The simulation of power is the signs of  

power, collectively resurrect in the “hallucinatory resemblance of the real” (23).  

When the power is depreciated into the sign, the image of the history, the crack starts  

to appear in the social structure and hierarchy which is about to collapse.  

In Our Country’s Good, Major Robbie Ross, who strongly objects convicts’  

attendance in the experimental theatre, foresees the possibility of the disorder caused  

by the simulation while Governor Philip and Ralph are promoting their political and  

educational strategy through the theatre as an epitome of England:  

          ROSS. I will not accept this. You willy-wally wobbly 

words, Greeks, Romans, experiment, to get your own 

way. You don't take anything seriously, but I know this 

play—this play—order will become disorder. The theatre 

leads to threatening theory and you, Governor […]. (26-27) 

Unconsciously, Ross’s utterance prophesies the possibility of simulation in convicts’ 

theatre. The resurrection of the historical value and the copy of the English manner 

through a classical English play on the convicts will create the signs of resemblance 

with the liquidation of the origin, which leads to the collapse of the politics and 

order.15 Indeed, the theatre, as I discussed in the former chapter, is controlled by the 

power of simulation, featuring the rewritten history and presented images. Elam 

indicates the semiotics of the theatre in “the law of the transformability of the sign” 

 
15 Baudrillard indicates that power, inheriting the past, produces “the signs of its resemblance” (“The  

Precession of Simulacra” 23) and becomes to be “the simulation of power” (22) which manipulates  

signs to reconstruct the disappearing power as a lost referential. As the theorist claims that “the era of  

simulation is inaugurated by a liquidation of all referentials” (2), at the same time, by “the collapse of  

the political” (22) and end of the panopticon (29) of the authorities.  
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(15). The theatre, with the “illusionistic visual resources,” can create “richness of the 

stage spectacle” in the “unlimited range of simulacra” by interplaying “semiotic 

literalness” (15). The convicts in Our Country’s Good play with signs by acting and 

cross-dressing on the stage, building a simulacrum within the simulacrum of the 

colony in order to reverse the hierarchy between surveillant and the surveilled and at 

the same time, to put an end of the panoptic system. 

  In Act One, Scene Eleven, the convicts are doing their first rehearsal and 

learning the mannered way taught by Ralph in order to multiplate the signs in the 

theatre. The first step to represent the English theatre on the stage is to reflect the 

original English culture with images, according to the first stage of the successive 

phases of images by Baudrillard: “it is the reflection of a profound reality” (“The 

Precession of Simulacra” 6). In the first rehearsal, the officer Ralph leads the convicts 

to reproduce the existing theatrical custom and how to “act” like a true English. In the 

process of transforming the convicts into the actors, Ralph claims that “[w]hen acting, 

you have to imagine things. You have to imagine you’re someone different” (50). 

Certainly, the factor of rewriting and copying the reality on the stage demands that the 

historical fact be intermingled with the imaginary fiction. The actor’s imagination is 

the essence of simulating the reality in the theatre. Naomi Rokotnitz in her essay 

“From Empathy to Sympathy: Staging Change and Conciliation in Timberlake 

Wertenbaker’s Our Country’s Good” suggests that the necessity of acting applies in 

the simulation of the reality because 

simulation involves neither overt knowledge nor conscious inference  

but is achieved by physical participation in observed action […]  

The convict-actors undergo such profound changes through dramatic  

production experience not merely because it develops 
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their conscious, intellectual skills (articulation, argumentation,  

presentation) but because their bodies are in effect reprogrammed. (78) 

In the first stage in the precession of the image, the basic reflection of the reality is on 

the body, physical participation. Therefore, Ralph asks the convicts to act and learn 

the manner of the rich, the lady and the authentic English. To reproduce the English 

theatre, the officer attempts to impose the characters’ images on the convicts, 

obliterating the original identity and nature of the convicts. In the first trying to copy 

the English manner, the convicts step out the first step to play with the signs. Sideway, 

acting Mr. Worthy in The Recruiting Officer, claims in the rehearsal that “I can’t do 

my entrance without my handkerchief,” (45) which is the symbol of an English 

gentleman. Also, Liz, playing the role of Melinda, attempts to grasp the image of a 

rich lady by “watching their purses” (49) and observing what they eat like “eels” and 

“oysters” (50).  

RALPH. But you might want to try and act them. 

(Pause.) 

Let's look at the scene. 

(LIZ looks.) 

You're a rich lady. You're at home. Now a rich lady 

would stand in a certain way. Try to stand like a rich 

lady. Try to look at Silvia with a certain assurance. 

LIZ. Assurance. 

WISEHAMMER. Confidence. 

RALPH. Like this. You've seen rich ladies, haven't you? (49) 

The image of a rich lady is what Liz learns and tries to imitate in acting for the further 

purpose of simulating the image of the real rich lady. From uncertainty to 
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“assurance,” (49) the convicts are in the progress of building their simulacra with the 

manipulative power over the images and signs through acting. However, the false 

reflection of the convicts on the English theatre is discovered and declared to be 

dangerous by Major Ross again in the first rehearsal.  

              ROSS. I said it from the beginning. The play will bring 

down calamity on this colony. 

              […] 

ROSS. The devil, Lieutenant, always comes through the 

mind, here, worms its way, idleness and words. (53) 

Here, Ross’s acute opposition again unknowingly foresees the “evil appearance” of 

the second stage of the images: “it masks and denatures a profound reality” (“The 

Precession of Simulacra” 6). The words (fine English) on the transcript will be 

transformed into the action by the convicts through the theatre, replaced by the images 

in the convicts, which is now “the order of maleficence,” (6) in the first rehearsal and 

begins to distort the existence of real British authority.  

 Learning and imitating the English manner and value in acting, the convicts 

transform their lines in the play into images to subvert the simulacrum in the 

colonialism and create their own one step by step. In the following rehearsal, the 

distinction between the surveillant and the surveilled begins to vacillate through the 

convicts’ acting. In Act Two, Scene Five, the second rehearsal is disrupted by Major 

Ross and Captain Cambell again. The officers intrude the privacy of the rehearsal, 

humiliating the convicts by showing Sideway’s “scarred back,” Dabby “on all fours” 

and Mary’s “tattoo” (66) in the public. These scars on the convicts become the signs 

of the power. Sideway’s scars caused by whipping presents the tyrannical punishment; 

Dabby’s begging for food presents poverty in the colony; Mary’s tattoo objectifies 
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herself in the eyes of the officers. The power of the authorities is verified only in the 

signs because “power shares all the illusions of the real and of production; it wants to 

belong to the order of the real and so falls over into the imaginary” (Baudrillard, 

Forget Foucault 53).16 When the power dismantles itself into signs and becomes the 

“simulation of power” (“The Precession of Power” 22) in my previous discussion, the 

power is no longer in the law of the real and rational but under the hallucination of 

power, under which “[t]he whole world adheres to it more or less in terror of the 

collapse of the political” (23). The authorities’ power presented in signs in the second 

rehearsal, a place of “privacy” and “secrecy” (Our Country’s Good 65), foresees its 

end and the convicts’ resistance. To defend themselves, the convicts Sideway and Liz 

begin to use the lines learned from the authorities for their resistance.  

             But SIDEWAY turns to LIZ and starts acting, boldly, across the room,  

across everyone. 

[…] 

SIDEWAY. ‘Sure, Madam, you won't dispute your being in my 

debt—my fears, sighs, vows, promises, assiduities, anxieties, 

jealousies, have run on for a whole year, without any 

payment.’ 

CAMPBELL. Mmhem, good, that. Sighs, vows, promises, hehem, 

 
16 In Simulacra and Simulation, as I discuss previously, Baudrillard further puts the power in the  

position of “signs of power” for it produces nothing “but the signs of its resemblance” (“The  

Precession of Simulacra” 23). What Baudrillard’s point to redefine the idea of power based on 

Foucault’s argument in relationship of power and resistance in Discipline and Punish lies on the power 

which can be verified only through its resistance. In Forget Foucault, Baudrillard points out that “[t]he 

one- sidedness of a force relation never exists, a one-sidedness upon which a power ‘structure’ might 

be established” (53). The one who owns the dominative power can never prove his authority without 

the dominated one.  
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mmm. Anxieties. (67) 

The lines from the transcript, which present to be the sign of English culture, become 

the convicts’ the simulation of power upon the authorities because of their 

resemblance of the real, the real English gentleman. Campbell cannot utter the same 

words and only uses “hehem, mmm” to replace the word “assiduities” he does not 

recognize which demonstrates that Sideway’s utterance of the lines is more real and 

orthodox than the real English. Furthermore, the invasion of the officers into the 

rehearsal which should take place in secrecy predicts the end of the panopticon. 

Baudrillard suggests the end of the panoptic system because of its presentation of the 

real through the Utopia in which “‘as if we were not there’ being equal to ‘as if you 

were there’” (“The Precession of Power” 28). The officers in Our Country’s Good 

attempt to create a harmonious colony through the convicts’ performance, presenting 

the real British culture and manner in the theatre to legitimize their power. However, 

the reality performed in the theatre gives “an excessive transparency” (28) of the real 

without distance from the “camera angle” (28). Accordingly, the authorities (the 

surveillants) invade the privacy of the rehearsal and reveal the scars of the convicts 

(the surveilled), providing pleasure for the surveillant. The “microscopic simulation” 

(28) of the reality in the theatre which the surveillants invade and involve dismantles 

the division between the watching and the watched. The officers unconsciously 

become the audience of the performance provided by the convicts in the rehearsal and 

are involved in the simulation of the reality they create in the theatre. The panoptic 

system of surveillance that “allows the real to pass into the hyperreal,” (28) switches 

to be “a system of deterrence, in which the distinction between the passive and the 

active is abolished” (29). There is no surveillance in the theatre because of its playing 

with the opposition between the surveillant and the surveilled. Playing with the lines 
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in the play as signs in the theatre, the convicts deconstruct the authorities’ mechanism 

of panopticon by reversing the position between the gaze and object so as to resist the 

invasion into the privacy of the backstage with the agency of rehearsal. 

 The signs and images in the second rehearsal go further into the third stage of the 

establishing the simulacrum: “it masks the absence of a profound reality” (6). To 

resist the officers’ humiliation during the rehearsal, Sideway speaks of the lines from 

the play to indicate the colony’s reality more real than the Utopia which the officers 

attempt to create: 

             SIDEWAY. ‘What pleasures I may receive abroad are indeed 

uncertain; but this I am sure of, I shall meet with less cruelty 

among the most barbarous nations than I have found at 

home.’ (67)  

This line in the rehearsal suggests the colony, in the name of education and in the  

implement of the Greek theatre, is a “barbarous” nation of “cruelty” under the  

domination of the authorities. In the rehearsal, the reality is clearly presented through  

the play and uncovers the absence of the Utopia established by the authorities. From  

the first to the second rehearsal, the convicts’ capacity in manipulating signs and  

images learned from the British officers leads to the agency of the rehearsal.  

L. Lawlor gives “simulacrum” a definition in The Edinburgh Dictionary of  

Continental Philosophy by exemplifying it by the theatre:  

                 […] the performance comes after the rehearsal; it is a ‘second’. 

Yet we can call the performance a ‘premiere’, a ‘first’. The 

paradox is that this ‘first’ is actually second and the ‘second’, 

the re-hearsal, is actually first. […] the performance comes 

after the rehearsal; it is a ‘second’. […] [T]he simulacrum is 
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an ‘original-less image’. Having no original, model or 

form, this repetition ‘makes a difference’. (540) 

In this sense, the rehearsal is also a process of rewriting the original. By improving 

the acting better than the previous one, the actors polish their ability to manipulate 

images in their characters in the rehearsal, in which the signs and images are operated 

freely by the director and the actors. With the agency and the autonomy of the images, 

in Elam’s words, the rehearsal “transforms all objects and bodies defined within it, 

bestowing upon them an overriding signifying power” (5) on the actors. Also, Stephen 

Weeks in “The Question of Liz: Staging the Prisoner in Our Country's Good” 

suggests that  

[r]ehearsal tends toward an openended and dialogical process 

emphasizing choice and agency; performance tends toward 

fixity and the insertion of the actor into a larger structure 

generative of meanings far beyond the range of individual 

choice. (155) 

The performance is only the political strategy for the British officers in the 

civilization and celebration of the English culture to consolidate the social structure. 

On the other hand, the rehearsal embodies the mobility of the theatre and its 

possibility in rewriting the original in order to generate the power of simulation 

against authorities’ “simulation of power” (“The Precession of Simulacra” 22). 

Performance of the convicts is the obedience to the fixity of the social structure 

superficially, while it is at the same time the presentation of multiple rehearsals. With 

the repetition and agency of the rehearsal, the performance reduplicates itself and 

generates the power of simulation with the absence of the origin.  

 In order to reinforce the power of the image, cross-dressing and doubling 
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become the strategy of the images and signs in the theatre. In the 1988 premiere of 

Our Country’s Good, the actors double or even triple up the roles “caused by 

economics,” the director Max Stafford-Clark mentions in British Library’s interview, 

“but economics lead to aesthetics” (“Directing Our Country’s Good: An interview 

with Max Stafford-Clark”).17 Furthermore, it is interesting to note that the actors cast 

at least an officer and a convict.18 Furthermore, in Our Country’ Good, Ralph, as a 

director, also demands the convicts to “play several parts” (74) because some of the 

convicts are in chain. The arranged cross-dressing and doubling verify simulation’s 

images, challenging the opposition of genders and social structure.  

Mary Brenham in Our Country’s Good undergoes her transformation through 

cross-dressing in the theatre. Being assigned to act Silvia in The Recruiting Officer, 

Mary at first suspects that she can “be Silvia” because she is sold as a whore to the 

officers by Dabby in order to gain food (32). On the contrary, Silvia in The Recruiting 

Officer is “brave and strong” (32) and embodies masculinity and femininity 

simultaneously with her disguise as Mr. Willful. Baudrillard in Seduction has 

disserted that “[o]nly signs, without referents, empty, senseless, absurd and elliptical 

signs, absorb us” (74). Being dressed in the opposite gender in the theatre, 

female/male not only imitates the image in the characters but at the same time plays 

with the sign of genders. With the sexes as signs accumulating, the theatre seduces the 

audience by the lost referential with reduplication of signs. Cross-dressing can be 

 
17 The interview with Max Stafford-Clark, “Directing Our Country’s Good: An interview with Max  

Stafford-Clark,” was taken by British Library on 7 September 2017.   

18 According to the list of the cast of Our Country’s Good premiered in 1988, there were only 10 actors  

to share 22 roles in the play. At first the doubling was caused by economics in the premiere; however,  

in the 2015 production of the play, there were still 3 actors doubling up the roles (Our Country’s Good  

xx-xxi). Accordingly, I suppose that the doubling in the theatre becomes the embodiment of Max  

Stafford-Clark’s theatrical aesthetics.   
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examined under the light of Baudrillard’s definition of “transvestism” in Seduction: 

            Transvestites like to play with the indistinctness of the sexes.   

[…] In order for sex to exist, signs must reduplicate biological 

being. Here the signs are separated from biology, and consequently 

the sexes no longer exist properly speaking. What transvestites love 

is this game of signs, what excites them is to seduce the signs 

themselves. With them everything is makeup, theater, and seduction. 

(12-13) 

Through cross-dressing and acting, Mary attempts to be Silvia and Mr. Willful at the  

same time. Reduplicating the images of the female character’s strength and braveness  

and the male character’s sensibility and ability to lead a relationship, Mary  

successfully tucks her skirt in and operates the masculinity in the theatre and in reality  

(Our Country’s Good 73). By playing the role, Silvia, who uses the strategy of signs  

in cross-dressing to deceive and seduce Rose, casted by Dabby, Mary reverses her  

position as a product exchanged by Dabby. Moreover, in Act Two, Scene Nine, when  

Mary is practicing to play a man with a “stronger and lower voice” (79), Ralph joins  

her practice: 

               MARY. Am I doing it well? It's difficult to play a man. […] 

A man doesn't bow his head so much and never at an 

angle. I must face you without lowering my head. […] 

               RALPH. […] ‘Will you lodge at my quarters in the meantime? You 

shall have part of my bed.’ Mary! 

               […] 

RALPH. Don't lower your head, Silvia wouldn't. (80) 

In this scene, the audience can comprehend Mary’s plurality of identities through 
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three characters: Mary herself, Silvia and Mr. Willful. Mary successfully manipulates 

the images of the characters in the theatre and becomes the role she plays. 

Representing the fictional roles in the theatre, Mary manipulates the images from the 

history (British culture embodied in play) and story (the play itself) through cross-

dressing acting. To seduce Dabby in the play by dressing as a male, with this 

ambivalent boundary in sexuality, Mary manipulates the appearance and 

disappearance of images in the theatre of the simulacrum.19 Also, by blurring the 

opposition between the gaze and the gazed, Mary objectifies Ralph:  

                RALPH […] I've never looked at the body of a woman before. 

MARY. Your wife? 

RALPH. It wasn't right to look at her. 

Let me see you. 

MARY. Yes.  

Let me see you. 

RALPH. Yes. (80-81) 

Mary Ann Doane in “Film and Masquerade: Theorizing the Female Spectator” 

mentions that female as a spectator generates the oscillation between the femininity 

and masculinity which brings up the metaphor of transvestite who “wears clothes 

which signify a different sexuality, a sexuality which, for the woman, allows a 

 
19 In Simulacra and Simulation, Baudrillard’s definition of postmodernity highlights its “immense  

process of the destruction of meaning, equal to the earlier destruction of appearances” (“On Nihilism”  

161). In the cinema/theatre, in which prevails the images and signs, the “destruction of appearances”  

and of the real is inevitable by presenting the characters on the stage. Manipulating the images of both  

female and male, Mary in Our Country’s Good successfully handles the appearance (the reality) and  

disappearance (the image) at the same time to overthrow the opposition of surveillant and the  

surveilled. 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

DOI:10.6814/NCCU202001205

  

 

51 

 

mastery over the image and the very possibility of attaching the gaze to desire” (65).20 

Cross-dressing broadens the variety of signs generating in the theatre, which is the 

design of the authorities’ political strategy, but at the same time provides the 

possibility for the objectified become the subjects through their agency in acting. 

 In the last scene of the play, before the premiere of The Recruiting Officer, Ralph 

rejects to use Wisehammer’s prologue in the performance because it is “too political” 

(92). The officers implement the British culture, language and law on the convicts in 

the hope of reproducing the British Empire in the colony, but in the end deny the 

rewriting of Farquhar’s fine English for the country’s good. Ralph claims that “the 

theatre is like a small republic, it requires private sacrifices for the good of the whole” 

(92). The authorities aim to build a Utopia and reproduce the images of the ideal 

empire in the colony by hiding the reality and the origin. Wisehammer’s line in his 

prologue, “[w]e left our country for our country’s good” (91) reveals the origin they 

come from and uncovers the “evil appearance” (“The Precession of Simulacra” 6) of 

the penal colony. In this awareness, Ralph rejects Wisehammer’s prologue because he 

is aware of the possibility of the collapse of the power structure in the simulacrum 

built by the authorities. However, in order to build a theatre in the simulation of the 

Empire, Sideway promises Wisehammer’s prologue can be used in his future theatre 

(Our Country’s Good 92). The convicts, through the process of rehearsal to 

performance, reclaim their agency with manipulating the images and establish another 

theatre as the simulacrum. Our Country’s Good, the title extracted from 

 
20 In her “Afterthoughts on ‘Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema’ inspired by King Vidor’s Duel in  

the Sun,” Laura Mulvey observes that “as desire is given cultural materiality in a text, for women (from  

childhood onwards) trans-sex identification is a habit that very easily becomes second Nature.  

However, this Nature does not sit easily and shifts restlessly in its borrowed transvestite clothes” (72).  

Due to the masculinity of the spectator, the female posits her gaze in desire with the borrowed  

masculinity through transsexual identification by cross-dressing.  
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Wisehammer’s rewriting of Farquhar’s theatre, not only ends with the beginning of 

the theatre for the purpose of reproducing British Empire and Greek theatre, but also 

begins with the theatre presented by the convicts. In order to reduce the dominative 

power into the simulation of power, the inferiorities utilize the reproduction of the real 

to create a theatre of the simulacrum in the resistance to the simulacrum of the theatre 

built by the authorities. In the process of simulating layers by layers, history is 

rewritten indefinitely in the theatre, which becomes a pure simulacrum with the flux 

of signs and images without reference. in Our Country’s Good not merely displays the 

negative dimension of Baudrillard’s simulacrum, but also gives the possibility of the 

new definition and agency in the history. 
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Chapter Four 

Conclusion 

 Putting the past on the contemporary stage, Timberlake Wertenbaker’s theatre re-

presents the history in circulation by indefinite process of rewriting. Wertenbaker in 

“First Thoughts on Transforming a Text” discusses the definition of translation and 

original. Embodying Walter Benjamin’s idea of continuing the “afterlife” of the 

original, translation is defined to “bear, convey or remove from one person, place or 

condition to another” (35) which. Wertenbaker also posits her idea of original in 

“[n]othing comes from nothing” and “[a]n original can have a source” (37). From the 

postmodern perspective, Wertenbaker’s translation, from culture to culture, from 

fiction to theatre, from past to present, circulates the process of rewriting with the 

absence of the origin.  

 Our Country’s Good, based on the historical novel The Playmaker and the 

historical documents, re-presents the history intermingling with fictional stories and 

imagination on the stage. Examining the 18th-century history through the postmodern 

lens, when the fact is taken over by fiction, history by story, the theatre produces signs 

and images of history in the “hallucinatory resemblance of the real” (“The Precession 

of Simulacra” 23). Therefore, history is simulated and reminisced through the filtered 

lens in the cinema/theatre with the retro politics and aesthetics. The contemporary’s 

nostalgia for the lost origin makes history presented in the theatre a strategy not only 

of the playwright but also of the characters in the play. With the blurring distinction 

between fact and fiction, the real and the imaginary, the theatre is simulacrum, 

creating the space of hyperreality, in which the hyperreal replaces the vacancy of the 

real and becomes the truth. Furthermore, as a kind of form as cinema, sharing the 
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feature of presenting images, the theatre is piled with visual signs and images for the 

identification and vividness of characters in the play. The theatre copies and 

reduplicates itself with the layers of signs accumulating throughout the process of 

rehearsals and performance. Theatre itself becomes more theatre than theatre21 

because theatre retroactivates the history and remakes it a truer, the more perfect than 

the origin.  

 Hence, history, as a reproduced image, is manipulated by the authorities to 

realize the ideal world with the copy of the old value on the new territory. In Our 

Country’s Good, the officers, as the simulators, draw the English map on the colonial 

land to “make the real, all of the real, coincide with their models of simulation” (“The 

precession of Simulacra 1). Building “Tyburn,” “Thames,” observatory, British 

officers’ houses, and English theatre in the colony, the authorities reproduce the 

images of British Empire and execute English law in the new country. In order to 

reproduce the Empire, the officers utilize not merely the history’s power in retro, but 

also the theatre’s social function to reduplicate British culture and manner on the 

convicts. In the name of civilization and “for the country’s good,” the theatre which 

re-presents the merits of Greek theatre and embodies the proper English manner, 

becomes the “entrance of politics into the university” (“History: A Retro Scenario” 

43) with history invading into the cinema/theatre. Presenting the ideal social 

microcosm and miniaturized glory of the British Empire, the officers regard the 

theatre as “a tiny colony” (Our Country’s Good 61) and “a small republic” (92) in 

 
21 Baudrillard in his “The Evil Demon of Images and the Precession” notes the processive phases of  

images simulated the real in the theatre. The successive phases of images eventually inaugurate the  

establishment of the pure simulacrum, in which “images become more real than real; cinema itself  

becomes more cinema than cinema” (195) for cinema/theatre is composed of endlessly generating  

images.    
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which they operate the images and signs to establish a Utopia, the ideal Empire. 

However, while the authorities display the dominative power to the convicts through 

simulation of history, their power is eventually ended by the convicts in the theatre. 

With the crack appearing in the fixed connection between the signifier and the 

signified in the simulacrum, the sign shows its disobedience to the law of the real and 

ration by proving its agency and autonomy. The desire of the authorities to build a 

Utopia contradicts the signs in the penal colony: poverty, starvation and tyranny 

presented in the reality. The authorities’ power through simulation produces nothing 

but “the signs of its resemblance” (“The Precession of Simulacra” 23) and becomes 

the “simulation of power” (22). 

 The dominated, at first the tool to verify the authorities’ orthodox, in the Utopia, 

a simulacrum built by the officers, establish another simulacrum in the theatre and end 

the age of panopticon. To set up a theatre in the colony is to fulfill the authorities’ 

project in reduplicating the origin and their political strategy in the simulacrum of the 

theatre. Whereas, putting on the play in the simulacrum built by authorities is to 

oscillate the opposition between the surveillant and the surveilled. The convicts 

manipulate the images and signs of their roles and of the real British by acting and 

cross-dressing, at the same time create a theatre of simulacrum to undermine the 

power. Simulation at first is the officers’ politics to build the Utopia but eventually 

becomes the weapon for the convicts to resist the dominative. Along with the absence 

and vacancy of the real and origin, simulation, in Baudrillard’s point of view, presents 

a pessimistic aspect in the age of media with the countless reproduction and copy. 

However, simulation possesses the positive dimension in rewriting history. The 

reading of Wertenbaker’s Our Country’s Good in the light of postmodernism provides   

the reexamination in the history with a new perspective. Although in the era of 
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copying, history and origin are simulated in the production of media, Wertenbaker’s 

rewriting in the theatre provides multiplicity of narratives and the possibility of new 

definition in the past. The convicts in Our Country’s Good successfully embody the 

agency in manipulating the signs and images through simulating the old value and 

culture in England. Simulation, without the origin and the reference, can provide the 

more possibility and plurality in the past and history by manipulating signs. Our 

Country’s Good, a play simulating the history and the original fiction, gives voice to 

the inferiorities and silenced, and subjectifies the objectified by building a simulacrum 

which blurs binary opposition.  
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