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The city strove against me, intent upon my life; it was like an exam which I did not pass. The 
scream of the city, the endless scream, broke into my silence; the terribleness of the city 
pursued me to my dreary room . . . 

Rilke: Malte Laurids Brigge 
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A World Awry 
 

 

Paul McGillick 
 

THE OVERCOAT 

Jack Hibberd once remarked that ‘the response of all art is to see the world as some 
place which has gone awry’. Although his work has changed considerably since the first 
plays in 1967 and although his prolific talent has always been wide-ranging, one things 
has remained constant: the world of Jack Hibberd, whether in its tragic or more 
customary comic manifestation, is a place of doubt, uncertainly, mystery and riotous 
(sometimes callous) illogicality. Like Kak in The Overcoat, the characters that people 
this world invariably are motivated by the quest for certainty, security and a stable 
identity.  

Jack Hibberd’s world has a lot in common with Gogol’s extraordinary universe. Hibberd 
is by no means the first playwright too have adapted The Overcoat for the stage. 
However, he may well be the first to transliterate accurately the language, mood and 
unique vision of Gogol. Where previous adaptations have been earnestly social-realist, 
Hibberd’s is defiantly comic: in a world as crazy as this, we must laugh to survive.  

Gogol’s original story is strongly anti-naturalist, marked by repeated authorial intrusions 
serving to expose and undermine the conventional devices of story-telling. Similarly, 
Hibberd’s stage version is anti-illusionist. In any production of this play, the devices and 
conceits of the theatre should be laid bare. In this way the theatre itself is a metaphor for 
the lunatic world in which Kak is trying to survive. 

The play is very loosely and episodically constructed. It has an inner and an outer 
structure. The inner structure consists of the story of Kak and his overcoat. Here the 
characters are boldly drawn and, like Gogol's original characters, lack psychological 
depth. No judgements are made about their motives. These people simply act and their 
actions are frequently contradictory. Also like Gogol's, Hibberd's characters are 
caricatures, projections of the insane world they inhabit. 

The outer structure of the play consists of eight songs. No attempt is made to integrate 
these songs, their singers and musicians, in the body of the play. The stage directions 
require that each song be announced to the audience, either vocally or with a placard. 
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This baring of the device derives, of course, from Brecht’s anti-illusionist epic theatre. 
Unlike Brecht, however, Hibberd's songs are only oblique comments on the action of the 
play. Instead, this musical superstructure acts as an ironical counterpoint to the story-
line of the inner structure. 

The Overcoat, in fact, veers towards music drama. Like the opera seria and the 
Singspiel from which opera as we today know it developed, the function of the music is 
to amplify the significance of the action. The music articulates emotions and attitudes 
which the characters themselves could not express. More importantly perhaps, it is a 
device for presenting Hibberd's vision of a world gone awry without compromising the 
anti-illusionistic nature of the play. 

An important feature of all Hibberd's theatre is his acute awareness of language: how it 
shapes and monitors our lives, how we construct a world out of language and how it 
provides the raw materials for constructing other worlds, worlds other than the taken-for-
granted one we inhabit each day of our quotidian lives. 

The language of the naturalist playwright endorses all that is the case'. The verbal 
pyrotechnics of an anti-naturalist like Hibberd, however, serve to challenge the 
complacency of his audience. This verbal extravagance creates a larger-than-life world 
which never stays the same for very long. In this regard Hibberd again proves a faithful 
translator of Gogol. The language of the original story is reminiscent of the Russian 
skaz, or dramatic monologue. It is an informal and anecdotal style in which the 
modalities of language are enjoyed as much for their own sake as for any larger 
purpose. 

In Hibberd’s adaptation, the constant shifting of linguistic focus - ironic asides, 
anecdotes, scatological humour, rhapsodising and name-calling - suggests that the 
world is not a fixed entity, but a bewildering matrix of possibilities. All this is achieved by 
exploiting Australian English. Just as West Indian, Indian, Irish and American writers 
have exploited their own national varieties of English, so Hibberd exploits Australian 
English to re-animate the English language as a whole. This gives the play energy and 
colour which may not have been possible in standard English. 

Hibberd's achievement in The Overcoat is to successfully employ Australian English 
outside a specifically Australian context. In other words, he has demonstrated that 
Australian drama does not need to be content with being simply an interesting regional 
form of English-language theatre. Through an energetic, sensitive, unselfconscious and 
unmannered use of our own dialect, Australian theatre can be successfully transported 
and address itself to themes of universal interest. 

Sydney 1981 
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The Overcoat was first performed by the Australian Performing Group on 11 November 
1976 at the Pram Factory, Melbourne, with the following cast: 
 

KAK     Peter Cummins 
CLERK    Richard Murphett 

 DEPARTMENTAL HEAD  Paul Hampton 
 TAILOR’S WIFE   Evelyn Krape 
 TAILOR    Jack Weiner 
 MAN WITH BIG RED FIST  Paul Hampton 
 POLICEMAN    Jack Weiner  
 VERY IMPORTANT PERSON Richard Murphett 
 LANDLADY    Evelyn Krape 
 
Musicians: 
    
 PIANO     Rita Seeligson 

SAXOPHONE, CLARINET  Daniel Pregelj 
TRUMPET    Lance Black 
VIOLIN    Claire Farmer 
PERCUSSION   Dal Barbare 
SINGER    Jan Friedl 
 

Designed by Susy Potter 
Lighting design by Laurel Frank and Arthur Hynes 
Directed by Tim Robertson 
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CHARACTERS 

KAK, a clerk, grade nil  

CLERK, grade one  
DEPARTMENTAL HEAD  

TAILOR'S WIFE  

TAILOR 

MAN  

POLICEMAN  

IMPORTANT PERSON  

SECOND CLERK 

LANDLADY  
GOGOL  

Musicians 
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AUTHORS NOTE  

l. The play requires a small ensemble of musicians and two actor-singers: one female, 
one male.  

2. It requires at a minimum five actors: four male, one female.  

3. Projections are suggested for titles of songs and scenic declarations. They can, 
however, be announced in an intrepid Brechtian manner should projections be felt to 
encumber the design. 4. KAK should be pronounced to rhyme with stark or clerk, not 
sack or cack.  

5. I refer the actor and director interested in a depiction of Gogol to Nabakov's delicious 
book on the author.  

6. I have balked at a description of the TAILOR'S WIFE. She should, however, be 
strong, earthy, tough, shrewd and in no way the conventional beauty.  

7. The adaptation is necessarily free; a theatrical double somersault and half-pike from 
the springboard of Gogol's insane prose. 

 

COMPOSER’S NOTE  

The original orchestration was for five players: an alto saxophone and B-flat clarinet; a 
B-flat trumpet; violin; piano; and percussion consisting of snare drum, bass drum, 
triangle, vibraphone, cowbells and tambourine. 

  



7 
 

 
THE OVERCOAT 

 

 

HOME 
The stage is in darkness.  

After a while, a small radiator comes on. KAK is seen kneeling, hunched, beside it, 
warming himself. He wears long underwear and socks each with the big toe protruding 
through. He is pock-faced, ugly, and morose, with thick rimless glasses and a thatch of 
dishevelled hair. He shivers and chatters with the extreme cold. A faint light comes up 
on an absurdly threadbare overcoat suspended on a hook, a meat-hook. His boots sit 
below.  
He warms a shirt, and dons it. 

He warms some trousers, and puts them on.  

He goes across to the overcoat, stares at it for a moment, then puts on his boots.  

He stamps his feet. He removes the coat from its hanger, holds it up to the light 
despairingly, then dons it. He shivers, rubs his hands, then inserts them in the pockets: 
surprise.  

He extracts a thin slice of rye bread from one, and an old pickled cucumber from the 
other. He sniffs the cucumber, delighted.  

He walks to the radiator, sits, and eats noisily, greedily. After a while, fade to blackout. 

 
SONG OF OUR CITY 

In our city the wind never ceases,  
From every cold quarter it howls,  

In ice-age gusts and breezes  

It lashes both rats and ghouls. 

 

In our city the sun never sparkles,  

Both winter and summer it rains,  

In drops the size of marbles,  

On footpaths as grey as drains. 
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In our city the mist never ceases,  

But muffles both mansion and slum,  

With mildew and diseases, 
To beats of a funeral drum. 

In our city the men never buckle,  

Their laughter fills bedroom and park,  

As women grimly suckle  

More idiots in the dark. 

 

 

THE OFFICE 

KAK sits at his desk. He wears the uniform coat of a minor clerk. His overcoat hangs 
nearby. 
KAK peers miserably and myopically ahead.  

He stares at his hands, still rigid with the cold, rubs them together and flexes his fingers 
in preparation for the day's labours.  

He takes a pen, stares at it lovingly, then practises writing on an imaginary sheet of 
paper until he is satisfied that his fingers are supple. 

He coughs.  

He stares at the in-tray, wherein lies a single letter.  

He leans portentously across and seizes it. He scrutinizes it. 

Pause. 

 
KAK: Phew! 

Pause. He spreads the letter assiduously and 
ritualistically on his desk, takes the pen and a clean 
sheet of paper, prepares to write, then has second 
thoughts.  

Раиse.  

A thorny one. 
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Pause. He braces himself for the task, a mass of 
worry. He copies the letter, slowly and painstakingly, 
reading some of it out.  

KAK: . . . with reference to Departmental Order Number XYZ one two three four five 
seven . . . 

Pause.  

(Perplexed) XYZ one two three four five . . . seven . . .?  

He scratches his head, until he is suddenly illumined.  
KAK:  (writing firmly) There has obviously been a clerical blunder. 

Pause.  

(Aghast, hair on end) Not by me.  

His fear and paranoia settle down. 

(As he writes, building up indignant steam). The order number should clearly 
read XYZ one two three four five six seven. 

Pause.  

(Triumphantly) I knew it! The act of a quarter-wit. 

Pause.  

(As he writes, emphatically and piously) Would you please rectify this mulish 
emission. 

He studies his handiwork, blows on the ink to dry it, 
pins the two sheets together, and places them in the 
out-tray. He leans back, pleased.  

Pause.  

He suddenly peers closely into his inkwell, then 
removes a large bottle of ink with two straws in it from 
a drawer in his desk, and tops up the well. He looks 
suspiciously round, has a quick sip from one of the 
straws, then replaces it.  

Pause.  

He belches, then stares blankly ahead.  

He examines the in-tray closely, sits back and blinks. 
He thinks deeply.  

 






