
From Darkness
by Steven Oliver

A Playlab Theatre Publication



Publication and Copyright Information
Performance Rights
Any performance or public reading of any text in this volume is forbidden unless a 
licence has been received from the author or the author’s agent. The purchase of this 
book in no way gives the purchaser the right to perform the play in public, whether 
by means of a staged production or as a reading. Inquiries concerning performance 
rights, publication, translation or recording rights should be addressed to: Playlab, 
PO Box 3701, South Brisbane B.C, Qld 4101. Email: info@playlabtheatre.com.au

Copyright
This book is copyright. Apart from any fair dealing for the purpose of study, research 
or review, as permitted under the Copyright Act, no part may be reproduced by 
any process without written permission. For education purposes the Australian 
Copyright Act 1968 (Act) allows a maximum of one chapter or 10% of this book, 
whichever is greater to be copied, but only if the institution or educator is covered 
by a Copyright Agency Limited (CAL) licence. All inquiries should be made to the 
publisher at the address above.

From Darkness © Steven Oliver
First Published November 2020 by Playlab Theatre

General editor: Alexander Bayliss
Copy editor: Danielle Carter   
Cover design: Sean Dowling

National Library of Australia
Cataloguing-in-Publication Data:
Catalogue in publication
Steven Oliver — 1975 –

From Darkness
ISBN: 978 1 922424 15 0



Contents
Introduction — Steven Oliver     4
        
Director’s Note — Issac Drandic     5

Foreword — Aunty Colleen Wall     6

Biography — Steven Oliver     8

First Production Details      9

Notes        10

From Darkness        11
 
Education Resources      61



4 Steven Oliver

Introduction
What is the meaning of life? For me, connection. Without our connected or 
collective efforts within a greater connectedness, life doesn’t happen let alone 
a creative process. In this case, a play. From those who have the initial thought 
to those who come and view a thought come to life. So, that being said, I’d like 
to thank Todd, Sanja and all the team at La Boite. To produce an Aboriginal 
person’s work and go: ‘this is your voice, you say whatever you want to say, how 
you want to say it and we’ll support you’ is something sadly too rarely said. To 
Isaac Drandic, who humbles and amazes me with his foresight and intellect. 
This play undoubtedly would have greatly missed your presence. To one of my 
favourite people, Peter Matheson, your guidance, knowledge and person has 
been something I will always treasure. To every actor who has been involved 
in my works. You have humbled me with your talent and generosity. To First 
Nation actors who have to go through scenes night after night, playing out 
scenarios that aren’t needing to be imagined by us because they are our lived 
experiences, and to willingly ‘feel’ that pain and heartache is one of the bravest 
things a person can do.  To the crew involved in the original production, you 
guys were unbelievable and I’m humbled by your gifts. To my people who 
inform my being and show me who I am, thank you. I would not be who I am if 
not for who you are. To my grandparents Steve and Irene. My love for you still 
runs deep and forever will. To Rob, thank you for always telling me you’re my 
number one fan. I miss you. To all of my friends, thanks for being a part of my 
life and making this journey a fun, loving one. To my mother Rosalind, the very 
first person to ever tell me, “you say whatever you want to say, how you want to 
say it and not only will I support you, I will stand in front of you and fight for 
you no matter who comes our way’. And thank you, any who have seen or read 
this play or any plays written by Aboriginal people in an effort to understand 
voices that too often get ignored. When we understand our connection to each 
other, the land and all that exists upon it, then we understand our place in all 
things and our belonging. We come to understand what it ‘spiritually’ means 
to be human. Thank you to Ian Lawson as well as a special shoutout to a very 
patient Danielle and all the guys at Playlab Theatre. To actively seek out and 
publish First Nation works to make them available to the wider public is an 
act that not only comes from a place of doing what is right rather than what is 
always profitable, but also an act that gives hope and further instil the belief that 
the meaning of this life is, connection. 

Steven Oliver
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Director’s Note
When I was first approached by La Boite to direct this work by Steven Oliver 
I was thinking it was going to be a hilarious look at family dynamics and 
possibly a satire which comments on our current social and political situation in 
Australia — I think La Boite thought it too. And while there are many hilarious 
and recognisable moments within the family dynamics, the commentary 
is less about our current political and social situation and more about our 
spiritual situation globally. This was quite a surprise as Steven is mostly known 
as the funny comedian guy and driving force behind ABC’s sketch show Blak 
Comedy. But this also stuck out for me as a work I haven’t seen or read from 
Blak Australia. It reminded me of a provocation made by a leading Aboriginal 
playwright and director to the Blak theatre industry 10 or so years ago — what 
would we be writing about (Blakfulla playwriting) if Australia had righted all 
its wrongs towards The First People. What would the content then be? What 
would we be saying? I feel like this is a play, perhaps one of the first from a Blak 
playwright to venture into this largely unknown territory. While the play does 
explore familiar storylines and tropes such as family and loss with a peppering 
of humour throughout, there is also a deeply philosophical narrative running 
through the body of this work that explores spirituality at its centre from a 
Blackfulla perspective. I’ve seen many Aboriginal plays with spirit figures 
and a lot of spirit, but none that speak to the state of our spiritual health on a 
global scale. Big ideas and themes around conflict, separateness, control and 
spirituality in our current world situation are amplified through the characters 
in this family drama. There are also concepts like connection, presence, 
consciousness and healing expressed in the work which provide a balance in 
the force of Steven Oliver’s storytelling. We all have vastly different and largely 
individual ideas of what these concepts mean to us and every now and then we 
stumble upon an idea we can all recognise, a sort of ‘truth’ resonates and we 
recognise it instantly; sometimes it may be just a feeling. During the process of 
making this work, we as a creative team had to find our collective ‘truth’ that we 
could then attempt to express and share. This is not a straightforward exercise 
but one which has made us all dig deep to understand ourselves, each other 
and the world around us just that little bit more. The thing I most love about 
From Darkness is it goes beyond the physical realm and the borders of Australia 
and Blakfulla politics and family drama. I hope you find something in From 
Darkness that resonates with you.

Isaac Drandic
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Foreword
From Darkness tells a story that is close to every First Nation families hearth. 
Our family histories can be seen in the ‘worry lines’ in our Grandmother’s 
faces. This pain has eaten away the resilience of each family since contact. 
For thousands of years our families were raised in the Spirit of the Land to 
be respectful, responsible, resourceful and resilient. In the past 250 years 
that resilience has been worn down to despair as our physical connections to 
country disintegrate. Not only was our land taken but our removal from it took 
away our responsibility to look after it. We have lost our dignity as caregivers 
to our land, our children are still being taken away and the ones left are taking 
their own lives in despair. Many only have stories and painful memories left for 
our children to inherit. 

I met Steven Oliver when I convince him to come to Brisbane to join the 
inaugural student intake of the Aboriginal Centre for the Performing Arts. As 
I was instrumental in bringing them to Brisbane I had an obligation to those 
students’ mothers to keep them safe. Those students became part of our family.  
I met Isaac Drandic when I was appointed as La Boite’s Cultural Advisor to the 
show.  These young ones from this show are now my cultural sons and daughters 
too. That’s how our mob works. 

As Mother Hen, I was amazed to watch the crew guide this brilliant cast of First 
Nation actors bring together this groundbreaking truth-telling process with 
such authenticity and raw emotional energy.  Roxanne McDonald (Nanna Lou), 
Lisa Maza (Abigail) and Colin Smith (Eric) as seasoned actors nurtured Benjin 
Maza (Preston) and Ebony McGuire (Akira) under Isaac’s watchful eye. 

Each played their part with love and respect as well as talent and cultural 
diligence. The visualisation of the pain felt by this family was boosted by an 
inherent cultural memory and bloodline talent. The audience was captivated as 
each family member disclosed their secret of coping along with their revelation 
of pain. Everyone from audience, cast, backstage crew and house staff felt 
the pain and anguish of family suicide equally and everyone was relieved by 
the ‘blackfella’ humour used so often in First Nation families to defuse tough 
situations. We all learned laughter is the best medicine. 

Father Eric kept a secret that shielded his family, Mother Abigail, feeling isolated 
coped the best she could by keeping everyone fed assisted by that magic cup of 
coffee. Nanna Lou moved to protect her Grannies as First Nation Grandmother’s 
Law dictates and those two Grannies, Preston and Akira, stuck together like the 
eucalyptus gum glue that seals a wound on a gum tree after it is damaged. 
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The depiction of the tangible imagery transporting the all-important intangible 
spirituality into Preston’s bedroom, showing his reaction to, and strong belief 
in, the deep spiritual knowledge was spectacularly authentic and subsequently 
vibrated through the diverse audience. The gasps of instant recognition by some 
melded into confusion and disbelief but all instantly disappears as the lighting and 
stage crew’s second by second focus flips the audience back to the family kitchen. 

The set design instantly took me back to every Aboriginal kitchen I visited as a 
child. The razor-sharp tongue of Nanna Lou with its double edge humour not 
only sliced deep but instantly bought relief to every pain filled moment, even 
right at the end she had to have the last word which ended the performance 
with a roar of laughter from the audience.   

I was honored to work with and watch the growth of such a groundbreaking play 
that came with a powerful energy born from thousands of years of resilience 
and perseverance. This emotional, energy packed, one day in the life of a grief-
stricken family who each in their own way put on a brave face to ensure the family 
supported one-another and stayed together is a story that needed to be told. From 
Darkness bought painful memories but the humour took me back to my family 
kitchen and hours spent with loved ones lost too soon. 

Aunty Colleen Wall
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First Production Details
From Darkness was first produced by La Boite and Brisbane Festival premiering 
at La Boite on September 7, 2019. 

DIRECTOR      Isaac Drandic
CULTURAL CONSULTANT    Colleen Wall
SET DESIGNER      Kevin O’Brien
COSTUME DESIGNER     Nat Ryner
LIGHTING DESIGNER     Ben Hughes
ASSOCIATE LIGHTING DESIGNER   Christine Felmingham
SOUND DESIGNER & COMPOSER   Guy Webster
VISUAL DESIGNER     Keith Deverell
ASSISTANT CREATIVE     Emily Wells
COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT COORDINATOR  Emily Coleman
STAGE MANAGER     Pip Loth
ASSISTANT STAGE MANAGER    Ebony Webb 

PRESTON      Benjin Maza
ABIGAIL      Lisa Maza
NANNA LOU      Roxanne McDonald
AKIRA       Ebony McGuire
ERIC       Colin Smith
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Notes
Characters

NANNA LOU A woman in her 60’s who despite being the matriarch of the   
  family, is probably the cheekiest and says what’s on her mind.   
  She’s light hearted but can also cut very deep with her words.

ERIC  A father in his forties who is the son of Nan Lou. He tries to   
  be the good guy much to his detriment and finds himself   
  usually caught in the middle of his mother and wife.

ABIGAIL  Mother in her forties who is the wife of Eric. They’ve been   
  together since high school and she has stood by his side through   
  many hard times. Since their oldest sons death though, they’ve   
  been growing apart. This is also the case for her relationship with  
  her two children and she often feels the outsider.

AKIRA  Fifteen year old daughter who feels like she’s the last person   
  people care about ever since her older brother’s death and her   
  living brother’s relationship with the spirits and is constantly   
  on her phone.

PRESTON Seventeen year old son who has been communicating with   
  forces that lie beyond the plains of the natural world.    
  He spends most of his time in his room and has been growing   
  distant from his family.

Set

A mostly empty space save for a dining table with six chairs placed in the middle.
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From Darkness

OPENING
Darkness. Stillness. Something stirs. It is consciousness/
thought. An explosion of light. Flashes reveal PRESTON 
standing in the corner. He is dwarfed by galaxies, stars, 
nebulas until finally we see the earth. Now there is land, 
then life. From life there are twins, boys. They grow and we 
witness one bathe in joy while the other drowns in sadness. 
We see that light is the feeling of warmth for one while for 
the other, it only reveals the coldness of the world. It is too 
much, coldness become hurt that becomes death. Light 
leaves death and turns to PRESTON as if attacking him. 
He screams. Darkness. Stillness. It is broken by someone 
knocking. Silence. Knocking again.

AKIRA Here! Preston! Let me in!

PRESTON No! Wait!

AKIRA Preston?

PRESTON Who is it?

AKIRA Me.

PRESTON Who me?

AKIRA Really?

PRESTON Me Really? Never heard of you.

AKIRA Oh, haha. Just let me in.

PRESTON Not until you identify yourself.
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AKIRA It’s your sweet and innocent sister.

PRESTON I have a sister but she’s more like sour and evil.

AKIRA Stop stuffing around.

PRESTON Announce yourself as my sour and evil sister and you can 
come in.

AKIRA Fine. It’s your sour and evil sister. Can I come in?

PRESTON No. You’re evil! Get away! 

AKIRA You suck.

PRESTON Gammin. You may enter.

AKIRA enters the room.

AKIRA You’re an idiot.

PRESTON That’s king idiot while you’re in my domain.

AKIRA Your domain is messy.

PRESTON That’s the good thing about being king. What you want? 

 Escaping?

AKIRA How do you think Mum and Dad’ll be?

PRESTON We’ll find out.

AKIRA You missing Vinnie?

PRESTON Like I’m missing half of me. 

AKIRA It’s his anniversary … I don’t know if I’m more angry than 
sad. He knows it too.

PRESTON Have you seen him?

AKIRA Every now and again, usually, pulling faces.
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PRESTON Still the prankster?

AKIRA Even in death. He looks lost sometimes. Makes me sad.

PRESTON At least you get to see him.

AKIRA Seeing him and not being able to yarn like we used to is hard.

PRESTON Does Mum or Dad know you see him?

AKIRA No.

PRESTON Is he here now? What about grandad, are they together?

AKIRA Spirits never appear together. They’re always alone. 

PRESTON These other mob, the Birilung, I think they’re trying to 
show me something.

AKIRA What?

PRESTON I think they are trying to wake us up. To show us what it 
means to be human again. To feel. To share our pain. To 
see another … Don’t tell Mum, she will just get upset.

AKIRA I’d better go check on Mum. She’s been working herself 
into a frenzy. Come with me.

PRESTON I gotta stay in here.

AKIRA Don’t leave me by myself.

PRESTON You’ll have Vinnie.

AKIRA Just come out for a bit.

PRESTON I would but the Birilung. 

AKIRA Stop being a selfish little bitch! I hope the Birilung force 
you out.

PRESTON Why would you say that? That’s a shit thing to say.
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AKIRA Abandoning your little sister is a shit thing to do.

PRESTON Get the spirits to guide you, or at least maybe hide you.

AKIRA You are so not the funny twin. You’re the gammin one with 
gammin jokes who’s forgotten what this house is like.

PRESTON No I haven’t. It’s why I stay in here.

AKIRA exits and it goes back to darkness. Lights flicker. 
They are erratic. It is the Birilung and light is their 
language. It becomes clear they are having a conversation 
with PRESTON.

 Stop it. Stop it. Leave him alone. Leave him alone. Vinnie. 
Vinnie. Vinnie!

Lights flash about and are now hectic in their approach to 
PRESTON. They seemingly berate him but in their glow 
we see another figure. It is VINNIE. He stands silently, 
broken. The light now drawn to him concentrates its 
barrage on him with each flash like a punch. Teaching him 
the suffering of the world. He begs for them to stop but they 
continue. PRESTON joins in pleading with them to stop 
trying to help his brother until finally silence, darkness. 
We hear VINNIE sobbing. The sounds across the stage in 
darkness. Then a thud. Gasping for air. Silence. A door 
opens followed by an anguished cry.

Lights come up on PRESTON who has obviously been 
crying. He is hunched over and kneeling on the floor, looking 
lost. Light moves about him, inquisitively, gently, intrusively.

 He had the softest heart and you squeezed it with all the 
suffering of the world until it broke. That’s why he was 
empty. You bled him of compassion.

The lights become frantic again. Now they hit into 
PRESTON as when they hit into VINNIE. Each light a 
punch of hurt, suffering, loneliness.




