
 

Embers 
By Campion Decent 

Mauris lorem!  

 

A toweringly 

important new Australian play that 

speaks to our hearts from the hearts of 

our countrymen. 

The Daily Telegraph 

Overnight on 7 and 8 January 2003, a 

dry storm ignited over 80 fires in 

Victoria’s North East and Gippsland. 

From exhaustive interviews with 

residents of the region, Campion 

Decent has fashioned an extraordinary 

account of the fires; the heart-stopping 

tales of survival, the awe-inspiring 

courage and endurance of communities 

put to the test, the spine-chilling 

evocations of the wave of heats roars 

through pristine valleys - and the 

mountains of sandwiches volunteers 

anxiously prepared. Gripping, lyrical, 

comically overwrought when it seems 

tragic, and deeply moving when all 

appears lost, Embers is the story of a fire 

- and the people who conquered it.  

What is Verbatim Theatre? 
Verbatim plays are written using only the precise words spoken by 

people interviewed about a particular event or topic. The plays are 

constructed by the playwright from the testimony of witnesses or 
those close to an event in order to lend the play an authority that 

shifts the theatre from mere entertainment to a form of reportage, 

politicising the audience.  
 

This form of theatre has four major functions: 
1. To reassess national/ or local histories; 

2. To celebrate or give a voice to local communities, or 

marginalised groups; 

3. To investigate important events or issues; 
4. To be didactic, (in other words to educate or “teach” 

towards increased and specific knowledge or 

understanding.) 
 

In an age where even News and Current Affair programs are 
being turned into “infotainment”, there is a distinct lack of diverse 

voices and local stories in our community, which could be one of 

the many contributing factors behind the resurgence of Verbatim 

Theatre.  

Traditionally, Verbatim Theatre has explored a range of 

perspectives, a variety of truths; Verbatim plays express the 
complex layering of characters' realities through story and 

language. Conscious that it is witnessing a shared reality, whether 

local or global, an audience is given the opportunity 
simultaneously to reflect on a play's content intellectually and to 

experience the characters' stories emotionally. 
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2003 Eastern Victorian (Alpine) Fires 
The events behind the play 

Eighty seven fires were started by lightning in the 

north east of Victoria on 8 January 2003. Eight of 

these fires were unable to be contained - they joined 

together to form the largest fire in Victoria since the 

1939 "Black Friday" bushfires. Burning for 59 days 

before being contained, the Alpine Fires burnt over 

1.3 million hectares, 41 homes and over 9,000 

livestock, with thousands of kilometres of fencing 

also being destroyed.  

Areas affected include Mt Buffalo, Bright, Dinner 

Plain, Benambra and Omeo. 

A rich source of material can be sourced from the following website: 
http://www.dse.vic.gov.au/DSE/nrenfoe.nsf/LinkView/E20ACF3A4A127CB04A25679300155B04358FFCDA5

CA1F43FCA256DA6000942C9 
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The Writer’s Notes 

It’s a slightly surreal experience to be touring 
Embers now given the devastating bushfire 
events of earlier this year; and while the play 
in no way attempts to provide an account of 
this most recent experience, there are echoes 
from the 2003 fires that will make the play 
resonate in a different way following Black 
Saturday.  
 
This is the nature of theatre. It is alive to what 
we bring to it as audience, both individually 
and collectively. And certainly the 
collective consciousness around bushfire and 
its implications has shifted since February 7.  
At its heart though the play remains a story 
about a community of ordinary people facing 
an extraordinary event.  
 
When I first heard the stories that are 
Embers, I was moved by their simple 
elegance and offer of community strength in 
the face of adversity. In a world increasingly 
marked by events beyond individual control 
my hope remains that Embers resonates 
beyond the specific experience it recounts, to 
illuminate the universal within it.  
 
It is what lies beneath the surface of this story 
that I believe we need to hear.  
 
Campion Decent 
 

What the reviews said… 
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Student Notes 

Embers does not rely on plot or character 
development to get its point across. 

Things to take into consideration  

It relies heavily on language, in this 
case, the stories within the piece and 
the differing linguistic and physical 
idiosyncrasies the characters possess 
in telling their stories.  

In terms of staging & acting, Embers tends to lean more towards the world of Epic Theatre to 
convey its point across to an audience. 

The testimonies of over 70 people were used in  
Embers. 

There were only 7 actors playing all the roles. 
 

The Actors changed costumes on stage as well as as 
off stage. 

There was extensive use of projections to subtitle  
the major stories as well as the use of haunting music to 
to underline the impact of the stories told.  
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Epic Theatre 
This will help you answer the exam questions when talking about acting and staging a Verbatim Play. 

 Epic theatre is a theatrical movement arising 
in the early to mid 20th century from the 
theories and practice of a number of theatre 
practioners, including Erwin Piscator, and, 
most famously, Bertolt Brecht.  
 
Although many of the concepts and practices 
involved in Brechtian epic theatre had been 
around for years, even centuries, Brecht 
unified them, developed the style, and 
popularized it. Epic theatre incorporates a 
mode of acting that utilises what he calls 
gestus.  
 
The epic form describes both a type of written 
drama and a methodological approach to the 
production of plays: "Its qualities of clear 
description and reporting and its use of 
choruses and projections as a means of 
commentary earned it the name 'epic'." 

Remembering that one of the main objectives 
of Epic Theatre and Embers is that the 

audience should always be aware that they are 

watching a play and listening to actual accounts 
of the people involved. Hence the uses of 

projections, on and off stage costume changes 

and the use of voice and gesture are prevalent 

in the production.  

When looking at the acting in Embers you 

could use some of Brecht’s theory to 

portray the various characters.  

Gestus is an acting technique developed by 

Brecht. It carries the sense of a combination of 

physical gesture and "gist" or attitude. It is a 

means by which "an attitude or single aspect of 

an attitude" is revealed, insofar as it is 

"expressible in words or actions." 

Gestus, as the embodiment of an 

attitude, carries at least two distinct 

meanings in Brecht's theatre: firstly, the 

uncovering or revealing of the 

motivations and transactions that 

underpin a dramatic exchange between 

the characters; secondly, the “epic” 

narration of that character by the actor 

(in the case of Embers it is their 

experience of the fires that’s 

important to the piece)  
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