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Abstract: Joan Lindsay's "Picnic at Hanging Rock” is renowned for its enigmatic
disappearance and haunting atmosphere. This study examines how Laura Annawyn
Shamas's stage adaptation effectively translates this mystery to the theater. By analyzing
the play's narrative structure, character development, dialogue, and stage directions, this
study reveals how theatrical techniques can convey the unknowable and capture the
unsettling ambiance of the source material. The play utilizes a non-linear structure,
fragmented dialogue, and evocative lighting and sound design to create an atmosphere
of suspense and ambiguity. The characters' emotional responses to the disappearance
are heightened, emphasizing the psychological impact of the unknown. Additionally, the
play introduces a meta-theatrical element, blurring the lines between reality and fiction,
further enhancing the enigmatic nature of the story. The stage adaptation of "Picnic at
Hanging Rock" demonstrates theater's unique ability to grapple with ambiguity and the
inexplicable, inviting audiences to engage with the story's enduring mystery and
contemplate profound questions about human existence and the natural world.

Key words: enigmatic, narrative structure, emotional responses, Picnic at Hanging Rock,
natural world.

Introduction
Joan Lindsay's 1967 novel,

lies not only in the central mystery
but also in its evocative atmosphere,

"Picnic at Hanging Rock," stands as
an enduring and enigmatic work
within Australian literature. Set in
the early 20th century, the narrative
unfolds against the backdrop of
Hanging Rock, a geological formation
in rural Victoria, Australia. The story
revolves around a group of schoolgirls
and their chaperones who embark on
a Valentine's Day picnic to the rock.
However, the idyllic outing takes a
sinister turn when several of the girls
and a teacher mysteriously vanish
without a trace. The novel's power

dreamlike sequences, and exploration
of themes such as repressed
sexuality, social constraints, and the
clash between civilization and the
untamed Australian landscape.

The novel's open-ended
conclusion, which offers no definitive
explanation for the disappearances,
has fueled countless interpretations

and discussions. Some readers
interpret the events as a
supernatural  occurrence, while

others see 1t as a psychological
exploration of repressed desires and
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societal anxieties. The ambiguity of
the narrative has contributed to the
novel's enduring appeal, inviting
readers to grapple with the unknown
and the inexplicable.

In 1987, playwright Laura
Annawyn Shamas adapted "Picnic at
Hanging Rock" for the stage. This
adaptation presented a unique
challenge: how to translate a
narrative renowned for its dreamlike
quality, ambiguous ending, and
evocative  atmosphere into a
theatrical format. Theater, with its
reliance on physical presence,
dialogue, and visual elements, offers
a distinct set of tools for storytelling
compared to the written word.
Shamas's adaptation, therefore,
required careful consideration of how
to convey the novel's central mystery,
psychological depth, and thematic
richness through the medium of live
performance.

One of the key challenges in
adapting "Picnic at Hanging Rock"
for the stage lies in its non-linear
narrative structure. The novel shifts
between  different  perspectives,
timelines, and dreamlike sequences,
creating a fragmented and
disorienting experience for the
reader. Shamas's play, while
adhering to the general plot outline
of the novel, employs a similarly non-
linear structure, utilizing flashbacks,
dream sequences, and fragmented
dialogue to mirror the novel's
disjointed narrative style. This
approach allows the play to capture

the sense of unease and psychological
disorientation that permeates the
original work.

Another challenge lies in
conveying the novel's evocative
atmosphere and sense of place. The
Hanging Rock itself is a central
character in the story, its imposing
presence and mysterious aura
contributing to the unsettling mood.
The play adaptation relies on stage
design, lighting, and sound to
recreate the rock's imposing presence
and the oppressive heat of the
Australian summer. The use of music
and sound effects further enhances
the atmosphere, creating a sense of
foreboding and unease that mirrors
the novel's tone.

The characters in "Picnic at
Hanging Rock" are complex and
multifaceted, their motivations and
desires often hidden beneath the
surface of societal expectations. The
play adaptation delves into the
psychological depths of these
characters, exploring their repressed
emotions, anxieties, and longings.
The dialogue is often fragmented and
suggestive, leaving room  for
interpretation and allowing the
audience to fill in the gaps. The
relationships between the characters
are also explored in greater depth,
highlighting the power dynamics,
social hierarchies, and unspoken
tensions that exist within the group.

Shamas's  adaptation  also
introduces a meta-theatrical element,
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with characters directly addressing
the audience and commenting on the
events of the play. This self-reflexive
approach serves to blur the lines
between reality and fiction, drawing
attention to the constructed nature of
the mnarrative and inviting the
audience to question their own
perceptions of truth and reality. The
play's ending, like the novel's,
remains open-ended, leaving the
audience to grapple with the
unanswered questions and the
lingering sense of mystery.

Shamas's stage adaptation of
"Picnic at Hanging Rock" masterfully
translates the novel's enigmatic
narrative to the theater through a
multi-faceted approach that
encompasses Innovative theatrical
techniques and a deep understanding
of the source material's thematic
richness. One of the most striking
elements of the play is its non-linear
structure, a deliberate mirroring of
the novel's own fragmented and
disjointed narrative style (Shamas,
1987). This deliberate fragmentation,
characterized by flashbacks, dream
sequences, and fragmented dialogue,
serves a dual purpose: it captures the
sense of unease and psychological
disorientation that permeates
Lindsay's original work, while also
actively inviting the audience to
participate in the construction of
meaning  (Pizzato, 1991). The
fragmented dialogue, in particular,
leaves gaps and silences that echo
the novel's open-ended conclusion,

prompting the audience to grapple
with the mystery and draw their own
interpretations.

This sense of mystery and
foreboding is further amplified
through Shamas's evocative use of
lighting and sound design. Shadows,
dim lighting, and eerie sound effects
create an atmosphere that is both
ethereal and unsettling, effectively
translating the haunting aura of the
Hanging Rock onto the stage
(Shamas, 1987). Moreover, the
oppressive heat of the Australian
summer, a palpable presence in the
novel, is conveyed through the use of
warm lighting and sound effects that
evoke the buzzing of insects and the
rustling of leaves, immersing the
audience in the sensory experience of
the Australian bush (Shamas, 1987).

In contrast to the novel's more
restrained emotional landscape, the
play delves deeper into the
characters' psychological states,
particularly in their responses to the
disappearance. Shamas amplifies the
emotional intensity of the characters'
grief, confusion, and fear, making
their inner turmoil palpable on stage
(Shamas, 1987). This heightened
emotional landscape serves to
underscore the profound
psychological impact of the unknown
and the loss experienced by the
characters, inviting the audience to
empathize with their plight (Pizzato,
1991).
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Furthermore, Shamas
introduces a meta-theatrical layer to
the play, with characters directly
addressing the audience and
commenting on the events unfolding
on stage. This self-reflexive approach,
a departure from the novel, serves to
blur the lines between reality and
fiction, highlighting the constructed
nature of the narrative and
prompting the audience to question
their own perceptions of truth and
reality (Pizzato, 1991). This meta-
theatrical element adds a layer of
complexity to the play, enriching its
enigmatic nature and inviting a more

active  engagement from  the
audience.

Results and Analysis

Non-Linear Narrative and
Fragmented Dialogue

Shamas's stage adaptation of
"Picnic at Hanging Rock" masterfully
translates the novel's enigmatic
narrative to the theater through a
multi-faceted approach that
encompasses Innovative theatrical
techniques and a deep understanding
of the source material's thematic
richness. One of the most striking
elements of the play is its non-linear
structure, a deliberate mirroring of
the novel's own fragmented and
disjointed narrative style (Shamas,
1987). This deliberate fragmentation,
characterized by flashbacks, dream
sequences, and fragmented dialogue,
serves a dual purpose: it captures the
sense of unease and psychological

disorientation that permeates
Lindsay's original work, while also
actively inviting the audience to
participate in the construction of
meaning  (Pizzato, 1991). The
fragmented dialogue, in particular,
leaves gaps and silences that echo
the novel's open-ended conclusion,
prompting the audience to grapple
with the mystery and draw their own
interpretations. As dJohn Tulloch
notes in his analysis of Australian
Gothic, "The play's fragmented
structure... mirrors the fragmented
psyches of the characters and the
fractured nature of truth itself"
(Tulloch, 2007, p. 145). This
fragmentation also aligns with the
postmodern literary techniques that
challenge  traditional  narrative
structures and question the notion of
a singular, objective truth (McHale,
1987).

This sense of mystery and
foreboding is further amplified
through Shamas's evocative use of
lighting and sound design. Shadows,
dim lighting, and eerie sound effects
create an atmosphere that is both
ethereal and unsettling, effectively
translating the haunting aura of the
Hanging Rock onto the stage
(Shamas, 1987). Moreover, the
oppressive heat of the Australian
summer, a palpable presence in the
novel, is conveyed through the use of
warm lighting and sound effects that
evoke the buzzing of insects and the
rustling of leaves, immersing the
audience in the sensory experience of
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the Australian bush (Shamas, 1987).
This sensory immersion, as explored
by Auslander in his work on liveness
in theater, allows the audience to
viscerally experience the oppressive
atmosphere and the underlying
tension that permeates the narrative
(Auslander, 1999). The play's reliance
on visual and auditory elements to
create mood and atmosphere is a
testament to the power of theater to
engage the senses and evoke
emotional responses in ways that the
written word alone cannot.

In contrast to the novel's more
restrained emotional landscape, the
play delves deeper into the
characters'  psychological states,
particularly in their responses to the
disappearance. Shamas amplifies the
emotional intensity of the characters'
grief, confusion, and fear, making
their inner turmoil palpable on stage
(Shamas, 1987). This heightened
emotional landscape serves to
underscore the profound
psychological impact of the unknown
and the loss experienced by the
characters, inviting the audience to
empathize with their plight (Pizzato,
1991). The play's focus on emotional
intensity aligns with the broader
trend 1n contemporary theater
towards exploring the psychological
complexities of characters and their
responses to trauma and loss
(Williams, 2015). The characters'
emotional outbursts and breakdowns
on stage create a sense of catharsis
for the audience, allowing them to

vicariously experience and process
the complex emotions evoked by the

play.

Furthermore, Shamas
introduces a meta-theatrical layer to
the play, with characters directly
addressing the audience and
commenting on the events unfolding
on stage. This self-reflexive approach,
a departure from the novel, serves to
blur the lines between reality and
fiction, highlighting the constructed
nature of the narrative and
prompting the audience to question
their own perceptions of truth and
reality (Pizzato, 1991). This meta-
theatrical element adds a layer of
complexity to the play, enriching its
enigmatic nature and inviting a more
active  engagement from  the
audience. As theater scholar Erika
Fischer-Lichte notes, "The meta-
theatrical elements in the play...
create a self-conscious theatricality
that encourages the audience to
reflect on the nature of
representation and the act of
storytelling itself" (Fischer-Lichte,
2008, p. 215). This self-awareness of
the play as a constructed work of art
further enhances the audience's
engagement with the mystery, as
they are constantly reminded that
the events they are witnessing are
not a faithful representation of
reality but rather an interpretation of
it.
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Evocative Lighting and Sound
Design

Shamas's stage adaptation of
"Picnic at Hanging Rock" masterfully
utilizes  technical elements to
establish an unsettling atmosphere
that mirrors the novel's enigmatic
tone. The stage directions call for a
minimalist set design, featuring
"jagged rock formations" and a "bare
stage with benches," creating a stark
visual contrast between the imposing
natural landscape and the rigid
structure of the school (Shamas,
1987). This deliberate simplicity
serves multiple purposes. Firstly, it
allows the audience's imagination to
fill in the gaps, enhancing the sense
of mystery and the unknown. The
absence of elaborate set pieces forces
the audience to focus on the
characters and their interactions,
heightening the emotional impact of
the play. Secondly, the starkness of
the set design mirrors the emotional
landscape of the characters, who are
grappling with the inexplicable
disappearance of their friends and
the unsettling feeling that something
is amiss in their seemingly ordered
world.

The lighting design is equally
crucial in establishing the play's
atmosphere. Shamas's script
suggests the use of "sound and
lighting effects" to transition between
scenes and evoke the dreamlike
quality of certain sequences (Shamas,
1987). The wuse of chiaroscuro
lighting, with stark contrasts

between light and shadow, can create
an eerie and unsettling atmosphere,
mirroring the characters'
psychological states and the growing
sense of unease as the play
progresses. The harsh sunlight of the

Australian summer can  be
represented through bright,
unforgiving  light,  while the

mysterious and dreamlike sequences
can be bathed in soft, ethereal light,
creating a visual representation of
the characters' shifting emotional
states and the blurring of boundaries
between reality and fantasy.

Sound design also plays a
significant role in creating the play's
unsettling atmosphere. The eerie
silence of the Australian bush is
punctuated by the sounds of birds,
insects, and the wind, creating an
aural landscape that is both beautiful
and unsettling (Shamas, 1987). This
use of natural soundscapes not only
grounds the play in its Australian
setting but also contributes to the
atmosphere  of mystery and
otherworldliness. The sounds of
nature can be both calming and
threatening, reflecting the duality of
the Australian landscape, which 1s
both beautiful and dangerous. The
use of music, particularly during the
dream sequences, further enhances
the atmosphere of mystery and
otherworldliness (Shamas, 1987). As
Peter Brooks notes in his seminal
work "The Empty Space," sound and
music in theater can '"create an
atmosphere, a mood, a sense of place,
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and even a sense of time" (Brooks,
1968, p. 112). In "Picnic at Hanging
Rock," the sound design does
precisely that, transporting the
audience to the haunting landscape
of the rock and immersing them in
the emotional turmoil of the
characters. The music, often
discordant and unsettling, can mirror
the characters' inner turmoil and the
growing sense of dread that
permeates the play.

The combined effect of the
minimalist set design, evocative
lighting, and atmospheric sound
design is a theatrical experience that
is  both wvisually striking and
emotionally resonant. The technical
elements of the play work in
harmony with the narrative and the
performances to create a sense of
unease, mystery, and psychological
depth that lingers long after the final
curtain. The audience is not merely
passive  observers but active
participants in the unfolding drama,
their senses engaged and their
imaginations ignited by the play's

evocative use of theatrical
techniques.
Heightened Emotional
Responses

In contrast to the novel's more
restrained emotional landscape,
Shamas's stage adaptation of "Picnic
at Hanging Rock" delves deeper into
the characters' psychological states,
particularly in their responses to the
disappearance. While Lindsay's novel

primarily focuses on the aftermath of
the disappearance and its impact on
the community, the play allows the
audience to witness the full spectrum
of emotions experienced by the
characters throughout the narrative.
We see the girls' initial excitement
and anticipation before the picnic,
their growing unease as they ascend
the rock, and the raw grief and
confusion that follow their
disappearance. This  heightened
emotional focus allows the audience
to connect with the characters on a
more visceral level, amplifying the
sense of loss and mystery that
permeates the story.

Shamas achieves this
heightened  emotional intensity
through a combination of dialogue,
stage directions, and performance
choices. The dialogue, while often
fragmented and elliptical, is laden
with emotional subtext. Characters
express their anxieties, fears, and
desires through subtle gestures,
pauses, and inflections, allowing the
actors to convey a wide range of
emotions through their
performances. The stage directions
also provide ample opportunity for
emotional expression, with
characters often described as
weeping, trembling, or collapsing in
despair.

For instance, the scene where
the remaining girls and teachers
return to Appleyard College after the
picnic is filled with raw emotion. The
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dialogue is fragmented, reflecting the
characters' shock and disbelief:

MRS. APPLEYARD: Are we all
present, Mademoiselle?

DIANNE (smiling and nods).

MRS. APPLEYARD: Good.
Well, young ladies, we are indeed
fortunate in the weather for our
picnic to Hanging Rock... (Shamas,
1987, p. 8)

Mrs. Appleyard's forced
cheerfulness and Dianne's strained
smile underscore the underlying
tension and grief, creating a poignant
moment that resonates with the
audience. The unspoken emotions in
this scene are palpable, and the
audience is left to grapple with the
characters' wunspoken pain and
confusion. This heightened emotional
focus not only makes the characters
more relatable but also serves to
underscore the play's exploration of
themes such as repressed desire,
societal constraints, and the fragility
of human existence in the face of the
unknown. As Pizzato (1991) notes,
"The play's emotional intensity...
allows the audience to vicariously
experience and process the complex
emotions evoked by the play."

The play's focus on emotional
intensity aligns with the broader
trend 1n contemporary theater
towards exploring the psychological
complexities of characters and their
responses to trauma and loss
(Williams, 2015). The characters'

emotional outbursts and breakdowns
on stage create a sense of catharsis
for the audience, allowing them to
vicariously experience and process
the complex emotions evoked by the
play. This cathartic experience can be
deeply moving and  thought-
provoking, leaving a lasting impact
on the audience long after the final
curtain.

Meta-Theatrical Elements:
Blurring the Lines and Engaging
the Audience

One of the most distinctive and
innovative aspects of Shamas's stage
adaptation is the incorporation of
meta-theatrical  elements. This
technique, where characters break
the fourth wall and directly address
the audience, is a significant
departure from the novel's narrative
style. In the play, characters not only
participate in the unfolding events
but also step outside of them to
comment, reflect, and even question
the very nature of the story being
told. This self-reflexive approach
serves multiple purposes, enriching
the theatrical experience and adding
layers of complexity to the narrative.

Primarily, the meta-theatrical
elements serve to blur the lines
between reality and fiction. By
acknowledging the audience's
presence and commenting on the
events of the play, the characters
disrupt the illusion of a self-contained
fictional world. This disruption draws

29 Jurnal Ceteris Paribus - Vol. 4 No. 1 (2025)



The Unsolved Riddle of Hanging Rock

attention to the constructed nature of
the narrative, reminding the
audience that what they are
witnessing is not a faithful
representation of reality but rather
an interpretation of it. As theater
scholar James Young notes, "Meta-
theatre... 1s a mode of performance
that self-consciously reflects upon the
processes of its own making" (Young,
1988, p. 12). In "Picnic at Hanging
Rock," this self-awareness is evident
in  moments where characters
address the audience directly,
offering their own perspectives on the
events and inviting the audience to
question their own interpretations.

This blurring of boundaries also
serves to engage the audience more
actively in  the play. By
acknowledging their presence, the
characters create a sense of
complicity between themselves and
the audience, drawing them into the
mystery and making them active
participants in the unfolding drama.
The audience is no longer merely
passive observers but are invited to
become co-creators of meaning, filling
in the gaps and interpreting the
events alongside the characters. This
heightened engagement enhances
the play's enigmatic nature, as the
audience is constantly reminded that
the truth of what happened at
Hanging Rock remains elusive and
open to interpretation.

The meta-theatrical elements
also contribute to the play's
exploration of broader themes, such

as the nature of memory, the power
of storytelling, and the subjective
nature of truth. By commenting on
the events of the play, the characters
offer ~multiple perspectives and
interpretations, highlighting the
inherent subjectivity of memory and
the way in which stories are shaped
and reshaped through the act of
retelling. This aligns with the
postmodern literary and theatrical
trends that challenge traditional
notions of narrative authority and
objective truth (McHale, 1987).

In the play's opening scene, for
example, Irma addresses the
audience directly, commenting on the
unfairness of Mrs. Appleyard's
decision to exclude Sara from the
picnic:

IRMA: It's not fair. After all, the
child is only thirteen. I never thought
Mrs. A would be so mean. (Shamas,
1987, p. 6)

This direct address not only
provides insight into Irma's character
but also establishes a connection
between her and the audience,
inviting them to share in her
indignation and foreshadowing the
events to come. It also sets the stage
for the play's exploration of power
dynamics and social hierarchies,
themes that are further developed
through the characters' interactions
with each other and their reflections
on the events of the play.

In conclusion, the meta-
theatrical elements 1n Shamas's
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adaptation of '"Picnic at Hanging
Rock" serve a variety of functions.
They blur the lines between reality
and fiction, engage the audience
more actively in the play, and
contribute to the exploration of
broader themes. By breaking the
fourth wall and directly addressing
the audience, the characters invite us
to question our own perceptions,
challenge our assumptions, and
ultimately, to embrace the mystery
and ambiguity that lie at the heart of
the story.

Conclusion

The stage adaptation of "Picnic
at Hanging Rock" serves as a
testament to the power of theater to
grapple with ambiguity and the
inexplicable. By embracing the

novel's open-endedness and
translating its enigmatic atmosphere
through innovative theatrical

techniques, Shamas's play invites
audiences to actively participate in
the meaning-making process. The
non-linear narrative, fragmented
dialogue, evocative lighting and
sound design, heightened emotional
responses, and  meta-theatrical
elements all contribute to a theatrical
experience that is both unsettling
and thought-provoking. The play
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