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DIRECTING LIKE A RIVER 
 

Stephanie Fink is the director of Like A River. Stef joined Massive  
in 2010 as a member of Massive Nui Ensemble, and has performed  
in ‘The Island’ and ‘Chance to Ignite.’ Stef took part in the Director’s  
Lab in 2016/17, and is currently a tutor on Massive’s workshop programme.  
 
 

Tell us more about Like a River. What is the play about for you? 

Like A River is about how and why we decide to stand up and speak out and protest. Or why not. It is 

less about what we speak up about. The writer Jo Randerson was less interested in identity politics or 

speaking up on behalf of people. She is more interested in the ‘Why’ and the circumstances around 

that. 

The show contains references to things like Parihaka and the Springboks tour which are part of our 

history. And then it looks at the present which is represented by stories and lived experiences of 

speaking up, or not, directly from the cast.  

 

How has the process of script development for Like A 

River differed from past Massive shows, which are 

often created through a devising process? 

There was a workshop last year that Sam Scott and 

Kura Forrester ran with Jo Randerson. Jo used the 

opportunity to test out ideas, and it was essentially a 

first round of research. From that Jo wrote the first 

draft. She knew that she was interested in ideas 

around protest. And it was during this research that 

she refined it to the central questions of ‘When do we 

feel like we can and can’t speak-up? And Why?’  

 

After that first draft we auditioned and cast the show, and Jo wrote the remaining drafts with our 

specific cast in mind. So from there she worked a bit more in Massive’s style of bringing stories out of 

the cast and working them in to the script. So the script is a great mix of Jo Randerson’s style of 

creating -  eclectic, joyful, and funny. But brought together with a traditional element of Massive 

Theatre Company’s style of telling and sharing the stories and lived experience of the cast.   

 

Why is Like A River relevant to audiences today in New Zealand? 

Thinking about the schools’march for climate change, the terrorist events in Christchurch, and social 

protests sweeping across not just New Zealand but the world, the idea of protest and speaking up 

becomes deeply relevant. There are a lot of young people who don’t know how they can implement 

change. They think it might just be all about movement and action online. So I think this show will 

hopefully provoke thought for our younger audiences that there is more to speaking up that a like on 

Facebook. I think Like A River shows that good conversation is a part of speaking up. There are lots 

of different ways to initiate a conversation, and this show explores them. 

 

“A RIVER IS STRONG 
AND NOTHING CAN 

STOP IT. AND IT 
WILL ALWAYS 

FLOW AROUND THE 
HARD EDGES OF 
OTHER PEOPLE.” 
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Is Like a River a call to action about any particular social issue? 

I wouldn’t say so. Jo Randerson’s writing isn’t about sweeping statements or telling people what to do 

or how to be. The title Like a River is based on the philosopher Lao Tse who talks about being like a 

river. A river is strong and nothing can stop it. And it will always flow around the hard edges of other 

people. And if something impedes it, it will still get where it needs to go. And if it needs to it will 

create it’s own stream - path and become it’s own river. Change or speaking up or protesting is a 

force that is like that river. It is soft, but it is unstoppable. And that is the thing that she puts out there 

as the best way to approach situations that you don’t agree with or that you are conflicted about. And 

our characters all show the many ways people do try and approach the challenge of speaking up. I 

quite like that Like a River asks a lot of questions, but doesn’t feel the need to give many answers.  

 

What has been your overall vision for the work? 

Like a River works within this overall construct of a gameshow. But the person leading the gameshow 

is just a voice. That idea led to so many strong visual design ideas– think of who wants to be a 

millionaire and that intense choppy world of the gameshow. And combined with Michael and his love 

of bright colours and his kitsch tongue-in-cheek aesthetic it all works together to create something 

exciting. I thought a lot about Japanese gameshows how they have such a creative larger-than-life 

energy. And we want that game show design to create this fun juxtaposition to the stories we hear 

about protest and making a stand. 

 

How did you work with the actors to uncover their overall character journeys? 

It was a very challenging script to work with, dramaturgically. It took a lot of work and research with 

the cast to pinpoint the milestones and moments for each character within the overall arc of the work. 

We spent a really long time just talking about who their characters are and asking why the characters 

say what they say. The answers can always be found in the script. That research is important and once 

we got the work on its feet and started rehearsing it, it meant we had something to draw on. When 

those questions came up again for the cast - ‘why am I saying this right now?’ we could go back to 

that work and reclarify the intentions behind and reasoning for each character’s dialogue. 

 

As well as the central cast on stage, there is a sixth character – the voice that seems to control, guide, 

or comment on the events unfolding on stage. Tell us more about what this represents. 

The Voice is the embodiment of the cultural constructs and societal pressures that exist around us.  It 

is kind of like the voice in your head, but it has been shaped by the world around you, so maybe it is 

a voice that is not true to who you actually are and what you really want.   

 

In a functional way, it is also the voice of the game-show , a narrative device that propels the story 

forward, gives the characters an external force to react against, and that ultimately leads them to their 

own personal discoveries. We chose to go with an older male voice as it is that typical 'game show 

presenter' type of voice, and as something for the actors to react against it made more sense for it to 

be someone not from their own age group. The voice progresses from relatively supportive and 

encouraging at the beginning, through to hopeless and lost when it looks outwards to the state of 

our world, then to angry and irritated when it realises it no longer has control over the contestants.   
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The title ‘Like A River’ brings to mind our natural environment. How is our natural world present in this 

story and represented on stage? 

There is a lot of nature imagery in the work. The chairs that are quite present on stage become a 

physical metaphor for the coming together of ideas and people, and become a mountain. That relates 

to the story that one of the character’s tells about Parihaka and the idea of strength in numbers. 

About finding your people, coming together, and mobilising as a solid force. It’s solid like a mountain. 

 

The stories the cast tell about their lived experiences also bring nature to mind. They describe the 

settings and surroundings. And the script uses natural metaphor to describe people and situations. At 

one point Elsie describe someone by talking about islands - “…some things are solid, they are islands 

around him in a sea of unknowing, islands that he can land on. Happy Islands.’ And always this idea of 

the river and it’s gentle but unstoppable force is present in the story. 

 

Where does conflict exist in the play had amongst the characters? 

There is tension between ideas and ways of being. 

And a conflict between the hardness and softness of 

the characters and the design. There are two 

diametrically opposed characters. One who is hard 

and more critical vs one who is a bit softer, and very 

much about staying positive and staying calm, and 

the idea that ‘everything will be fine’. There are two 

characters who are quite uncertain. They sit on the 

fence but have very different reasons for that – one 

does it due to not knowing/understanding, the 

other does it because they don’t want to know. Our 

cast are visually diverse in their heights, sizes, 

ethnicities, and they make you consider the different 

world views that exist on the stage. And we see in their characters the ways they are different – the 

positive vs negative, the soft vs hard, quiet stillness vs action and energy. Some characters get to 

resolve their struggles more easily than others. And that is just like life. And I like that.  

 

What are some of the drama conventions employed during storytelling? 

Each of the cast plays two different types of character one we call their base character’. This is the one 

that is strongly rooted in who they are as a person, and based on the personal stories they shared 

with Randerson. They also play ‘scene characters’ where they embody known figures or act out 

vignettes outside of the story – like playing Mike Hosking, or Robert Muldoon, or protesters of the 

Springbok tour. These are more heightened and their approach to delivering these parts is noticeably 

more far removed from who they are.  

 

We signal the change using freeze frame – though we call it a fixed-point as it is more active. During 

freeze frame it’s easy to lose energy. So fixed-point is more about holding and keeping the energy 

even as action slows. They do this together, and all take responsibility to collectively change course 

and move into their scene characters. 

“ALWAYS, THIS 
IDEA OF THE RIVER 

AND IT’S GENTLE 
UNSTOPPABLE 

FORCE IS PRESENT 
IN THE STORY.” 
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THEMES IN LIKE A RIVER 
 
The title Like A River (I Disagree) is inspired by the Tao teachings of Lao Tse who said: 
 

“Be still like a mountain and flow like a river. 
The best way to live is to be like water. 

The softest things of the world overcome the hardest things of the world.” 
 
As well as this overarching idea, the play contains some key themes. Work on your own 
or in pairs/groups to answer the questions below. 
 
 

PROTEST 
 

1. What did Like a River explore or help you discover about the reasons why we do and do 
not speak up in the face of injustice?  
 

2. What New Zealand protests were references in Like a River? Why do you think these were 
included? 
 

3. What narrative devices and design decisions created (or heightened) protest and conflict 
in the story? 
 
 

OUR LIVED EXPERIENCES 
 

1. How were the lived experiences of the cast used to create conflict and tension in Like a 
River? 
 

2. Did you relate to any of the shared lived experiences?  
 

3. Which character did you most relate to and why? 
 
 

SOCIAL MEDIA AND POPULARITY 
 

1. Why do you think a gameshow was used as the environment for the events of Like a River 
to unfold within? 
 

2. How do you think social media and social pressure influences our ability and desire to 
protest or speak up? 
 

3. Who do you think the ‘voice’ character represented, and how did it empower or 
disempower the characters to take action?   
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OUR LIVED EXPERIENCES 
 

Throughout the development of Like A River the cast joined workshops with writer Jo Randerson and 
Massive Theatre company to explore themes in the work. As part of this process they shared personal 
stories about their own experiences of speaking up (or not).  
 
Spend some time answering the questions below – the same ones asked of the cast. Then work 
together in groups or pairs to discuss your reflections. 
 

 
Tell a story about a time you felt passionately about something, but were unable to speak up. Why do 
you think you stayed silent? Consider your environment, the people you were with, your own history etc 
to help you answer. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Tell a story about a time when you felt passionately and were able to speak up. Why do you think this 
was?  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

What do you think is most effective or important when it comes to challenging views or actions that you 
don’t agree with? What works and what doesn’t? Why do you think that is? 
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MEET SHERRY 
 

Sherry Zhang is one of the cast of Like A River. Sherry began devising with Massive in 2018 as 
part of Massive Nui ensembles’ ‘It’s past your bedtime.’ Sherry started performing in High 
School and is a poet and spoken word artists. Sherry is half-way through her Law and 
Communications degree with University of Auckland and a producer at 95bfm alongside her 
work as a professional actor. She shared more about the process of working on Like A River 
and the lived experiences that have informed her own stories about the themes of the show. 
 
Tell us more about the character you play. 
I play the character of ‘Sherry,’ and she is a heightened version of myself. She is sensitive (but lacks a 
bit of tact), opinionated, steadfast in her beliefs of what’s right and wrong, caring (even if it doesn’t 
always come across like that), loud and direct, snarky and sarcastic.  
 
Other than the base character of Sherry, I also play a gushing fanatic trump supporter, Mike Hosking’s 
floor manager (an old male fart), Universe Bank (a parody of the International Monetary Fund), a bully 
(real snarky and psychotic, prancing, I imagine a long, limber, scary being - like something from Tim 
Burton), a blokey uber driver (your classic mansplaining Kiwi lad), and Frankie’s older sister in the car.  
 
Tell us about the journey or story arc of ‘Sherry’.  
Initially she is a little shy but gains confidence to represent her perspective as she begins to clash 
with other characters. Being snubbed by other characters, and moments of tension as a result of 
disagreeing bring out her fiery side. Sherry has a many learnings throughout the play, for example 
learning to listen, and how to fight and state her point of view sustainably and productively - without 
destroying herself, others, and the environment. There is tension between Sherry and all members of 
the group, most visibly with Frankie, whose positive demeanour inherently clashes with Sherry’s more 
cynical outlook.  
  
How have you approached your characterisation and 
performance in Like A River? 
Sherry is a heightened version of myself, with certain 
elements exaggerated. I was very certain in not 
wanting to play Sherry as a one dimensional angry 
screaming ‘villain,’ but to make her relatable through 
being real and genuine. She is flawed, however I 
wanted to play an inherent charm in her. I find using 
physicality the easiest and most effective way of 
connecting to a character. A particular focus for me 
was the contrasts in Sherry between how she is at the 
start and end of the play. A quiet softer strength was 
what I wanted to reach, to contrast with the 
melodrama of her breakdown. I think this is far more 
effective in conveying the message of protesting 
productively and her growth.  
 
Like A River looks at themes of protest and speaking up in the face of challenge - how have your 
personal/lived experiences helped in bringing these themes to life? 
Jo Randerson wrote the story with the actors, so the stories included in the play are moments in my 
own life. The first story I tell - the fight with the boy on Queen Street, while it made me feel 
triumphant, was a particularly short lived win. Somehow, I felt gross afterwards, and I knew my friends 
were worried about my safety. However, the second story I share on confronting my friend on the 
organic farm, I knew was much more productive. Because I knew that even though we disagreed, we 
still had the chance to talk, argue, and discuss things. The two stories shared are both racially charged 
moments, and that is something that is always on my mind. On how to best stand up for my own 
identity, in a context I am are the minority.  
 

“REBELLION. IT’S 
NOT A BLACK 

AND WHITE 
CONCEPT.” 
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I was terrified when Ann Marie Brady’s research came out, that there were Chinese spies in NZ. 
Because in WW2 the same narrative existed - that Jewish people stole all the jobs. As the model 
minority, a different privilege and oppression exists for Chinese New Zealanders. My own journey of 
standing up for myself was difficult, as I didn’t have a lot of friends who looked like me growing up. I 
did a lot to fit in with the kids on the North Shore, and only towards the end of high school did I start 
to unpack my internalised racism.  
  
From a young age, I’ve always rebelled in order to survive. I needed to stand up to ensure 
independence as a female, to have autonomy over my body (my parents believed tampons meant you 
lose your virginity), to affirm my sexual identity, even the pursuit of creative arts is a fight in itself.  
Yet I’m still assimilating to my parents’ expectations, because I want to be successful. Even if I know 
they won’t be proud, I still seek their approval. It’s not a black and white concept, rebellion.  
  
 
During your research did you learn more about New Zealand's history of protest? What have been your 
realisations, discoveries, and learnings as a cast? 
The background of the cast is extremely diverse, which meant that we all approached the play, and 
NZ’s history of protest from different understanding. I think we all realised that NZ has much to be 
proud of, but also much to change.  
  
When the Christchurch terror attack occurred, it lifted conversations about white supremacy to the 
forefront. This meant differing opinions opened into the public space. Immensely brave, articulate and 
wise voices were given platforms, but also, some not so open-minded individuals. It’s a reminder that 
we can harp on about the heroic narrative of New Zealand’s humble plucky under-dog hero, but 
ignorance and darkness still exist. 
 
My academic studies involve discussions on protest. I 
did research on the Springbok Tour for a project, and 
interviewed a protester. She talked about the energy, 
and how the protest divided her family. A part of me 
always wondered if I could ever feel that energy. And as 
a Law and Arts student, I spent last year learning about 
the NZ Bill of Rights, the right to protest and assemble, 
about how fundamental this is. But also the huge 
amount of grey area that exists and the very 
problematic history of the lack of respect given to the 
Treaty of Waitangi. Parihaka should be a constant 
reminder of the historical grievances Tangata Whenua 
face from the Crown. NZ likes to pat their back for 
allowing women to vote, but abortion is still in the 
Crimes Act. The gender pay-gap exists. Sexual assault 
and harassment, and domestic violence are still issues.  
 
My personal experiences and studied feed into my ability to carry the central theme in Like a River. 
And during this process, as a cast, I think we have realised that we all have gaps in knowledge and 
understanding, and that’s okay, because we are all trying to learn.  
 
 
What is it that you would like audiences to take-away or experience in Like a River? 
That there are many perspectives on how to protest and stand up to challenges. Some are better than 
others, depending on the context. I want people to walk away feeling hopeful that they can make 
changes within their own lives. Change their own mindset and behaviour. Be curious, question, and 
take criticism, and then turn it into productive discussions and actions.  
  
Like a River doesn’t have answers to the big world questions. No one does. But we can start piecing 
things together, if people are mobilised and energised to do so. 
 

  

“LIKE A RIVER 
DOESN’T HAVE 

ANSWERS TO 
THE BIG WORLD 

QUESTIONS.  
NO ONE DOES.” 
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THE CROWN 
 

The Crown in Like A River is an important part of the story. The script  
includes instructions of how it should be used:  
 
“A single shining crown will be lowered onto stage during the show.  
This belongs to the HERO. Once the crown arrives, the HERO character  
is played by different actors. HERO wears the crown. Whoever is  
wearing the crown is playing HERO at that moment.”  
 
 
DISCUSS 
Work in groups or pairs to discuss the following questions 
1. What do you think the crown symbolises and how/why is this important to the story? 
2. How did the characters change once they wore it? 
3. Why do you think the crown was designed to look the way it did? 
4. Did the crown as an object create or dissipate tension/conflict? 
 
 
CREATE 
During rehearsals the cast were each asked to design their own version of the crown.  
Do the same.  
1. What materials did/would you use? Why? 
2. How is your own history and personality present in your design? 
3. What do the components represent? 
4. How does your crown represent the idea of ‘hero’? 
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DESIGNING LIKE A RIVER 
 

Michael McCabe designed the set and costumes for  
Like A River. He shared his approach and inspirations  
for creating the visual world of this show. 
 
How would you describe the aesthetic of the set?  
The set is playful and takes aesthetic references from a variety of sources. From motorway billboards, 
classrooms, cave growths, game shows, mid-morning educational cartoons and offices. The show 
willfully mixes these together to create something uncanny, something you might know but can’t quite 
place.  
 
This instability reflects the messiness of the play itself. Where characters are constantly grappling with 
their own positions that at the outset look stable but become challenged, disrupted or change. I 
wanted to capture the energy and complications that Jo Randerson’s script elicits.  
 
Additional elements like the vinyl applied on the floor, timeout zone and props all trade off a kitsch 
and “cheap” game show aesthetic that helps insert some play and counterpoint to some of the more 
emotionally complex scenes of Like a River.  
 
What are the main design components in the show, and how did you approach their design? 
There are 3 major components within the show; the screen, the chairs and the animations.  
In the script there is a prerequisite to have a screen 
or some surface to project a series of AV 
components onto. I wanted to challenge what a 
show with a screen could be or at least to consider 
it more critically than placing a large surface behind 
actors – which can be distracting for the audience as 
it dominates the stage.  
 
I didn’t want to think about the digital devices that 
constantly mediate images for us; our phones, our 
computers, our tablets, the LED billboards that wrap 
around historic buildings. The experience they illicit 
in us is uncomfortably seamless. Instead I was 
intrigued by recently obsolete media languages like 
the PVC billboard, the LED ticker, the lightbox, the 
television. Instead of one screen there are many 
mediating screens that each have their own 
information and idiosyncrasies. They form a digital 
collage each jostling up against one another and 
competing for attention and relevance. This felt 
inline with the constant battle in Jo’s script where 
one opinion is posited and then challenged and then 
another idea comes out of left field and competes with the other.  
 
What about the chairs? What form and function did you set out to create? 
There are 5 chairs specified in the script. Together they form the set for the show. The main challenge 
for the chairs was to offer the actors difference and height to help create dynamic shapes and visual 
interest.  
 
An everyday chair is one that is functional, cosy, supportive and pretty regular in appearance but I was 
also intrigued by the chairs of Max Lamb, Soft Baroque, and the Memphis Group and their embracing 
of strangeness in everyday objects. Each chair they each design is filled with unique perplexing detail 
as if each object had their own personality.  
 

“THE SET WANTS TO 
FEEL LIKE IT’S IN 

CONSTANT 
NEGOTIATION WITH 

ITSELF - ASKING 
WHAT IT WANTS TO 

BE AND DECIDING TO 
BE SOMETHING ELSE 
THE NEXT MINUTE.” 
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The chairs within this show continue this aesthetic tradition deploying similar formal gestures; a 
bulbous ball, a split back, a porous skin, an inflated form, and squishy body. All of these paired and 
executed with slight differences so each is unique but with an overall formal language that creates 
some sort of family resemblance. An aggressively neutral mid-grey ties both the lumpy growths and 
the base of the chair.  
 
 
What inspired the animations incorporated in the set, and what dramatic purpose do they serve? 
The animations are inspired by the late 00s games shows like Double Dare and educational kids 
television shows like Hi-5. They are deliberately flat and nearly sinister in their hyper cuteness. They 
are the visual expression of the voice-over indicating to the actors when each “round” commences and 
providing pathos to certain scenes. As the show progresses the animations become increasingly 
frenetic deploying deliberate glitches to mirror the increased frenzy of the voice-over. Eventually the 
voice reaches a point and shuts down rebooting to a DOS-esque loading screen displaying the last 
round and prizes.  
 

What materials have you used, and what does it say about the world of the show/the story? 

Most materials within Like a River can be bought off the shelf from your local hardware store. The 

screen is made with timber with exposed wingnuts while the chairs have gone through significant 

material manipulation; legs are sprayed with adhesive, covered in straw, then bound with string. 

Expanding foam then is applied to the chair, carved back, covered with a flexible gap filler and 

painted. This tension between the basic and the complex has parallels to the way some ideas are 

easily understood while others positions can be more difficult to articulate or not immediately 

grasped.  
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What was the design process you followed for this show? 

Working with Massive is always a collaborative process. We completed two workshops with Stef Fink 

and the cast. One was focused on the crown, and another about costume. Each one was designed to 

help me understand how they saw themselves and their characters within these objects/costumes. We 

explored how each might develop overtime and grow throughout the show. Stef and I held early 

design meeting to discuss the larger set elements which were presented as scale models and 

drawings.  

What were the core themes and ideas you wanted to represent with the set? 

With this set there is dedication to being ever changing, a want to be complex and at times 

contradictory. The set wants to feel like it's in the constant negotiation with itself asking what it wants 

to be and deciding to be something else the next minute. If anything I wanted to provide a 

background for indecision that itself was indecisive or decisive in its indecision. This play is about how 

we decide to make our voices known and when we chose to hide them. When we feel free to voice the 

whole truth of ourselves or put it aside to be part of a pack. Those feelings are uncomfortable and 

challenging. Aesthetically and conceptually the show tries to wrangle with those feelings and make 

them present on stage.  

 

Tell me about the costumes - how have you approached the design?  

The costumes were initially inspired by the humble theatre black. Stef and I were interested in looking 

at something that was deeply neutral with no position and seeing how it could be manipulated or 

reconfigured into something uncanny and unique. We provided the cast with a provocation to design 

what their character might wear (within the constraints of an all black pallet) and I collated that 

material and reimagined it as certain motifs that I used throughout the costumes like; half/half shirts, 

cut up cage shirts, doubling, exaggerated silhouettes and transparency. There are characters like Seto 

and Frankie who are foils to each other and so share similar costume elements. There is a sense of 

DIY to each of the characters costumes which reflects the crafty/kitschy vibe of the set itself. I wanted 

the costume to feel immediate, confrontational and nothing quite like what Massive has done before.  
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DRAMA CONVENTIONS 

 
One of the key aspects of Massive Company’s work is the use of a wide range of drama 
conventions. Think about the performance you saw of Like A River. See if you can remember 
instances of the following conventions. 
 

Repetition   Motifs    Chorus of movement  Chorus of voice 
 

Slow motion   Soundscape   Spoken thoughts   Direct address   
 

Narration  Flashback/flash‐forward  Mimed action  Multiple roles  Actor as an object 
 
 

TIME 

1. When in time is the play set? How do you know?  
2. Does the play have a timeframe over which the action takes place? What is it? How can you tell? 
3. Is time all that important in this production? 
 
 

SPACE 
1. How did the actors occupy and use the physical space of the stage? 
2. Were the entrances and exits used? Why do you think? 
 
 

ACTION 
1. How would you describe the pace of the show?  
2. How do you as an audience keep pace with these changes? 
3. Is it clear when one piece of action segues into another? 
4. What techniques/conventions are used to facilitate changes in action? 
 
 

ROLE 

1. What are some of the characters played in the performance? 
2. How do the actors signify these other characters to the audience (eg. physically, with props or 

costumes, lighting changes, vocal quality) 
 
 

TENSION AND CONFLICT 
1. is dramatic tension created and sustained? 
2. What moments of tension stood out for you and why? 
3. Which moments of conflict between characters stood out for you? 
4. How is conflict created without a dramatic arch or a linear narrative? 
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