
1 

 
 
 
  

    STUDY GUIDE 
 



2 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CONTENTS 
 
Sightings Development Process  3 
Meet the Directors      6 
Themes in Sightings      10 
Cast reflections        11 
Designing Sightings       15 
Drama Conventions      18 
 
 

 



3 

SIGHTINGS DEVELOPMENT PROCESS 
 
In order to create Sightings, the cast were given a month to prepare, research and collect their responses 
to the provocations below. They could choose which ones to respond to. The group then returned for a 
weekend workshop, in which the five actors individually shared their responses with mood boards, imagery 
and audio. 
 
The writers (Miriama McDowell, Fiona Graham and Denyce Su’a) took this material away and decided how 
and what they would create. During the process, they kept in contact with the actors when they needed 
more specific information. The finished script is a mixture of verbatim, inspiration from the cast and the 
writers’ own imaginations. 
 
These are the provocations that were given to the actors by the writers and directors, as preparation 
before the writing began. 
 

1. PODCAST 
Listen to Miriama's podcast and respond through a piece of writing. It is a great reflection that shows how 
'things' link to people. Maybe write about your significant chair?  
 

2. IMPORTANT PLACES 
Think about important places for you (they can be important for whatever reason)  
• Make a list of the places (maximum 10). 
• Write a list of words next to each one based on you thinking about the place i.e. MY APARTMENT; 

home, sanctuary, eclectic, snuggly, black chair, smooth bed etc. 
• Choose one place and its list of words to start with. 
• If you were going to create a character from either something within the place or the place itself, what 

catches your imagination as fun to have a play with? What might it say? 
• Create a monologue with this idea. 
• Repeat this with another one of the places from your list. 
 

3. MAPS 
‘A friend of mine said to me the other day he gave his daughter her middle name. It was the name of his 
Marae. He said that way if she was ever lost she would know to come to that marae. The map is in her 
name. This made me think of Sightings!’ Miriama McDowell 
 
• What are your ‘maps’ in life? 
• Where are your maps? 
• What are your clues to find your way? 
• What way are you finding? 
 
Respond to these questions in any way. Don’t be limited by these questions, they are starting points - let 
your imagination fly. 
 

4. UNDERSTANDING OUR PAST. PREPARING FOR OUR FUTURE 
Your own whakapapa 
• Are there people from your own whakapapa who inform who you are today? Who prepare you for the 

future? Both? 
•  Make a list of these people. Find a way to describe them to others/us (photographs, drawings, 

descriptions, letters, your memories, other people’s memories of them, recordings). 
• Are there particular stories about them that you could share?  

https://www.radionz.co.nz/programmes/just-one-thing/story/201853289/the-things-that-move-miriama-mcdowell
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• How do they inform who you are today?  
• Write a letter to them, expressing something about you, them, a secret, a hope, anything that has 

meaning for you. 
 
Beyond family 
• Are there other people, not family, from before/the past/history who inform or influence who you are 

today? Who prepare you for the future? Both? 
• Make a list of these people. Find a way to describe them to others (photographs, drawings, 

descriptions, letters, your memories, other people’s memories of them, recordings). 
• Are there particular stories about them that you could share?  
• How do they inform who you are today?  
• Write a letter to them, expressing something about you, them, a secret, a hope - anything that has 

meaning for you. 
 

5. SECRETS AND LIES 
Think about secrets, lies or those things hard to speak about. Can you do some writing about this? These 
things could come from you or other people (alive or dead) or made up people/ideas. They could be little 
secrets or lies - they don’t have to be huge, heavy things. 
 
Write a piece for a character where the audience gets to learn about a secret or lie.  
 

6. THE TRAVELLER 
Is there a migrant or traveller from the past who isn’t from your whakapapa but who intrigues you? You 
might know of someone, but equally you might just look and find a provocative photo which captures your 
imagination and allows you to dream around them. 
 
• Choose one character and imagine them preparing to leave, leaving or arriving somewhere.  
• What is concerning them, how are they?  
• What do they want to remember, or forget or imagine?  
• What are they escaping or moving towards?  
• What is in their heart and head?  
 

7. I COLLECT SIGHTINGS 
“Some people collect stamps and spoons. I collect sightings”.  
 
What does this inspire in you? Note it down, collect images or respond in a way that inspires you. 
 

8. MEASURING LIFE 
‘Life is measured by deeds not length.’ 
• Thinking about your Mother/s or Grandmothers, do they have a story to share that makes this a truth? 

It can be from any place, time or experience.  
• Who are the women who have inspired your Mothers and Grandmothers? Why have they inspired 

them?  
• Are there stories of acts of bravery, resilience and collaboration? 
 

9. WE ARE ALL WORKING OUT HOW TO LIVE A LIFE 
Do you have a story to share that you think of when you read this? Again, it can be yours, someone from 
your whanau, whakapapa, or something from the news, historical, fictional etc. 
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10. OBJECTS FROM THE PAST 
Are there any objects from your families past that you either have access to or might even have? It might 
be a chair your nana had, a piece of weaving that is on your marae, or a ship’s bell from the ship your great, 
great, great, great grandfather came out on. 
 
• Hold and imagine the life of one of the objects. 
• Describe the object and be bold with that description i.e. NANA’S CHAIR; regal, treasured, green, gold, 

velvet, beautifully formed, wise etc. 
• If the chair could speak what might it say? 
• If my nana could speak what might she say: sitting in the chair? About the chair and why she left it to 

me? Decisions made in the chair?  
• If you could speak what might you say about the person and the object together or apart? 
 
 

11. YOUR NAME 
• Write your name in full 
• Do you know why you were named this name? If not, find out the stories behind the whole of your 

name or parts of it. 
• What does this information about your name get you thinking or feeling about? 
• What are your nicknames? Write a list of them. 
• By the list of nicknames -  note who calls you this; story behind the nickname and why you are called it, 

the first time you were called it. How does it feel? 
• If you would rather be called something else, what name would you choose for yourself? Why? 
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MEET THE DIRECTORS 
 
Sam Scott and Kura Forrester co-directed Sightings. They shared their insights into the rehearsal 
process and her approach to performance. 
 
 
Why do you think Sightings is an important story to tell here and now in New Zealand? 
Sightings is about women and shares young wahine voices. It is new New Zealand writing by women, co-
directed by women. It is work that has a female gaze on the world.  
 
Sightings is contemporary Aotearoa content, which means we create and make our own theatre rather 
than importing it from overseas.  
 
What is your process as a director?  
To always try and try and try again. We encourage bravery in our actors. We encourage making brave 
choices in their work. We, as a company, always work to be open and undefeated. As directors we work to 
foster that behaviour. 
 
What has been your overall vision for the work? What do you hope audiences get out of their experience 
in the theatre? 
When we began rehearsal for Sightings we created a mission statement. 
 
“Drawing from all of Massive Company’s dynamic theatre-making strengths, we will create 3-dimensional 
characters to perform an insightful, thought-provoking, playful and encouraging show, that we hope will 
unite generations. 
 
Sightings will explore moments of what it means to 
need, find and gain courage. It will connect and keep 
alive those you whakapapa to. We will invite our 
audience, of all ages, to consider these moments and 
people in their own lives.”  
 
As directors, we wanted to create a magical, non-
linear story that uses lots of different techniques to 
tell this story. To our audience, as in all of our work, 
we hope to reflect our hearts and how they are to you. 
We hope to make you think of who sits at your back, 
who you carry in your heart and where your courage 
could lead you. 
 
How would you describe your experience of directing 
this show? 
These words come to mind – discovery and play. The experience is about staying open to what it will be, 
beyond opening night. It’s allowing the work to keep growing and for us to keep understanding the show. It 
is a satisfying and fulfilling experience. And it is very much our job to hold our cast throughout so they can 
fly.  
 
 
 
 
 
 

“We always 
encourage bravery 

in our actors. We 
encourage making 

brave choices in 
their work.” 
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One of the central questions of this work is ' How do you measure a life?' How would you answer that 
question personally? 
Sam: Work out what your values are, be open to changing them. Make sure you are active in your life, 
making choices and understanding your own power. Make sure you fill your life with things that make you 
passionate, kind, fulfilled and always keep growing. 
 
Kura: Measure your life by living it as wholeheartedly and fully as possible. Stay curious, interested and 
passionate. Do things that bring you joy and laughter! Keep good, healthy, loving people around you. Stay 
open and honest to who you are. 

 
 
 
  

“Measure your life by living it as wholeheartedly and 
fully as possible. Stay curious, interested  

and passionate.” 
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How did you work with the actors to develop their characters? 
We offer our actors lots of options and ways to think about how they might like to create characters. They 
already had a knowledge of some approaches through their work with Massive Nui Ensemble, our training 
programme for emerging artists. 
 
We asked them to consider: 
• Neutral mask ideas. For example, working with non-human elements to find impulses and rhythms of a 

character (fire, water, animals etc) 
• Laban characteristics to find the weight, impulse, speed etc. of a character. 
• 7 Levels of tension – a Jacques Le Coq exercise that helps actors transition into different emotions and 

levels of performance. 
• Vocal work to discover the voice of the character. 
• Analysing the script to explore what the script says about their character and others:  

1. What does my character say about my character? 
2. What does my character say about others?  
3. What do others say about my character? What information do you have from the script, and 

how can you then springboard off into your own imagination? 
• Character lists about their character and identifying people with similar characteristics to use as the 

basis of a character. 
• Physical motif work to discover emotional landscape of the character. 
• Continual questioning and exploration right up until opening night and beyond. 
 
How much collaboration was there between designers and directors, and how did this work? 
The designers were involved in the process from the very first writing workshop – when the actors 
responded to the provocations outlined in the section on Development. 
 
The relationship between the designers and directors was very much one of responding to each other’s 
offers.   As the show developed, the four of us (Directors x2, Set/Costume Design and Lighting Design) 
would talk about ideas.  We had a restriction :  the set needed to be able to fit into a van and be easy to 
transport and rebuild in a new venue.   But as we say in Massive "Restriction is liberating’ so we never saw 
this is as a problem, just something we had to consider within the mix. 
 
Once we had the script and were working on drafts of this with the writers, design was always a part of the 
conversation.   Micheal would take away his thoughts from meetings with the writers and we wouldn’t 
always know what he was thinking, but that is fine - you want your designer to be free to imagine what 
they imagine, you never want to be prescriptive. 
 
When Micheal suggested confetti, this struck us as a really exciting set for the work. Massive always tends 
to work with a more ‘abstracted’, non-naturalistic set as we want our audience to be able to imagine many 
things, to ‘dream around it. We could already see that the confetti could be many things within the show as 
well as suggest internal ideas and external worlds.  So his vision then fed into our vision.  We could start 
playing with confetti and how it moved, and how it could be imagined. 
 
We love working collaboratively and we also love designers who are hands on with their design and open to 
the changes that might be needed when rehearsing a new work. Micheal and Jane are brilliant 
collaborators. 
 
Jane is a long-time collaborator with MTC and has worked as one of our LX designers since 2010.  
Jane would meet the directors throughout the rehearsal process to talk through how we were staging the 
show and what ‘worlds’ we were working with i.e. club; ancestors crossing over; Chili’s house. We would 
also talk with her about lights (and sound) could assist us in transitioning from world to world, especially as 
this show is non-linear and out of a direct time sequence. 
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Jane and Micheal would come to all runs of the show throughout the rehearsal process so that they could 
see what we were making.  We would always meet with them directly after a run for their feedback on the 
work overall as well as talk through how this impacted on the design etc. 
 
How did the production work with two directors? Who did what and how did you collaborate? 
We often co-direct MTC shows as a way of developing directors, and to share skills and capabilities. Kura 
had done her training as a director through MTC’s The Directors Lab, as well as working as assistant director 
on a number of MTC shows and director on Massive Nui Ensemble Showings. 
 
In any co-directorship at MTC we collaborate on every aspect of the show and make decisions together. For 
Sightings this was no different. In the rehearsal room, we often co-lead, or sometimes decide that one of us 
will lead a particular aspect of the work. So, for example in warm ups Sam tends to lead the Le Jeu and 
physical aspects of the work, and Kura would be in charge of the voice warm ups. In rehearsals, we 
contribute as we see things, so both of our voices are present throughout. Whoever has the knowledge to 
share and develop the work is how we essentially co-direct. 
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THEMES IN SIGHTINGS 
 
Sightings explores a range of different themes and ideas through spoken movement, 
dialogue, and the world of the performance. Have a go at answering the questions about 
each of the key themes below. You could do this on your own, or discuss them with your 
class. 
 
WHO AND HOW WE CONNECT TO OUR WHAKAPAPA 
 
1. What did the story say about the ways we connect with our whakapapa? 

 
2. Which character or story resonated with you in terms of your own experiences of connecting 

with your whakapapa ? 
 

3. How did the design elements on stage (lighting, set, costume, sound) reflect the theme of who 
and how we connect to our whakapapa? 
 
 

BUILDING A STRONG INNER SELF IN TIMES OF TROUBLE 
 
1. How did the characters and stories explore our relationships to our inner self? 

 
2. What theatre techniques were use to portray strength, inner feelings, and personal growth? 

 
 

THE STRENGTH, BEAUTY, TENDERNESS, AND FIERCENESS OF WOMEN 
 
1. How did Sightings examine the tumultuous time of coming of age and being a woman in 2018? 

 
2. In what ways are women celebrated in Sightings that you noticed (it could be during the show, 

or something you learnt about the way the show was created?) 
 

3. How did the stories and characters shown on stage show a range of female experiences? 
Which did you relate to the most and why? 

 
 
CONNECTING WITH OTHERS 
 
1. One of the core themes of Sightings was connection with others, being vulnerable with others, 

and sharing stories together.  What ways did you notice these themes being expressed on 
stage? (think about the story, character relationships, audience experience, and design 
elements). 
 

2. Sightings explores how to build a community. “I come as one but stand with 10,000” is a quote 
by Maya Angelou we referred to a lot while making this show. What does this mean to you? 
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CAST REFLECTIONS 
 
CELESTE 
 
Tell us more about the character(s) you play. How have you approached your performance? 
I play Riki in Sightings. She is very literal and enjoys being a part of the group with her two other best 
friends. She is very fearful of a few aspects in life. I approached this character as a heightened extension of 
myself as we share a few similar fears and loves.  
 
Working with understanding connections my character has with other characters in the play helped me see 
the journey Riki goes on, and the feelings and thoughts she has throughout the play. Really working to 
understand each line of the script of 'why would she be saying this and why now.’ 
 
What was the rehearsal room like for Sightings? What did you find challenging? What did you find joyful? 
In the rehearsal studio, I found it challenging learning how to dissect a script and see the layers in it. For 
example, finding the intention behind each word and impulse has led me into something or coming out of 
something.  
 
I thoroughly enjoyed moments when I would have epiphanies and make connections, and realise 
something more about my character. This sometimes happened while I was sleeping and woke up in the 
middle of the night or at a family dinner after rehearsal. It would come randomly from little connections. 
Also the play and having fun in rehearsal was always enjoyable.  
 
How do you and the other performers work together and 
play together on stage to feed into and enhance each 
other’s performances? 
We did a lot of connecting-in as an ensemble in our warm 
ups. We also talked with each other a lot, to discuss and 
share connections our characters have to each other and 
what one character is feeling and doing while another 
character is doing something else.  
 
Communication is important, I believe. This enhanced my character’s own journey as well as her journey 
with the other characters on stage and how Riki is connected to the others.  
 
My core belief is conversations are a vital part of life!! They open up minds or even close minds. But mostly 
help people to think and provoke thought. Although I like talking about people's personal stories rather 
than politics or movies or something lol...  
 
One of the central questions of this work is ' How do you measure a life?' How would you answer that 
question personally? 
I measure a life by living moment by moment, day by day, conversation by conversation.   

“Conversations are a 
vital part of life. They 

open up minds…” 



12 

 
  



13 

MELANIE 
 
Tell us more about the character(s) you play. How have you approached your performance? 
I play Old Nora, the grandmother of Young Nora. I explored the purpose and part of Old Nora in the play. 
Including all the subtext and characteristics she has such as resilience and tenacity.  
 
With that foundation I worked to create this fun-loving provoking character that sees life through such a 
wise and unique lens. She sees life’s challenges as an adventure, a test and a chance to prove her strength. 
And loves life for those challenges! 
 
What was the rehearsal room like for Sightings? What did you find challenging? What did you find joyful? 
The rehearsal room was both so much fun and very challenging. At times, I really had to draw from my 
character’s spirit of strength and tenacity to be able to play her in a way she deserved and do her justice. 
 
How do you and the other performers work together and play together on stage to feed into and 
enhance each other’s performances? 
Listening to each other and connecting with each other. Always checking in with each other and knowing 
that we all hold this play with the same respect, love and care. Nothing can go wrong if that is the case and 
you care for the work this much. We encourage each other, and push each other and shake each other out 
of times when we may feel like it is really hard. 
 
What is the central question, theme, or conflict that lies at the heart of the work for you? How do you 
relate to it as a performer and as a person?  
For me, I think that the main message is to tackle life in all its glory and hardships. The reality is that life is 
hard for everyone - shit happens for everyone. I am in no way saying that we need to just deal with other 
people’s mistreatment because that’s how life is... I’ll elaborate on that soon.. but I am saying that if or 
when the life bus hits you in the face, you have a choice.... to have your moment, breathe, recover, and 
come back stronger or to let that moment define your life and where you go next.  
 
Always come back stronger. Always be better. Always rise above 
the shittyness in whatever way it hits you. As for the shit that 
goes wrong in our lives, particularly the ones that are presented 
in this play... well... I hope audiences are confronted by these 
moments. And truly understand how absolutely sick it is to treat 
people like shit and use them. I hope they see pain in us, and 
learn. Everyone in the audience should learn something during 
this show, whether it be how real the challenges are and what 
they do to people... or how to rise above it and come back 
stronger... maybe both. 
 
One of the central questions of this work is ' How do you measure a life?' How would you answer that 
question personally?  
Experience and connection. I love experiencing all sorts of things in life, whether it’s adventure, culture or a 
new task at work. Do it all. Not at the same time, because then you run into not being able to give 
everything your 100%. One thing at a time, give it your all and do anything and everything you’ve ever been 
curious about.  
 
 
 
Life is short, so embrace it. Connect with people, I truly believe that one of our responsibilities in life is to 
connect with people, and get to know them. That doesn’t mean being best friends with the whole world, it 
could mean smiling at a stranger, or walking someone across the road. We are all here for happiness and 
love, so spread it as much as you can! 

“Always come  
back stronger.  

Always be 
better.” 
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DESIGNING SIGHTINGS  
 
Micheal McCabe is the designer who created the set and costumes for Sightings. He shared 
some of his process, insights, and inspirations for the production.  
 
How would you describe the aesthetic of the set? 
The Sightings set is a singular gesture that engages with the poetic and sublime. These qualities are 
activated through touch and movement. It is a collection of contradictory conditions occupying each at the 
same time; ephemeral and monolithic, soft and heavy, temporal and fixed.   
 
What materials have you used, and what does it say about the world of the show/the story? 
The set consists of one material, confetti. The choice to work with one material was to create a set that 
could encompass a variety of spaces, both real and other worldly, that quickly snap between one another. 
It’s simplicity also allows room for it to be read in a multiplicity of ways; forest floor, fallen ash, decorations 
left on the ground after a party, landscape, a carpeted room. It’s a set that is a about facilitating the world 
of the show amplifying moments but never overshadowing them.  
 
What was the design process you followed for this show? How did the cast’s storytelling early in the 
process inform your own work? 
Massive Theatre Company approached me early on this year to design their new work. Together with the 
directorial team we mapped out the design stages and where we would consult and collaborate with the 
cast and crew.  
 
We moved from initial mood-boards where the cast shared their ideas and aspirations for the work. I took 
these moments and started to refine the vision for the show, checking in with the team at key moments 
with a model of the show and costume and set drawings. When these were locked in I made a stand in set 
and critical costume pieces that were used through the rehearsal process. Following this we did a final 
costume fitting and packed in the set.  
 
How do objects and set pieces get used/moved in the space to progress story?  
There are a few objects/props that are used through Sightings - the meat that Gwen feeds the leopard with, 
the greenstone Young Nora returns to Old Nora and the shark tooth Mo gifts to Riki. These taonga are 
passed between characters that highlight the interconnectedness of these women in Sightings and the 
multitude of ways women support each other. 
 
The set is constantly used as a device for transitions particularly highlighting the shifts between the real 
world and the floating world Mo and Old Nora occupy.  
 
Where do you draw your inspiration from? 
I was educated at the University of Auckland studying architecture which has deeply influenced how I 
research and where I draw my inspiration from. Specifically, I look toward contemporary installation artists 
and post-modern architecture for points of reference. I feel like both offer exciting pathways for spatial 
exploration that are at times radical, uncomfortable, and challenging. However, as a designer I am always 
aware about creating environments that are responsive to the show.  
 
I’m more interested in being a facilitator than someone who applies their vision on top of a piece of theatre 
and I believe that with careful negotiation this does not compromise the impact of the design.  
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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 Sightings. 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 that might be?  
 

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. As a piece of non‐linear theatre there is no traditional overriding dramatic arch. How 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? 
 


