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In memory of my father, Tuaopepe Henry Wendt









Introduction


The Songmaker’s Chair is my first full-length play and is a fulfillment of a promise to Nathaniel Lees in the 1970s that I would write a play for Samoan actors. It has taken a very long time to fulfill that promise. And for me it’s wonderful that Nathaniel directed and acted in the first production of the play!


The Songmaker’s Chair began many years ago in Samoa as an image of an old man, my father, sitting in his favourite chair beside a large radio: a haunting image that refused to go away. I brought it with me to Auckland in 1988. From that year until I wrote the first full version of the play in 1996, I saw a lot of Pākehā, Māori and Pacific plays — a truly magnificent and dynamic development in our country’s theatre that continues today. I acknowledge my debt to such playwrights as Harry Dansey, John Kneubuhl, Selwyn Muru, Vincent O’Sullivan, Briar Grace-Smith, Hone Kouka, Oscar Kightley, Makerita Urale, Toa Faser, Jacob Rajan, Vilsoni Hereniko, Victoria Kneubuhl and others. I was absolutely taken by those plays — and I learnt much from them. Until one night I was so inspired, I started writing the first version of The Songmaker’s Chair and finished it in a few days. I transferred the lonely old man and his chair from Apia and reset them in Wellington Street, Freemans Bay, Auckland, where I used to spend my school holidays with relatives. And he became Peseola Olaga with his wife, Malaga, and their four children and two grandchildren, and their Papalagi daughter-in-law, and their Māori son-in-law. Since their arrival in Auckland in 1953, the Peseola family have developed the unique ‘Peseola Way’ to live and navigate their lives by.


Now it is a weekend in the height of summer and Peseola has summoned his ‘āīga to their family home. We find out why as the play unfolds; we also experience the conflicts and passions, the alofa and loyalty, the fears and secrets of this family.


Since I came to Aotearoa in 1952, I have observed and written poetry and fiction about the Samoan and Pacific migrant experience. This play is my latest attempt to encapsulate that, and celebrate the lives of those courageous migrant families who have made Auckland and Aotearoa their home. It is also in gratitude to the tangata whenua who welcomed us into their home.


Like the Peseola family, our journeys have been from our ancient atua and pasts to the new fusion and mix and rap that is now Aotearoa and Auckland. We have added to and continue to change that extraordinary fusion, the heart of which is still Māori and Moana-nui-a-Kiwa. The song is still richly alive and growing.







Why is it we’ve stayed this far?


We think we’ve found a firm fit to this land.


To our children and mokopuna it’s home.


That’s good enough pe ‘a o‘o mai le Amen


And Papatūānuku embraces us …








Ia manuia le Tapuaiga!


Albert Wendt









First Performance


The Songmaker’s Chair was first performed by the Auckland Theatre Company at the Maidment Theatre on 20 September 2003 as part of the Auckland Festival.
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Characters










PESEOLA OLAGA


Father and head of the ‘Āīga Sā-Peseola.


About seventy but looks much younger.





MALAGA


Peseola’s wife. Late sixties. Also youthful looking.


Tall and well-built.





FA‘AMAU


Son. Forty-eight. Born in Samoa. Deputy school principal.





JOAN


Fa‘amau’s wife. Forty-five. Papalagi. Senior teacher.





NOFO


Daughter. Forty-five. Born in Samoa.





HONE ROBERTS


Nofo’s husband. Forty-seven. Māori.





FALANI (or FRANK)


Son. Thirty-six. Born in New Zealand. Writer.


Into body-building.





LILO


Daughter. Thirty-three. Born in New Zealand.


Army sergeant.





MATA


Nofo and Hone’s daughter. Twenty-five.


Manages KFC, Ponsonby.





TAPUA‘IGA


Nofo and Hone’s son. Twenty. Guitarist.


Plays in a band. Studying music at university.















Act One


The play opens on a summer’s Friday evening, in Ponsonby, Auckland. Most of the action takes place during that weekend. The last scene takes place a few weeks later.


Scene One — Going Out


The Peseola sitting room, early Friday evening. Before the curtains open or lights come on we hear the voice of PESEOLA chanting the Samoan genesis, in Samoan. That fades into the sound of an owl hooting, hauntingly, then the sounds of its flight and perching.


Opens on darkness. Spotlight comes on slowly, focusing on the Chair, middle of stage, with PESEOLA asleep in it. Above the Chair and PESEOLA is a large, luminous, white owl figure with wings outstretched. PESEOLA groans and cries out in his sleep. Fights away the Owl as It closes Its wings over him. Breaks out of the dream. Sits upright in the Chair.


Behind him, hanging down from the darkness, are certificates and family photographs, with ula around some of them.





PESEOLA: ‘I le Amataga na‘o Tagaloaalagi lava




Na soifua ‘i le Vānimonimo


Na‘o ia lava


Leai se Lagi, leai se Lau‘ele‘ele


Na‘o ia lava na soifua ‘i le Vānimonimo


‘O ia na faia mea ‘uma lava


‘I le tūlaga na tū ai Tagaloaalagi


Na ola mai ai le Papa


Ma na sāunoa atu Tagaloa ‘i le Papa, ‘Pā loa’


Ma ‘ua fānau mai Papata‘oto


Soso’o ai ma Papasosolo


Ma Papalaua‘au ma isi Papa ‘ese‘ese


Ta ‘e Tagaloa ‘i lona lima taumatau le Papa


Fānau mai ‘Ele‘ele, le Tamā o Tagata


Na fānau mai ai fo‘i Sami lea ua sosolo


‘I luga o Papa ‘uma lava


Taga‘i atu Tagaloa ‘i lona itū taumatau


Ola mai le vai


Toe sāunoa o ia ‘i le Papa, ‘Pā loa’


Fānau mai Tuite‘elagi ma Ilu


Ma Mamao, le Tama‘ita‘i,


Ma Niuao, ma Luaao, le Tama


Na fa‘apēnā ‘ona fausia ‘e Tagaloaalagi


Mea ‘uma lava


Se‘ia o‘o ‘ina fānau mai Tagata, Loto,


Atamai, Finagalo, ma Masalo


Na i‘u ai i‘inā le fānau a Tagaloa ma le Papa.1





PESEOLA starts the CD player. A large choir singing one of PESEOLA’s training college songs. He settles back in the Chair, still. Then, as he listens to the song he seems to unfold from the Chair. First his left hand rises up, fingers opening slowly, then his head, then his other hand, in time to the song. He begins the siva, rises to his feet, and moves into the broader gestures of the siva. Deep grunts issue from his belly. He sings the song as he dances. Obvious that he was once a gifted dancer and musician. Song plays on. He stops. Pants.





PESEOLA (calls out to the bedrooms): O ā au mea gā e fai?2 (No reply. Switches off CD) Nobody hears me any more. (Pause. To the Chair) Only you listen to me, a Chair. (Pause) Malaga? (No reply) Malaga, what are you doing?


MALAGA: Looking for my new mat! Lea e su‘e le fala.


PESEOLA: Where is she?


MALAGA: Your daughter has a name, Pese! ‘E iai le igoa ‘o lou afafige.


MALAGA walks from back of stage, carrying a half-woven sleeping mat, sits down cross-legged on the floor beside his Chair, spreads out the mat, and starts weaving.


PESEOLA (sighing): So what’s she doing?


MALAGA: ‘Ua lua gei aso,3 she sleeps, wakes, eats, sleeps —


PESEOLA: But I thought they got enough sleep in the Pālagi army.


She continues weaving. PESEOLA punches the CD player. They listen to the song ‘Muaō’.


MALAGA: We listen to the same songs every week. (Pause) Do we have to?


PESEOLA: Lots of real Samoans still love these songs.


MALAGA: We’ve been listening to them for …


He stops the CD player.


MALAGA: … for over thirty years. (Pause) Why did you send for her? You ordered me three days ago to order her home.


PESEOLA: Because she’s the youngest, you’ve always favoured her.


MALAGA: She’s come home, Pese, and I’m glad of that.


MATA in a sleek outfit, and TAPUA‘IGA in black, carrying his black guitar, enter from the right, from their rooms, and stand there. Their grandparents don’t notice them.


PESEOLA: You even let her talk you into letting her leave school in the fourth form.


MALAGA: That was nineteen years ago, Pese. And I minded. But I — we — we wouldn’t have been able to stop her.


She sees MATA and TAPUA‘IGA and stops.


PESEOLA: She was driven by demons that wanted to wreck the world —


Stops when he sees his grandchildren.


MATA (parading her stylish clothes exaggeratedly): What do ya think? Great, eh! Cost plenty —


PESEOLA: ‘Ese le māgaia o lau style, Mata!4 Yah look just like Tina Turner.


TAPUA‘IGA: Tina Turner, shot Pese!


PESEOLA (to TAPUA‘IGA): ‘O ā gā mea e ka‘u ‘o shot?5 And you’re too bloody young to dress in black like Johnny Cash, man!


MALAGA: You two are the bomb!


Their grandchildren bow and they all laugh.


MALAGA: And I suppose your uncle Frank is taking you out and you’re paying for it?


MATA: We’re going to Tapu’s gig. Uncle Frank’s tagging along and he’s a poor starving writer!


PESEOLA: Yeah, two degrees and works as a cleaner.


TAPUA‘IGA: Mata can afford it. She’s the manager of Ponsonby KFC!


MALAGA: And you’re a poverty-stricken student and musician, eh!


TAPUA‘IGA: As Papa has always said, ‘A culture has no soul without writers and musicians.’


MATA: Like you and Uncle Frank, ‘a ‘ea?


PESEOLA: Yeah, my lokoalofa,6 hardworking KFC manager, you can afford it!


FRANK enters from the left, dressed in T-shirt and jeans.


MALAGA: ‘Auoi, talking of your makiva7 uncle, and here he is!


MATA (to FRANK): I’m not going out with you looking like that!


MALAGA (to TAPUA‘IGA): Alu e ‘aumai your granddad’s fancy leather jacket.8 Frank can disguise his poverty with that!


FRANK objects but TAPUA‘IGA runs off to get the jacket.


PESEOLA: That jacket cost 900 bucks!


MALAGA: Yeah, and Mata and I paid for it, man!


PESEOLA (to FRANK): For the privilege of wearing my expensive jacket, why haven’t you been coming to see us? Seā, seā, e sau!9


FRANK: Been too busy, Papa.


PESEOLA: What? Cleaning?


FRANK: On my writing —


MATA: What are you writing, Uncle?


FRANK (fidgets): A play, writing my first full-length play.


MATA: And being your financier and patron, am I going to be in your play?


TAPUA‘IGA returns with the jacket. FRANK objects, but they all watch, as MATA puts it on him.


TAPUA‘IGA: Shot, Frank. Ya look like your hero Marlon Brando as the Godfather —


MALAGA: Nah, your uncle Frank looks just like Pese’s father.


PESEOLA: Nah, he’s too ugly to look like my dad!


MATA: And he was a godfather, too. Everyone was scared of him, eh, Papa?


PESEOLA: No, not scared. They respected him —


MALAGA: Pepelo! They respected him because they were afraid of him!


TAPUA‘IGA: You’re in that line too, eh, Papa?


PESEOLA: No one is afraid of me.


FRANK: ‘A pese to‘atāma‘i le Peseola e māliliu fili ‘o lo tatou ‘Āīga.’


MATA: What does that mean, Papa?


PESEOLA looks at MALAGA who is obviously enjoying his discomfort.


FRANK: ‘When Peseola sings in anger, the enemies of our ‘āīga will die.’


MALAGA: When we first came here your papa dealt with any threats to us and our ‘āīga in the Peseola warrior Way. At work, at the pub, in church even.


PESEOLA: ‘Ua lava legā! (He tries to laugh.) E lē ‘o a‘u ‘o se godfather!10


MALAGA: Frank, why don’t ya get a good job and stop honouring your nephew and niece with taking you out and paying for it?


MATA: Don’t worry Malaga. When Uncle Frank’s play is a big hit, I’ll claim ten percent of the profits. Okay, Uncle? And when Tapu sells a million records I’m in for fifteen percent.


MATA, FRANK and TAPUA‘IGA dance towards the front door.


PESEOLA: Frank, you be sure you bring back my jacket.





FRANK bows, waves, and they sweep out the door.


MATA stops, turns.


MATA: Malaga, I rang Whangarei this morning. And Mum and Hone said they’ll be here tonight.


MATA exits.


MALAGA: Frank should get married and get a real job.


PESEOLA: He’s a good writer, Malaga.


MALAGA: When have you been reading his work?


PESEOLA: He gives me copies of it.


MALAGA: What’s this play he’s writing? I hope it’s not about his papa who has always spoilt him rotten.


PESEOLA: Or about his mother who pays his debts without my knowledge, and banks some of her pension in his bank account and thinks I don’t know about it.


They laugh.


PESEOLA: How do you think they’ll take to Hone and Nofo when they come down tonight?


MALAGA: Our mokopuna are now older, more understanding — and I hope more forgiving of their father. Hone’s turned over a new leaf.


PESEOLA: And of Nofo?


MALAGA: They’re very protective of their mother. You’ll have to watch Tapu — he’ll deal to anyone who threatens his mum! Remember the last time their parents were here, you had to take Tapua‘iga aside and warn him not to treat his dad so threateningly.


Pause.


MALAGA: Over forty years.


PESEOLA: ‘Ā? In this house?


She nods.


PESEOLA



OEBPS/images/title.jpg
The Songmaker’s Chair







OEBPS/images/title_page.jpg
The Songmaker’s Chair

Albert Wendt

e







OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
ive





OEBPS/images/cover_front.jpg
Albert Wendt

-

The

Songmaker’s

Chair






