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1 Introduction  
2 
3 The Difficult Return was an Australian Research Council Discovery-funded project that 
4 aimed to explore arts-based approaches to supporting mental health resilience of returning 
5 military personnel and their families. The research team consisted of arts, public health, 
6 and military researchers and enacted three different applied arts projects between 2011 
7 and 2014 in Brisbane, Australia.1 The projects were focused on three areas: (1) awareness – 
8 online digital films; (2) motivation – the development of The Return, a research-based 
9 theatre piece featuring ex-servicemen and actors; and (3) action – The Veterans Transition 

10 Program, a psycho-educational program that used elements of role-play and enactment, 
11 in partnership with the University of British Columbia, Canada (Balfour, Westwood, & 
12 Buchanan, 2014). 
13 In this chapter we focus on The Return play, and how the writer-researcher used a variety 
14 of data sources (interviews, psychological research, policy documents, literature) to weave 
15 together an insightful text that aimed to capture the intimacy of living with posttraumatic 
16 stress (PTS) and its impact on relationships. 
17 
18  
19 The Return  
20 
21 The aim of developing a research-based performance was to capture the affective realities 
22 of how individuals negotiated the transition from military to civilian life as well as the lived 
23 experience of PTS. The Return aimed to collaborate with ex-military non-actors and integrate 
24 them into the production to enrich and aid authenticity of military and PTS experiences as 
25 performance. The focus was on creating a production for a military audience that might 
26 motivate other military personnel to seek help not as an explicit therapeutic process for cast 
27 members telling their own stories. 
28 To capture the essence of over-arching themes, the research team wanted more than 
29 a verbatim play of spliced together interviews, which while potentially powerful, may 
30 have been considered un-theatrical. A key concern for the research team was to ensure 
31 that stylistically the performance would connect with a non-theatre-going audience. 
32 The research team decided early on to collaborate with an Australian writer, Linda 
33 Hassall. She worked with us on the early research stage, drawing on varied stimuli, 
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including research literature, policy data, as well as primary interviews with ex-service 1 
personnel and their families. Linda was key to the project as she has a strong sense of 2 
the Australian vernacular and a robust physicality in her writing. As a daughter of a 3 
Vietnam veteran who had suffered PTS she was also able to draw on her own personal 4 
insights. 5 

The creative development process was carefully structured to enable Linda the time 6 
to undertake the research as well as two work-in-progress readings with the cast of ex- 7 
servicemen and actors to road-test the material with military and veteran stakeholder  8 
(Australian Defence Force, ex-servicemen, psychologists, artsresearchers, andpractitioners)  9 
audiences. After each work-in-progress, Linda worked with the collated feedback to 10 
respond and re-write the text. After nearly two years of research and development, the 11 
play was produced in Brisbane to three sold-out performances in June 2014. After each 12 
performance there was a forum with ex-servicemen, veteran support organizations, and  13 
psychologists. The forums were explicit platforms for audience members to discuss the  14 
issues and also make concrete connections to organizations in the local area that individuals  15 
could access. 16 

In the next section, Linda sets out her insights of the process and includes extracts of text 17 
that unpack the ways in which the research was synthesized with her writing. 18 

19 
0 

Playwright/Director Perspective – Linda Hassall 21 
22 

Creative writing and performance exploration is integral to the way I conduct my  23 
research, with an aim of evoking intellectual and emotional responses in audiences. 24 
Creative work offers a unique space for opening up discussions relating to trauma- 25 
based experiences as explored in The Return. There is a growing genre of trauma- 26 
related theatre work that investigates disturbing experiences as the stimuli for  27 
performance narratives, for example the work of Tom  Holloway (2008), Moisés   28 
Kaufman (2001), Jessica Blank, and Eric Jensen (2004). The plays are well-researched,   29 
thematically sophisticated, incorporate specialized theatrical elements, and explore  30 
the effects of trauma in varying ways. The Return allowed me to explore the effects  31 
of PTS and importantly investigate the essence of the silences that exist as part of the 32 
condition. 33 

My father was a Vietnam War veteran who exhibited symptoms of PTS until his death; 34 
therefore, on entering the process I reflected on my personal experience of his illness. As   35 
a child I became familiar with his anti-social behaviour. I was privy to his anger, excessive  36 
drinking, violence, and distrust of anyone who hadn’t served. I was familiar with what I 37 
called the silences of experience. The notion of silence and the need to keep the silence 38 
became major themes in the play. The following excerpts explore the repercussions of 39 
silences linked to PTS. 40 

41 
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1 Scripted Excerpts: The Return2 

2 
3 PLAYWRIGHT’S EXPERIENCE 
4 EPISODE 9: A DAUGHTER’S STORY 
5 
6 (The song – My Heroes Have Always Been Cowboys by Willie Nelson underscores the 
7 following scene) 
8 (The Veteran’s lines are conveyed through voice-over). 
9 
10 DAUGHTER: His silence has suffocated me since I was a child. For years 

11 he has wrapped me in it. His dedication to keeping the silence 
12 is heroic. 
13 
14 VETERAN VOICE OVER: It suffocates me . strangles me. I avoid that which I can’t 

15 speak of and in doing so I avoid you. In case you ask me. Ask 

16 me to speak of it. I am protecting you from the horror of it. To 

17 speak of it would pollute our home. I will not do that. I will 

18 not speak. I will not. 

19 (The song fills the silence, gets louder and fades) 

20 DAUGHTER: He fills his silences with Country and Western music – with 

21 old movies - cowboy movies - Clint Eastwood, John Wayne, 

22 Charles Bronson. He says that with Westerns you always 

23 know who the bad guy is. Bad guys wear black hats. These 

24 songs - these stories, substitute for conversation. His silence 

25 shapes us. 

26 EX-SERVICEMEN: I can’t open my mouth. Form the words. My silence keeps 

27 you from being crushed by it. My distance protects you and 

28 my silence screams my love for you. I can’t speak. I can’t. I’m 

29 sorry. 

31 
32 DEAN’S STORY 

33 EPISODE 5: SURVIVORS GUILT 
34 
35 (A truck is travelling down a road. There is a company of soldiers riding in the back. 
36 One of the soldiers jumps from the back of the truck and joins his wife downstage. 
37 They sit and talk directly to audience) 
38 
39 ex-soldier: Ya s’posed to look after each other. Protect each other. Ya 
40 don’t speak of it. Ya just do it. 

41 
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1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
7 
8 
9 

10 
11 
12 
13 
14 
15 
16 
17 
18 
19 
20 
21 
22 
23 

Figure 8: Silence from the 2014 production of The Return. Actors from left to right: Zachary Boulton and Dan Eady. 24 
Photo credit: Dianne McLay. 25 
wife: His best mate was crushed between the bus and the truck. 26 

His best mate – burnt to death. Under the truck. He didn’t 27 
know he was there. He didn’t know. 28 

29 
ex-soldier: He was my responsibility! He relied on me to keep him safe! 30 

(Sound of a vehicle exploding. Men screaming) 31 
(Projection: Engulfing flames and black smoke. There are 32 
soldiers lying amidst the chaos. Some are trying to assist the 33 
wounded. One man is trapped under the truck) 34 

ex-soldier: I was tryin’ to help. But I was slidin’ in blood and . Kept 35 
fuckin’ slippin’ back down the back’a the truck. In blood and 36 
. Two’a me mates sittin’ either side’a me died. 37 

wife: Five of his mates all up. 38 
39 

(In the background there is chaos. Those who aren’t badly 40 
wounded are giving CPR to the severely wounded) 41 
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1 ex-soldier: We kept trying to resuscitate them. They were dead but we 
2 kept trying. Me best mate - he was trapped under the truck. 
3 I didn’t save him . Sorry I get emotional. 
4 wife: He gets very emotional. 
5 ex-soldier: It got way beyond the golden hour. No-one . no help came. 
6 Fuck it - we hijacked some civilian trucks, got them to take 
7 us to a medical facility. What a joke. What a fuckin’ joke. 
8 
9 (Pause) 

10 We kept trying to resuscitate our mates. As ya do. Like ya 
11 trained to do. My sergeant’s brains were on me. Fuck. 
12 wife: There was no morgue. They had to buy ice to keep the dead 
13 bodies cool. A complete cluster fuck. 

14 ex-soldier: It was stinking fucking hot. When the ice melted, the body 
15 fluids’d drain away in the water. We kept packing more and 
16 more ice. We kept trying to . Just kept going. No-one came. 
17 Fuck. The young Lieutenant attended the autopsies. Poor 
18 Bastard. Had to watch his mates be autopsied. The ones we’d 

19 tried to resuscitate. He had to fuckin’ watch it. 

21 wife: A chopper was eventually flown in, diverted from some air 
22 show in Japan or Singapore or somewhere over there. 
23 (In the background the injured are being stretchered out) 
24 (Sound effects - Chopper) 
25 
26 ex-soldier: I had a broken back, burns to the face, lacerations. The 

27 Sergeant, whose brains I had on me, had broken ribs. He got 

28 rolled off the stretcher and when he rolled off they pierced 

29 his lungs. In the chopper I’m trying to stop him choking on 

30 his own blood. His blood was all over me. I had his blood and 

31 his brain matter all over me. Fuck. Me best mate - he burnt 

32 to death. Under the truck. I didn’t save him. He burnt to 

33 death. I didn’t save him. 

34 (Pause) 

35 Sorry . I get emotional. 

36 (The wife exits. Sound effects are fading out. The smoke is 

37 clearing. The ex-soldier approaches the truck. He pulls the 

38 debris off his mate, freeing him from the wreckage; see 

39 Figure 9. His mate gets up. They embrace. They exit the 

40 space together) 
41 
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Figure 9: Survivors Guilt from the 2014 production of The Return. Actors: Sam Ryan (kneeling) and Dan Eady (lying).   21 
Photo credit: Dianne McLay. 22 

23 
HIS CHILDREN’S EXPERIENCE 24 

25 
EPISODE 12: AFTERSHOCKS 26 

(PROJECTION: Children often feel they must be the grown up and look after the
 27 

parent with the trauma injury. Twenty two per cent of people seeking veteran’s
 28 

services are the children of military personnel)
 29 

(The ex-serviceman is trying to drink a cup of coffee. His hand is shaking so much
 30 

he can barely get the cup to his mouth. He is pissed off. A teenage girl and boy are on
 31 

alert)
 32 

daughter: Hey Dad. It’s all good hey? 34 
son: She makes sure he’s not on the piss first thing in the morning. 

35 
Keeps him calm.

 36 
daughter: It worries me. He worries me. I am always worried about 38 

him. Everyone tells me how good I am. Taking care of him 39 
after Mum left. 40 

son: She makes sure he eats and that. 41 
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1 ex-serviceman: If it wasn’t for you kids I’d go bush or something. You know 
2 that? Go Bush. 
3 daughter: STOP saying that. Just stop it. He’s angry. All the time. 
4 (She compulsively scratches at herself) 
5 
6 son: I’m scared . we’re scared of what that something means. 

7 He’s our Dad. But he’s nothing like our Dad. Not really. I just 

8 go to my room shut the door and shut down. She never takes 

9 her eyes off him. 

10 (The ex-serviceman weeps. The son puts his headphones in. 

11 The daughter continues to scratch) 

12 ex-serviceman: You kids are the only things keeping me around. The only 

13 thing worth staying around for. Ya hear me! The only thing. 

14 (The daughter scratches harder at her arm) 

15 son: She doesn’t sleep 'cause she’s listening . always listening . 

16 to see if he’s going to get up and do something. It’s like living 

17 with a tiger. One minute it’ll let you pat it the next it eats you 

18 alive. 

20 ex-serviceman: GO fucking BUSH! 
21 daughter: Rubbish. Dad, that’s just RUBBISH! 
22 son: He’s better than he was. 

23 (Daughter is angry. She scratches herself harder. The 
24 ex-serviceman continues to weep while his children watch) 
25 
26 daughter: I’m l4yrs old and I shouldn’t have to be looking after him. Or 
27 that man - that man there he’s nothing really like my Dad. 
28 Nothing like him at all! 
29 son: He talks more about it now. He still gets really angry but not 
30 as much. 
31 daughter: I love him a lot. I do. This (referring to the scratching) makes 
32 me feel good. When I get angry that he’s so angry. It makes 
33 me feel good. 

34 son: He’s getting better. She stopped doing that when he told us 
35 why he was so angry. And we knew he wasn’t angry at us. 
36 He’s just really sad. 
37 
38 daughter: I hate it that my dad is so sad. Dad . daddy . please be 

39 happy. 
40 (The children exit, but the daughter keeps looking back over 

41 her shoulder) 
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ex-serviceman: I found it hard to tell my kids that they haven’t done anything 1 

wrong. I was a soldier . a role model to my children. I don’t 2 
know who my enemy is. 3 

4 
MILITARY PEERS’ EXPERIENCE 5 

6 
EPISODE 17:  I’VE BEEN CONTEMPLATING SUICIDE 7 

(Vet is sitting down and uncoiling a length of rope. Throughout the piece he slowly 8 
ties the rope into a noose). 9 

10 
vet: I was classified as Totally  and   Permanently Incapacitated 11 

after 20 years in the service. After all that time - in the end 12 
I’m classified as Totally  and  Permanently   Incapacitated – 13 
weak. That’s what’ll be remembered - that I was weak. 14 
I just couldn’t keep it up – the unrelenting demand for 15 
toughness. Ways of doing it that I’ve thought about: 16 
One: Picking out a tree at high speed on the way home. 17 

18 
I was naive. Thought everyone who’d been in for the long 19 
Two: Cutting my wrists in a hot bath. 21 
While I was in, I knew that if I admitted anything, talked 22 
about it I’d be branded with a mental problem. So I didn’t 23 
admit it. I concentrated on not thinking about it and started 24 
thinking about other things: 25 
Three: Riding the bike at 250k’s an hour. Drunk. 26 
I kept my mouth shut. The system says shut the fuck up and 27 
get on with it and that’s what I did. It cost me my family.   28 
Wife,  two  kids.  The  kids  are  grown  up  now  but  they 29 
sympathize with their mother. And why wouldn’t they. She 30 
was the one around for them. I got no hard feelings about 31 
that. I miss them though. 32 

33 
Four: Hanging myself from the ceiling fan. 34 
Initially they said I was temporarily unfit - Class 3 - that’s 35 
the same as a broken bone. My broken mind was considered 36 
the same as a broken leg or ankle. And you know what? I was 37 
okay with that. If I was class 3 I’d get better. Heal. Then . 38 
later it was the TPI. Totally and Permanently Incapacitated. 39 
Weak. 40 
Five: Entering the exit ramp on the highway. 41 
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1 I run from it for a long time - partly out of ignorance, partly 
2 out of fear. But it’s caught up with me. So here I sit. In the 
3 shed. Staring at the rope I’m about to throw over that rafter. 
4 (A series of slides are projected stating the following) 
5 
6 l.   Data reports 26 suicides between 2008 and 20l2. The 
7 Sydney Morning Herald reports there have been l5 more 
8 veterans who have committed suicide since Christmas 
9 20l2. 

10 2. A number of other suspected cases require coronial 
11 confirmation of death. 
12 3. In some cases suicide becomes what is perceived 
13 as a reasonable way of dealing with intense feelings 
14 associated with the past intruding into daily life on the 
15 return home. 
16 4. I think about different ways of doing it. 

17 5. Rope. Razor. Gun. 

19 6. I walked into the military in perfect health. 

20 7. I came out not so well. 
21 8. I love you. 
22 
23 
24 Critical Commentary  
25 
26 A Daughter’s Story layers my autobiographical experiences with thematic material provided 
27 by children of one of the key participants – Dean. It is an example of how the playwright’s 
28 experiences can be fused within other experiential frameworks. This technique may be 
29 referred to as dramatic fusion (Hassall, 2012, p. 135). Dramatic fusion suggests that: 
30 
31 The playwright’s phenomenological [experiences] including autobiographical history, 
32 lived experience, language and vocabulary and culture emerge and embed in the writing. 
33 These [experiences] are creatively contextualized into dramatic writing that incorporates 
34 symbols, metaphors and images that in turn generate themes, purpose, story and a 
35 specific vernacular language. The fusion of all these elements evokes the characters 
36 stories. 
37 (Hassall, 2012, p. 136) 
38 
39 Though my personal experience is not explicit in The Return, elements of the script developed 
40 in the liminal space between the ex-servicemen’s stories and my own autobiographical 
41 reflection. 
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Survivor’s Guilt explores the lived experience of one cast member, Dean. Dean’s early 1 

contributions about his own experience and the resonating effects of this experience on 2 
his family and friends provided rich data that informed key sections of the script. Dean 3 
lived with PTS for seven years before he sought help. He was afraid of what the military, 4 
his family, and his peers would think of him if he broke the silence about his condition – 5 
afraid they would think he was either a coward or crazy. Having survived a horrific accident 6 
that killed five of his company, including his best mate, Dean continues to experience 7 
survivors’ guilt. His inability to save his friend continues to haunt him. His PTS is directly 8 
associated with this event. Survivors’ guilt has kept Dean from fully returning home, 9 
impacting on his relationship with his children, as his role as father intersects with his 10 
role as a returned serviceman with PTS. His children discuss how they feel responsible 11 
for deflecting that which triggers certain behaviours as explored in Aftershocks. This scene 12 
demonstrates how responses that complement or challenge the voices of the informant 13 
may be contextualized within the script. The play therefore, as Leavy discusses, is “used as 14 
a method of incorporating different voices into a discourse to challenge conflicting spaces 15 
‘of silence’” (2009, p. 44). 16 

Silences associated with PTS are exacerbated by the individual’s fear of being labelled 17 
as weak. Weakness goes against a soldier’s moral code of behaviour, is incompatible 18 
with their image of self, and undermines the Australian Defence Force philosophy that 19 
requires soldiers to perform both physically and psychologically. This belief can have fatal 20 
repercussions as explored in I’ve Been Contemplating Suicide. In confronting such silences, 21 
The Return addresses the effects of the condition from various perspectives. The play aims 22 
to “illuminate the intersection between experiences, biography, history, society” (Riessman, 23 
2003, p. 333) while addressing aesthetic and dramatic concerns through interconnecting 24 
plot lines. Importantly the play identifies how research data can be transformed into 25 
rich theatrical performance text that has the capacity to move, educate, and evaluate the 26 
experiences by promoting a social justice awareness agenda. 27 

28 
29 

Creative Research – Complexities and Challenges for the Artist 30 
31 

I admit I was nervous about meeting Dean and terrified of the process I was to undertake: 32 
I accepted that even though I had been exposed to the traumatic effects of PTS through 33 
my father’s experiences, there was the real danger that I could make assumptions about the 34 
condition and its effects during the drafting process. I was very aware of the responsibility 35 
of “being cast in the midst of untold stories,” of being a participant in what Clandinin and 36 
Connelly discuss as pre-narratives: thematic experiences that intersect and are multilayered 37 
and multidimensional (2000, p. 69). Speaking for others comes with its own set of dangers 38 
as framing personal experience as research in creative contexts inherently addresses the 39 
tension between truth, creativity, interpretation, and re-presentation. The  script would 40 
‘speak’ for the participants “whose identities […] are underrepresented and contested” 41 
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1 (Madison, 2003, pp. 469–470). Madison critiques ethical responsibility surrounding some 
2 performance research of this nature and states: 
3 
4 There is the belief that projects whereby actors perform someone else’s stories [are] 
5 ultimately an act of crass appropriation, self-indulgence and distortion. Therefore all such 
6 performances, reflexive or not, are inauthentic and exploitative. 
7 (2003, p. 470) 
8 
9 Writing and directing the play were complex tasks and doing so involved the ethical 

10 interplay between various levels of real and metaphorical or symbolic content (Duska, 
11 2013). The interplay identified the tension between the original trauma narrative and its 
12 transformation into dramatic form. Conscious of Madison’s (2003) warnings, my fears 
13 about misrepresentation were obvious, as noted in my journal the night prior to my initial 
14 meeting with Dean: 
15 
16 Meeting with Dean tomorrow. Not sure how it’ll go – he’ll probably be thinking who the 
17 fuck is this middle-class, over-educated piece of work that thinks she can write about 
18 what I went through? Well […] he’s  an ex-soldier and I’m playwright/academic […] 
19 could be an absolute disaster […] 
20 
21 During our first interview, he discussed the s words with me: silence and stigma. His belief 
22 being that if he keeps silent about his PTS, he will not have to acknowledge how strongly he 
23 has been affected by his deployment experiences. After this interview with him, I noted in 
24 my journal: 
25 
26 Ironically, [Dean] talks about not talking about it. Why it – and “it” is the elephant in the 
27 room – is something that never gets spoken about, especially among soldiers and their 
28 mates. The silence is complex – it’s about issues associated with notions of masculinity, 
29 mate-ship, the good old Australian national mythology of the sun-bronzed ANZAC3 

30 tradition that must never – under any circumstances – be broken. It’s also about fear – 
31 fear of being stigmatized as being mentally ill, fear of being misunderstood, fear  of 
32 showing any sort of weakness that goes against years of ingrained military training. “It” 
33 is the untold story that I have to tell […] it’s a fucking huge elephant […] a battle-weary, 
34 scarred, unpredictable bastard […]. 
35 
36 I realized that for Dean (and for many other ex-servicemen that I met with during 
37 the early research process), present circumstances are often interrupted by traumatic 
38 experiences linked to past deployment experiences. I began to understand that Dean’s 
39 presentation of self as a civilian is often filtered through the traumatic experience of his 
40 soldier self. The dual-layered sense of self – that of the soldier and that of the civilian – 
41 suggests that for Dean, there is little distance between “interconnecting narratives at 
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work” (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000, p. 69). The two identities are never really separated. 1 
Whilst The Return complements applied performance forms through the evocation of the 2 
truths, the interpreted reality of the performance narrative was not necessarily a faithful 3 
representation of biographical accounts. 4 

Theproductionunifiedartists, theatretechnicians, researchers, andparticipantstoexplore, 5 
interpret, present, and re-present ‘data’ in a way that illuminated PTS from a perspective 6 
that may not have been accessible via traditional research methodologies (Leavy, 2009, 7 
p. 44). Norris (2000) suggests that a theatrical performance generates continual negotiation 8 
of meaning. This work negotiates or re-imagines what the word return actually means for 9 
those returning from combat or deployment situations – reinterpreting the action of return 10 
as a ‘withdrawal from’ rather than a return to home, civilian, or social life experiences. In 11 
exploring this tension, the script filters present circumstances through past experiences. 12 
This became a major theme in the play and was initially noted in my journal: 13 

14 
It’s absolutely bloody obvious that they haven’t returned. Not really. They’re home […] 15 
but they’re not home. It – there’s that IT again – whatever “it” was can’t be left behind. 16 
On leaving wherever they’d been they packed up their troubles in their old kit bag, as that 17 
awful song goes, and when they unpacked on their return – BANG – out it comes doing 18 
it’s damage for years […] like a shrapnel fragment that keeps embedding itself deeper and 19 
deeper. 20 

21 
The play explores the shifting complexities of the condition by layering past memories 22 
within present realities. The play locates and interprets the experiences of the servicemen 23 
in a performative experience that encourages recognition of the difficulties of living with 24 
PTS. Inviting the ex-soldiers and their families to share their experiences as the stimulus for 25 
performance invoked an implicit and binding agreement – that what they told me would 26 
be “integrated into public memory and social knowledge in such a way that directly or 27 
indirectly, it [would] make a difference” (Pollock, 2005, p. 3) to opening up discussions 28 
about PTS. 29 

30 
31 

Notes  32 
33 

1 The research team consisted of: Professor Michael Balfour, Professor Donald Stewart, Griffith 34 
University; Associate Professor Peter  Nasveld, Centre for Australian Military Veterans 35 
Health, University of Queensland; Professor Patrick Fuery, Chapman University, USA. 36 

2 Hassall (2014). 37 
3 The ANZAC mythology is the consequence of potent notions of historical, social, and 38 

cultural processes that exist at the heart of Australian identity. Connecting ideas of heroism 39 
to community, nation, and war, ANZAC suggests that Aussies will fight against all odds and 40 
lay down their lives for their mates. 41 
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