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Introduction by playwright Mark Penzak
In writing The Labyrinth in the Library I wanted to create an exciting and adventurous performance that thematically
explored the value of reading. I especially wanted to look at the function of reading in a digital age. My research
started with the question, 'What experience does reading provide that movies, plays or computer games don't?' Or
to put it another way, if a kid asked me, 'Why should I read a book?', what would I answer?
I could reply that reading is fun, which it certainly is, but computer games are fun too. I could say that books
transport you into different worlds but movies can do that. I could state books use words to build pictures however
plays and storytelling accomplish that also. So is there anything uniquely special about reading?
For me, what makes reading such a wondrous experience, is that the reader and author must co-create to a greater
degree than in any other art form. The author provides the words, the story and the descriptions but the reader
builds their own mental picture, puts flesh on the characters and inserts their own personal emotions. In movies and
computer games, much of this imaginative work is done for you. The art director determines the appearance, the
actors show how the characters and the director moves the camera. In a book however, there's only you and the
author. The personal imagination is given latitude to paint, explore and embroider. It is an individual experience.
So if a child asks me, 'Why should I read a book?', I'll reply that books gives her or him, the opportunity to co-create
with the author, a world that's uniquely theirs. Nobody else will ever imagine a book in the same way they do. And in
a digital age where more and more of our experiences are shared across the mass media, it's enjoyable and
expansive to re-connect with one's personal imagination and enter a world where there's only you, the author and
the written word.

Mark Penzak
March 2017

Performance summary
The year is 1982, mullets are all the rage, and apparently computer games are just a passing fad. Our hero,
reluctant reader Hugo, is being force fed a diet of classic fantasy tales, and now his Dad and his teacher conspire to
make him read The Hobbit in two weeks! His two weeks are up, but he hasn’t even started, and Hugo is drawn by
the lure of his Dad’s new laptop, into the addictive world of The Golden Robot game. Sneaking the laptop with him
to school, Hugo finds a dark corner in the school library, to continue in his digital quest to beat The Golden Robot.
But all is not what it seems, and Hugo gets lost in the mysterious Labyrinth in the Library, where the Golden Robot
is running rampage and destroying all the books.
Can Hugo and Merlin save the stories of the world? Or will they be lost forever in the jaws of the hungry
supercomputer?
Solo performer Mark Penzak uses physical theatre, mime and beautiful hand crafted props and puppetry, along with
lots of audience participation, to introduce young audiences to the lost land of 1982, a time before iPods, tablets
and smart phones, when libraries were filled with books, books and more books; when writing was done with pens,
and notebooks were real books with actual pages. This fun fantasy adventure helps students understand the impact
of digital technology on our imaginations, and our reading habits, inviting them to consider the cultural importance of
stories, and the diverse means by which they can be told.
Characters
The Narrator: The nostalgic and goofy storyteller tries to get out of telling his story by putting on a video while he
makes himself a cup of tea, but thankfully, when technology gets the better of him, he relents and decides to tell it
‘the old fashioned way’.
Hugo: Our schoolboy hero, a reluctant reader who uses his ingenuity and creativity to attempt to buck the system.
Through his accidental adventure in the school library’s mysterious secret labyrinth, he discovers the power of his
imagination and his love of a good adventure story.
Hugo’s Dad: A serious minded fellow who thinks computer games will never catch on. He loves the classics and is
trying in vain, to introduce Hugo to the joys of J.R.R. Tolkien.
Merlin: A wizard employed as the chief librarian of the labyrinthine library. His mysterious advice helps Hugo
navigate his way through the Labyrinth.
The Robot: This character starts off as the monster in a computer game with a searching spotlight and an ominous
gripping arm, but comes to life in the magical Labyrinth. The Robot’s relentless mechanical arm threatens to destroy
all the stories ever told.
Tink: Hugo’s favourite character from the story of Peter Pan. The feisty fairy is conjured into reality through Hugo’s
imagination. A sprinkle of her Fairy Dust in the right spot helps him fly to the infamous pirate ship, The Jolly Roger,
in which he intends to escape.
Professor Digory Kirke: Professor Kirke is Hugo’s favourite character in The Lion, The Witch and the Wardrobe, (he
also appears as a boy in The Magicians Nephew). Professor Kirke makes a personal sacrifice so that Hugo can
escape the glare of The Golden Robot, and save the last books in the Labyrinth.
Curriculum links
This resource addresses the new Victorian Curriculum and AusVels directly, aimed at levels 1-6 and A-D. It
supports students to ‘explore drama and learn about how they can make drama to communicate ideas and stories,
share their drama with peers and experience drama as audiences.’ This resource supports students to ‘respond to
drama, expressing what they enjoy and why’. Through the performance making suggestions, students ‘use voice,

body, movement and language to sustain role and relationships and create dramatic action with a sense of time and
place’ 1.
Supporting Literacy:
The Labyrinth in the Library provides a platform for students to explore storytelling and reading, which strongly
support the development of literacy in the early years and beyond: “Oral language competence is crucial for literacy
development, with an increasing body of evidence identifying it as a key indicator of children’s early reading ability.
Chan and Dally (2000) further expand the body of evidence linking oral language proficiency to the development of
literacy skills and argue a causal relationship stating that ‘... limitations in oral language abilities are at the basis of
early reading difficulties experienced by students.’”2 Evidently the development of expressive and active narration
skills is vital in underpinning literacy in young students. The performance strongly encourages an exploration of
story reading and telling. Students can also delve into the mechanics and structures of libraries, and develop a
stronger understanding of how to use libraries as a resource.
Exploring Digital Learning Technologies and Computer Literacy:
Use this material to support students to explore the impact of digital technology on storytelling and theatre. If your
school is developing specialist programs in the area of digital coding, then you can use this performance and
resource to explore the concepts of coding and gaming as they apply to contemporary theatre, through the practice
of applying game theory to live performance.
Developing Critical thinking:
Students develop critical thinking as they make comparisons between traditional and contemporary storytelling
technologies, assessing the advantages and disadvantages of both. They learn to view contemporary technologies
critically, within their historical context.
Theatrical Genre
Solo performance; Puppetry; Comedy; Slapstick, incorporating audience participation.
Using this Resource
This resource poses a number of questions that can be adapted and used as a basis for class discussion. They can
also be set as writing tasks, or questions for students to address in small groups. They can be simplified for younger
students.

1

http://victoriancurriculum.vcaa.vic.edu.au/the-arts/drama/curriculum/f-10#level=3-4,
Victorian Curriculum and Assessment Authority website, accessed 27/2/17
2
http://www.olsel.catholic.edu.au/about/index.cfm?loadref=1Catholic Education website,
accessed 28/2/17

ACTIVITIES
Pre Performance Activities
Respond and interpret:


Discuss the use of technology in our contemporary world, and the students’ existing knowledge of the
history of technology. Some students may be shocked to discover that there was a time before the smart
phone existed. What do these new technologies allow us to do that was not possible in the past? How were
the same problems solved before that technology existed? Explore how technology has changed the way
we communicate, relate and share stories over the past 50 or 100 years.



In small groups, ask students to discuss how often they visit the library? At school? Their local library? Why
do they visit the library? What do they like or dislike about the library? Select one student to scribe and
another to report back to the class.



Discuss students’ reading habits? How do they like to read? On-screen? Or sitting down with a book? How
are those experiences different? How are they similar? Do parents and carers read to students? Or do they
prefer to read alone? Invite students to express their comparison as a list or a diagram.

Explore and Express:


The Labyrinth in the Library features some classic fantasy novels and stories for young readers. These are
The Hobbit by J.R.R. Tolkien. Peter Pan by J.M. Barrie. The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe by C.S.
Lewis and The Sword in the Stone by T.H. White. (Purely as a side point, isn't it interesting all those authors
use initials rather than their complete names? For that matter, so does J.K. Rowling from the modern era.)



These classic stories all have a hero, and some have heroines too. Research the concept of ‘The Hero’s
Journey’ as articulated by Joseph Campbell. Campbell developed twelve key stages in the unfolding
narrative of the Hero’s Journey, which he identified as common to all epic heroic legends, across a variety
of different cultures and religions. These stages are detailed at the end of this document. Can you identify
the stages of the Hero’s Journey in the classic stories listed above? Later, a ‘Heroine’s Journey’ concept
was developed by Maureen Murdock, which can be observed in contemporary children’s films with strong
female characters such as Maleficent, Frozen, Moana, and Brave.



Explore the idea of ‘story grammar’. ‘Story grammar’ analyses stories in terms of the following elements:
the setting; the characters; the initiating event; the problem or challenge; the response; and the resolution.
Invite students to tell a story from their own life experience in terms of story grammar. How does the story
set a scene? What is the ‘initiating event’, the ‘challenge’ or ‘problem’, the response, the action, the
resolution – in the student’s story? Students can tell the story to the class as a ‘storyteller’ character, or they
can invite other students to help act out the story. Students can be encouraged to use their imagination to
embellish their experience, to create a good story. Ask the class to give constructive feedback. Can the
student’s story be framed through the stages of The Hero’s Journey? Compare the two frameworks.

Present and Perform:


In small groups, devise a scene about changing technology. Think about the setting – where and when
does your scene take place? It could be in the past present or future. Perhaps it involves time travel. What
characters will be in the scene? Will they be different ages? Incorporate some conflict between your
characters, and some comedy.



Use story grammar and or The Hero’s Journey to develop a story. Create your own new version of a classic
tale, or use stories from your own life experience.



Take your story and express it in different formats – a film, an image, a song, a play, or a game.



Select some excerpts from the books featured in The Labyrinth in the Library. (The Sword in the Stone by
T.H White, Peter Pan by J.M. Barrie and The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe by C.S, Lewis.) Working in
small groups, one of the students takes on the role of Narrator. They read excerpts from different books,
and the other students act out the story. Try one version where the narrator doesn’t interact with the
characters, and one where they do. The Narrator’s interaction can be improvised as the story unfolds.
Perhaps the Narrator asks the characters leading questions, makes suggestions, or challenges them, or
encourages them. This will add a different dynamic to the storyline. Assess each other’s scenes? Which
version is more engaging? Why?
Post Performance Activities

Respond and interpret:


Describe how Mark used the following elements of drama to create the layout of Hugo’s home in the
audience’s imagination: 1. Space; 2. Movement; 3. Relationships.



When Hugo is playing the computer game, he loses track of time. Has this ever happened to you? What
were you doing? Why do you think it happens? Could you create that effect for an audience? How?



What sort of theatrical elements were used to create the effect of the storeroom transforming into the
Labyrinth in the Library?



What is the message that the performance is communicating? Which character delivers that message most
clearly? When? Is this moment a point of focus for the audience? How is that focus created?



Discuss the use of audience participation in the play. When was it used? Why? What did it achieve?



In The Labyrinth in the Library, a character from a computer game tries to destroy the stories in the
Labyrinth. Hugo manages to shut down the computer so that the stories can be saved. Why did the laptop
transform into a ‘supercomputer’? What messages does this convey?

Explore and Express:


Computer Games can be used to explore traditional stories, however the concept of gaming has also had
an impact of contemporary theatre practice. Research different companies that make theatre works using
Game Theory. A good starting point is the Melbourne based Pop Up Playground. Here’s a link to their
website: http://popupplayground.com.au/. Can you create your own performance based on Game Theory?



Explore the role and character of the Narrator. What does the Narrator do? Why is he needed? What would
this play have been like if there was no Narrator?



Describe the use of puppetry in the performance. How many different kinds of puppets were there? What
materials were they made from? How were they operated?

Present and Perform:


Take the class to visit the school library, with the intention to explore its potential as a performance space.
What possibilities do the shelves offer, for example? The tables? The books? The computers? Make sure
students understand expectations for appropriate library behaviour. Back in the drama studio or workspace,
develop a site specific performance for the school library. Consider where the audience will be. How many
people will be in the audience? Will they move around with the performers, or will they stay in one spot?



The Labyrinth in the Library is a story with lots of characters, but only one performer. Mark uses puppets,
different voices and characterisations to create all the characters in the story. Research different kinds of
puppets from different cultures. Make some puppets out of different recycled materials. Develop a work that
incorporates live performers and puppets.
Drawing & Imagining Exercises



Here are excerpts from the books featured in The Labyrinth in the Library that provide a physical
description of a major character. While being true to the author's words, draw your own impression of how
you imagine the character.



Note how short these descriptions are. The authors are deliberately leaving space for the reader to insert
their own imagination. Indeed in The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe by C.S, Lewis, I couldn't actually
find any physical descriptions of the four children who enter the wardrobe.



When the exercise is complete, show your drawings and explain to the class/group what you've drawn.
Don't worry about the quality of the drawing. (I can't draw a thing.) This is isn't a drawing exercise, it is
about conveying how you imagine the characters so feel free to use words to help explain your vision.



Hang the pictures together. It's interesting to see how many different interpretations arise from the same
source material.
The Hobbit by J.R.R. Tolkien – description of Bilbo Baggins.
(This image was drawn by Tolkien himself. I recommend showing it only after the exercise is complete.)

'They are (or were) a little people, about half our height, and smaller than
the bearded Dwarves. Hobbits have no beards. There is little or no magic
about them, except the ordinary everyday sort which helps them to
disappear quietly and quickly when large stupid folk like you and me come
blundering along, making a noise like elephants which they can hear a mile
off. They are inclined to be fat in the stomach; they dress in bright colours
(chiefly green and yellow); wear no shoes, because their feet grow natural
leathery soles and thick warm brown hair like the stuff on their heads (which
is curly); have long clever brown fingers, good-natured faces, and laugh
deep fruity laughs (especially after dinner, which they have twice a day
when they can get it).'
Peter Pan by J.M. Barrie – The description of Tinkerbell.
This is an interesting example as most of us picture Tinkerbell as she was imagined by Disney. Barrie's
description leaves room for our imagination. Encourage the class to put aside Disney's version and reinvent Tinkerbell combining their own ideas with Barrie's.

'There was another light in the room now, a thousand times brighter than the night-lights, and in the time we have
taken to say this, it had been in all the drawers in the nursery, looking for Peter’s shadow, rummaged the wardrobe
and turned every pocket inside out. It was not really a light; it made this light by flashing about so quickly, but when
it came to rest for a second you saw it was a fairy, no longer than your hand, but still growing. It was a girl called
Tinker Bell exquisitely gowned in a skeleton leaf, cut low and square, through which her figure could be seen to the
best advantage. She was slightly inclined to EMBONPOINT. [plump hourglass figure]
The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe by C.S, Lewis. Description of The Queen of Narnia.
'The reindeer were about the size of Shetland ponies and their hair was so white that even the snow hardly looked
white compared with them; their branching horns were gilded and shone like something on fire when the sunrise
caught them. Their harness was of scarlet leather and covered with bells. On the sledge, driving the reindeer, sat a
fat dwarf who would have been about three feet high if he had been standing. He was dressed in polar bear's fur
and on his head he wore a red hood with a long gold tassel hanging down from its point; his huge beard covered his
knees and served him instead of a rug. But behind him, on a much higher seat in the middle of the sledge sat a very
different person - a great lady, taller than any woman that Edmund had ever seen. She also was covered in white
fur up to her throat and held a long straight golden wand in her right hand and wore a golden crown on her head.
Her face was white - not merely pale, but white like snow or paper or icing-sugar, except for her very red mouth. It
was a beautiful face in other respects, but proud and cold and stern.'
What makes books & reading special?
Here's a list of what I think make books and the reading experience special. Can your class add to the list?


Because reading requires personal imagination, each of us will have a different understanding of the book.
It's an individual experience.



You can re-read some books and because you've changed over time, your appreciation of the book
changes too. Sometimes re-reading a book can almost be like reading a new story. This is true for all art
forms but I think it is especially so for books.



The reader determines their own speed. We can stop, re-read, go back. It's up to us.



The reader gets to co-create a world with the author. Authors are very creative and clever people who are
giving us their best thoughts and ideas. That's an experience worth having.



Books don't need to be updated and they don't get viruses. The book you buy today will still work fine 100
years from now. As a technology, books are solid and robust. You can drop a book, try doing that with a
computer.



Paper is a relatively natural substance that is recyclable. How much of a computer do you think gets
recycled? (To balance the argument, one computer can store thousands of books. That's a lot of saved
paper.)



You can loan books to each other easily.



Finally, if you borrow from the library, books are free!

Joseph Campbell’s Hero’s Journey Stages:
1. THE ORDINARY WORLD. The hero, uneasy, uncomfortable or unaware, is introduced sympathetically so
the audience can identify with the situation or dilemma. The hero is shown against a background of
environment, heredity, and personal history. Some kind of polarity in the hero’s life is pulling in different
directions and causing stress.
2.

THE CALL TO ADVENTURE. Something shakes up the situation, either from external pressures or from
something rising up from deep within, so the hero must face the beginnings of change.

3.

REFUSAL OF THE CALL. The hero feels the fear of the unknown and tries to turn away from the
adventure, however briefly. Alternately, another character may express the uncertainty and danger ahead.

4.

MEETING WITH THE MENTOR. The hero comes across a seasoned traveller of the worlds who gives him
or her training, equipment, or advice that will help on the journey. Or the hero reaches within to a source of
courage and wisdom.

5.

CROSSING THE THRESHOLD. At the end of Act One, the hero commits to leaving the Ordinary World
and entering a new region or condition with unfamiliar rules and values.

6.

TESTS, ALLIES AND ENEMIES. The hero is tested and sorts out allegiances in the Special World.

7.

APPROACH. The hero and newfound allies prepare for the major challenge in the Special world.

8.

THE ORDEAL. Near the middle of the story, the hero enters a central space in the Special World and
confronts death or faces his or her greatest fear. Out of the moment of death comes a new life.

9.

THE REWARD. The hero takes possession of the treasure won by facing death. There may be
celebration, but there is also danger of losing the treasure again.

10. THE ROAD BACK. About three-fourths of the way through the story, the hero is driven to complete the
adventure, leaving the Special World to be sure the treasure is brought home. Often a chase scene signals
the urgency and danger of the mission.
11. THE RESURRECTION. At the climax, the hero is severely tested once more on the threshold of home. He
or she is purified by a last sacrifice, another moment of death and rebirth, but on a higher and more
complete level. By the hero’s action, the polarities that were in conflict at the beginning are finally resolved.
12. RETURN WITH THE ELIXIR. The hero returns home or continues the journey, bearing some element of
the treasure that has the power to transform the world as the hero has been transformed.

Other performances by Mark Penzak & BlueBoat Theatre
Journey To The Centre of The Earth
This adaptation of Jules Verne's classic is performed in magical set, full of surprise
and invention, where stalactites and stalagmites appear before your eyes and sea
monsters do battle. This constantly changing visual feast is skilfully complemented
by wonderful character voices and puppets. A truly captivating piece of children’s
theatre that appeals to that sense of adventure in all of us.

Monsters In My Wardrobe
The story begins with Mark being afraid of the dark. He's positive monsters
are in his wardrobe. Determined to stop them, Mark climbs into the wardrobe
and is zapped into fantastic worlds; fearful forests, dark caves and even outer
space. But when he meets the Monsters, he discovers that when you imagine
yourself in the place of others, the Monsters you fear aren’t Monsters at all.

TumTumTinker
Meet TumTumTinker, the shoemaker who sews magic shoes. He's the one
who made Cinderella's slippers and Puss-In-Boot's boots. A charming
performance specially designed for audiences aged 2 to 6, that's bursting with
fun stories, puppets, comedy and a very special wheelbarrow.

Utter Nonsense
A seriously funny children's play about a mad professor who invents a machine to make him
rich and famous, however, when it malfunctions it sucks out his sense of humour! Unable to
laugh, the professor goes on a quest to recover it. On his journey he meets Horace the
Handsome Slug, Dougie the Monster Defeating Duck and discovers there's more important
things in life then being rich and famous.
Spookmaster
Designed for theatres and halls, Spookmaster mingles performance,
puppetry and digital projection in a humorous, touching and enjoyably
spooky story about a boy who confronts The Spookmaster in his
dreams and learns to master his fears. An engaging, uplifting story
about families, facing problems and growing up.

New for 2017
The Starship Stowaway is a thrilling action/adventure play whose themes address multiculturalism, inter-personal
skills, environmental dilemmas and the use of science.
The year is 2099 and Professor Sarr is addressing the
audience as if they are the United Nations. Using spaceship
models, spinning planets and exciting puppets, he
demonstrates how, on an expedition to Alpha Centauri, a
stowaway named Far tumbled from her hiding place,
accidentally threw the ship out of its flightpath, caused a
collision with an asteroid and lost communications with Earth.
Worse, now there wasn't enough fuel for the return voyage.
Her presence also forced two people to live in a cabin built for
one. The only way they survived was by conserving, reducing
and recycling but there was another difficulty. Being different
personalities, ages and cultures they clashed over food,
music and opinions. It's only by developing communications,
tolerance and respect that they grew to like each other.
Finally after a dangerous journey through solar flares,
meteorites and hair-raising space-walks, they landed on a
planet lush with ferns and populated by tiny unicorns. The
unicorns eat ferns using their horns to dig them up.
Afterwards, they sharpen their horns on glittering crystals.
Needing food and fuel, Far planted seeds from Earth while the Professor discovered that the crystals contain an
energy that can be processed into fuel. However after a large number of crystals have been harvested, Far noticed
the ferns were dying and the unicorns were going hungry. Using scientific research, she proves the unicorns weren't
sharpening their horns on the crystals, they were playing them which caused the crystals to fill with energy which in
turn caused the ferns to grow. Convinced, the Professor analyses the crystal's harmonics and Far uses her musical
ability to recharge the crystals.
Then just as the spaceship was ready to launch, Far made another discovery. The seeds from the farm were
spreading. Unless they were stopped, the plants would take over. Far made a difficult decision - she would stay
behind to control the plants.
Back on Earth, the Professor ends the story and gives the audience their own difficult decision. Should humans
return to the planet? And if so, what things should and shouldn't they do?

For more information or to join our mailing list -

www.markpenzak.com

