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Abstract 
 

How to start a Creative (R)evolution 
Empowering Women, Growing Artists, and  

Reclaiming the Real through Live Performance 
Dr. Vanessa Byrnes 
Unitec (Auckland) 

Every two years, the multi-media show Tarnished Frocks & Divas employs ‘used’ objects, garments, 
and at the centre, women’s bodies to challenge assumed realities, and to bring to life the essence of 
different narrative histories in live performance. Peoples’ pasts, presents, and imagined futures are 
depicted and understood via performances that utilise bodies and selected artefacts. These artefacts 
are used performatively to represent or reframe various kinds of assumed realities. 

This paper considers the dynamic opportunities that are available to performers, writers, producers, 
and artists who want to activate creative growth and personal empowerment through 
multidisciplinary hybrid shows such as Tarnished Frocks & Divas. It takes my experience of writing and 
directing the 1,000-seat-a-night show in Tauranga three times over six years as an entry point to 
reflect on the scale and impact of this unique project. In this paper, I want to offer a successful and 
proven model that activates individual empowerment and collective creativity, especially for women. 

If we accept the notion that great stories lie everywhere – and that there is a pressing need for 
audiences to congregate and witness transformation through live theatre in real time – then it is 
possible to focus on this performance structure as a vehicle to activate creative achievement and 
community wellbeing. It also elevates artistic identity for individuals both during and beyond the life 
of the show, when the performance itself has evaporated but the experience remains.  

The show is different in each iteration, and has become renowned as a regular, biennial, artistic 
upheaval that challenges and extends women in the local Tauranga community. Through this event, 
the ‘professional’ and ‘amateur’ domains coalesce to harness power in performance. As such, the 
show has transformed many lives. There are socio-political and cultural realities that here are 
compelling, not the least of which is the capacity to galvanise communities of practice in a regional 
context. 

Tarnished Frocks & Divas has given birth to something quite new in Aotearoa that can act as a model 
to reframe ‘reality’ in a local community environment. More than 30,000 people have seen the shows 
since 2005, and thousands of women (and men) have created the works. This makes me ask: What 
are the socio-political, cultural, and personal realities of performing with such a structure? Quite 
simply, this is the beginning of a creative revolution. 

vbyrnes@unitec.ac.nz  

Paper 
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How to start a Creative (R)evolution 
Empowering Women, Growing Artists, and  

Reclaiming the Real through Live Performance 
Dr. Vanessa Byrnes 
Unitec (Auckland) 

 

E nga iwi, e nga mana, e nga reo, tena koutou, tena koutou, tena koutou katoa.My 
name is Vanessa Byrnes and I am Head of Creative Industries at Unitec. I am 
thrilled to be here with you all today.   
 
I would like to ask you to look at this video for a moment which I shot in the train 
station of Florence, Italy, a few years back. 

In speaking to the conference theme about performing the ‘Real’, I want to start 
with the notion that great stories lie everywhere. To guide this enquiry, as a 
director and producer, I am speaking to these questions and observations: 

• Who are these people? What’s their story? What’s my story? My 
whakapapa? 

• I am most interested in revelation – not application. What can be revealed 
here? 

• Invitation – not repulsion 
• There is universality from specificity. Truth brings shared experience and 

a reclamation of what is important and therefore real 
• What is the essence of this story I’m trying to tell? 
• Per-form = to give form to feeling 
• And most of all – that talent is a gift which is passed on 

Every two years, the multi-media show Tarnished Frocks & Divas employs ‘used’ 
objects, garments, and at the centre, the vehicle of women’s bodies to 
challenge assumed realities, and to bring to life the essence of different 
narrative histories in live performance. Since 2005, over 30,000 people have 
seen TFD so far.  

This experience has asked me to give pause and consider the dynamic 
opportunities that are available to performers, writers, producers, and artists 
who want to activate creative growth and personal/ female empowerment 
through multidisciplinary hybrid shows such as Tarnished Frocks & Divas. My 
experience of writing and directing the 1,000-seat-a-night show in Tauranga 
three times over six years is an entry point to reflect on the scale and impact of 
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this unique project. I think this is a successful and proven model that activates 
individual empowerment and collective creativity, especially for women. 
Creative R/evolutions are all around us, in rural and urban communities, and I 
believe this is a formula to take us into the future. 

So, if we accept the notion that great stories lie everywhere – and that there is 
a pressing need for audiences to congregate and witness transformation 
through live theatre in real time – then the performance structure becomes a 
vehicle to activate creative achievement, community wellbeing, and a re-
examination, a reclamation, even a celebration, of what is in fact most ‘real’. A 
show like this also elevates artistic identity for individuals both during and 
beyond the life of the show, when the performance itself has evaporated but 
the experience remains.  

TFD is different in each iteration, and has become renowned as a regular, 
biennial, artistic upheaval that challenges and extends women in the local 
Tauranga community. It is a very real event in the lives of so many people. 
Through this event, the ‘professional’ and ‘amateur’ domains coalesce to 
harness power in performance. As such, you will appreciate that the show has 
transformed many lives. New friendships are formed, marriages split asunder 
or are forged, new careers are formed. There are socio-political and cultural 
realities that here are compelling, not the least of which is the capacity to 
galvanise communities of practice in a regional context. 

 

There are some parameters. Only women over 40 years old can perform in it. 
All the garments have to be upcycled. Men can help, but only backstage. The 
creative repurposing of garments, objects, assumed identities, and experiences 
all result in community empowerment, a focus on women, and leadership of 
self and others in a profound and life-affirming way. The activation of personal 
confidence that happens in such a huge creative project is noteworthy. Women 
are with each other in real time; this in itself is a huge commitment. And, of 
course, applying creativity that matches a central story is the guiding theme. 
This results in collaboration, co-operation, community, and confidence.  

There is a professional cast and crew at the centre of the performance. The 
structure of the show, which is heavily publicized and promoted to attract 
sellout audiences – the tickets prices are high at $80 - $120 each - demands that 
everyone performs at their best, and this always results in ever-expanding 
views of how creative we actually are. Most of the non-professional performers 
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aren’t paid of course; but their payment tends to be at first a latent recognition 
of the opportunity to try something out of their comfort zone, and then a 
conscious two-way recompense of delight and growth that seems to lie outside 
the dominant discourse of money as the prime reward. The real theme here is 
the deliberate empowerment of women. 

I have directed and written the show 3 times, as I mentioned, and it now plays 
to over 1,000 seats a night. This work has become a regular event in the lives 
of many women and their families in the Tauranga community. Peoples’ pasts, 
presents, and imagined futures are depicted, reframed, and understood via 
performances that utilise bodies and selected artefacts. These artefacts – 
recycled clothing and props - are used performatively to represent or reframe 
various kinds of assumed realities. The show is completely different every 
time. 
 
I would also argue that the act of truly reclaiming the ‘real’ and the ‘self’ in a 
Western culture that commodifies and sometimes denigrates the female 
body, then tries to sell us stuff to make us feel better, or at the very least 
desired/desirable, is a radical act. This show cuts through all that. 

2009, 2011, 2013 shows 

The 2013 show 

A FABULOUS JOURNEY OF DISCOVERY 
Travelling throughout the world, Divas from 7 corners of the world were 
showcased with a narrative that had Jackie Clarke and Annie Crummer 
at the centre and celebrated with accompanying fashion.  The show, 
the largest yet, was an energetic journey that celebrated the vibrancy, 
colour, and joy of cultures throughout the world, and reclaimed women 
as the holders of specifically ‘female’ virtues as feminist icons in those 
contexts. So – with a close and careful eye on cultural appropriation - 
Sophia Loren in Italy became a symbol of the gift of sensuality, Mother 
Teresa in India stood for charity and courage, Yoko Ono the truth-teller 
and artist - we travelled back in time to meet Boadicea who represented 
strength, and so on. A linear narrative was often disrupted through the 
guise of song and dance – so we went from Boadicea to swinging 
London, Carnaby St, in the 1960’s through a musical bridge. 
 
Of course, to underscore the point a bit further, we don’t have to look far to 
see that Cultural Feminism allows us to explore the view that there is an 
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essentially "female nature" that can be revalued and redefined as attributes 
ascribed to femaleness. This seems to have particularly strong resonance with 
women over the age of 40, both in the cast and crew, and in the audience. The 
show speaks directly to Mary Daly’s  concept of "female energy", or her term 
Gyn/Ecology, to the female "life-affirming, life-creating biological condition" 
that is victimized by male aggression as a result of "male barrenness"[1] I am 
not advocating here for a separate or stand-alone female identity or 
experience, but rather, a fairly mainstream formula that has radical potential 
to disrupt notions of female body so common in prevailing orthodoxy through 
a palatable and comfortably familiar performance structure. 
 

I like to think that Deleuze and Guattari would hail the show’s fulfilment of what 
they consider necessary for the artistic ideal: 

• the nomadic tendency of artists (not being attached to any one dogma) 
• reterritorialization of the self (for a while these women are actors/ 

singers/ dancers etc) 
• the unique ‘line of flight’ of the artist (they are carving out their own 

unique creative map) 

The show puts creativity at the centre and behave in creative ways while they 
are making the show. What do I mean by this? 

Creativity – or the ability to form an idea into substance; to think beyond ritual 
into the unknown, and draw into being that which may not exist - is arguable 
what tomorrow’s citizens need the most. 

What is it? Etymology tells us a lot; the word ‘create’ comes from late 
fourteenth-century Latin ‘creatus’, past participle of ‘creare’, ‘to make, bring 
forth, produce, beget,’ related to ‘crescere’; ‘arise, grow’. So, creativity is 
fundamentally concerned with the specific unearthing of newness; of 
innovation from the inside out, and also growth, adaptation, and development. 

Despite what prevailing orthodoxy has perhaps socialized us to believe, my 
view is that we are all creative; it’s not a left or right brain attribute that you are 
born with, and it can be taught and applied in all professions. 

Above all else, creativity is a skillset, an attitude, and a way of being. it is a way 
of seeing the world with positive growth and the capacity to think beyond 
known rituals and perceived boundaries. It is often a binary set of circumstances 
from which something new emerges. It can also be taught, even when we 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cultural_feminism#cite_note-Alcoff-1
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accept that neuro-diversity and flexibility dictate we are all different and learn 
in different ways. 

Executive Producer Anne Pankhurst, who still leads the Trust Board guiding the 
project, gave me this reminder recently. I want to share it with you as a window 
into the world of TFD. Her email reads: 

Love the title (of your paper), because the title totally sums us up and 
how we operate, and even more this year we are working in that highly 
collaborate, community based, volunteer centric model.  In fact that is 
being entrenched into how we operate.  It of course doesn’t always 
deliver financial results that we need, and we are always trying to be 
cutting edge with technology, while still keeping a women over 40 
thing, and empowering those women to “give it a go mate”, and grow 
their self-esteem.   
 
We have two women this year who had huge accidents and in both 
cases may have never walked again, both were dancers, and are now in 
recovery and walking as models.  What is really lovely about that is 
because we are NOT about perfection, and more about diva/ individual 
charm, we can do that, they don’t have to walk perfectly, and in fact 
really brings in the human interest.  Both have been so – I am going to 
use the word grateful – but it is not the right one, that we asked them to 
come back into the show, that initially it was a very emotional moment 
for them. 

  
We often talk about ‘being in the moment’ in performance, but for me that’s 
also the point of a show like this…backing yourself to be fully present…giving 
up all those hours to rehearse, prepare, investing all that time and prep to 
experience your own uniqueness and talent (designer, dresser, model, techie, 
Trustee etc) in whatever way to experience the constructed and paradoxically 
utterly real intense dependence on others. It’s highly concentrated and high 
risk.  So much of everyday life is not real in that way, and that’s probably how 
much of early existence really was...this is primal stuff I think we bring people 
into.  
  
Then, of course, there’s there issue of what has become quite a profound ritual 
for the community – that of storytelling, healing, empowerment - and of 
women feeling strong in an artistic identity in a dominant local discourse that 
still finds that slightly weird or odd or out of kilter with the norms. And of 
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course the thing that terrifies parts of the Western Patriarchy; finding joy in 
shared experience. 

There are some other key assumptions at work here, and any R/evolution needs 
a good manifesto to keep it real: 

• Great theatre should offer an escape from life or make sense of it 
• All the world’s a stage. Theatre lies everywhere 
• I am most interested in revelation – not application  
• Invitation – not repulsion 
• What’s my story? My whakapapa? 
• There is universality from specificity. Truth brings shared experience 
• What is the essence of this story I’m trying to tell? 
• Per-form = to give form to feeling 
• Risk 

Joseph Conrad said: 
The artist appeals to that part of our being which is not dependent 
on wisdom; to that in us which is a gift and not an acquisition— and, 
therefore, more permanently enduring. He [sic] speaks to our capacity 
for delight and wonder, to the sense of mystery surrounding our lives; to 
our sense of pity, and beauty, and pain; to the latent feeling of 
fellowship with all creation— and to the subtle but invincible conviction 
of solidarity that knits together the loneliness of innumerable hearts, to 
the solidarity in dreams, in joy, in sorrow, in aspirations, in illusions, in 
hope, in fear, which binds men to each other, which binds together all 
humanity— the dead to the living and the living to the unborn. 

To take this a step further, Lewis Hyde writes in his book The Gift: How the 
Creative Spirit Transforms the World: 
 

Unlike the sale of a commodity, the giving of a gift tends to establish a 
relationship between the parties involved. When gifts circulate within a 
group, their commerce leaves a series of interconnected relationships in 
its wake, and a kind of decentralized cohesiveness emerges. 
 
And: 
 
Art does not organize parties, nor is it the servant or colleague of power. 
Rather, the work of art becomes a political force simply through the 
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faithful representation of the spirit. It is a political act to create an image 
of the self or of the collective. 

 
This is to me is utterly real, present, and impactful in enduring ways. It is also 
the real legacy that has been created here with Tarnished Frocks and Divas. In 
consort with Hyde’s paradigm of the nature of art, it is a gift that speaks to the 
artist in us, the audience; it continues to reverberate in exponential ways that 
stand beyond the predominant economy dominated by market exchange and 
the trading of ideas for money.  
 
The creation of art and the making of artists through immediate or long-term 
activities is not a product or a service. It is essentially a gift, an act of love, the 
passing of ‘the gift’ of talent and energy from one form to another. The same 
goes for something that empowers women through creativity, art, and 
performance.  
 
KNOW THYSELF 
In closing, the show has taught me that every participant – including myself - 
must come back to their purpose, and this is perhaps the most real thing about 
this performance. I am reminded that in a 2014 interview, MasterChef NZ 
winner and ‘My Food Bag’ Entrepreneur Nadia Lim revealed the three words 
written on her hand in the final of MasterChef were; ‘Know Your Purpose’.1 This 
phrase clarified her need to win, to back her talent, and to be brilliant within her 
chosen creative form. This, of course, takes us back to the third Delphic maxim 
s which was inscribed in the forecourt of the Temple: ‘Know thyself’ or ‘Gnothi 
seauton’. 
 
This is perhaps the real and only true guidepost needed to live and practice a 
creative life, and for us as educators and creatives, we now know that this is the 
real challenge. I would contend that to pursue self-knowledge really is the 
essence of true creativity, and that true creativity is only possible with a deep 
and abiding knowledge of the unique and individual self. With this bilateral 
view, it’s clear that our greatest challenge and opportunity lies in expanding 
opportunities for others to explore this terrain. The future is full of more 
transformation, increased creativity in all fields, and as a result, more unseen 
and exciting possibilities to think beyond ritual into the unknown and draw into 
being that which may not exist. 
 

                                                 
1 https://www.thebigidea.nz/news/columns/how-freelancers-can-succeed/2014/jun/141908-nadias-recipe-for-
success   

https://www.thebigidea.nz/news/columns/how-freelancers-can-succeed/2014/jun/141908-nadias-recipe-for-success
https://www.thebigidea.nz/news/columns/how-freelancers-can-succeed/2014/jun/141908-nadias-recipe-for-success
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Quite simply, I believe this is the beginning of a creative revolution. 
 
Kia or tatou 
Dr. Vanessa Byrnes 
18 November 2019 
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