Helen Clark in Six Outfits - Introductory notes
These introductory notes have been written by Nicola Owen of Audio Described Aotearoa Ltd for the Auckland Theatre Company performance of Helen Clark in Six Outfits at ASB Waterfront Theatre, Auckland Sunday 19 April 2026.
The ATC website says: 
“Helen Clark in Six Outfits examines a forthright and ambitious woman as she negotiates social expectations about what – and who – makes a leader.”
Characters and Costumes
There are only two actors, both playing Helen Clark and other characters. There are multiple exchanges between the two as the elder Helen guides the younger through her story.
Emerging Helen (teens to late 40s) who I’ll call ‘younger Helen’ is played by Lauren Gibson. Power Helen as she’s described in the script (late 40s to late 60s) who I’ll refer to as ‘elder Helen’ is played by Jennifer Te Atamira Ward-Leland
Younger Helen wears most of the different Helen Clark outfits which I’ll describe shortly.
Elder Helen is most often in a khaki climbing coverall, hiking boots, a round orange climbing helmet, goggles and an orange backpack. This is used as the base costume for the six other characters she represents. They are each portrayed with exaggerated cartoon-like props made of thin foam. The props highlight one element of their character or physique, creating a caricature of the original as if that’s the key identifying factor that has stuck in Helen’s memory. Here are these other characters in the order they appear:
George Clark, Helen Clark’s father, has a baggy shirt, gruff voice, and enormous stuck on bushy eyebrows.  
Margery Adams the Headmistress of Epsom Girls Grammar wears huge cats’ eye shaped glasses with enormous rims that end in exaggerated points at the outer corner of each eye.
Margaret Clark, Helen’s mother, has a big cardboard apron around her neck and a steady no-nonsense tone.
Judith Tizard, Helen’s best friend, has large pearl earrings and pearl necklace and a sassy style.
Jim Anderton, Helen’s political colleague, has a massive collar with a wide stripey kipper tie.
Maggie Eyre the flamboyant image consultant has a bouffant foam wig in bright colours on white.
Elder Helen puts on the prop for each character and takes on their physicality as she plays them, a solid walk for her dad George, lots of wide arm gestures for Maggie the stylist and sassy spirited moves for Judith Tizard.  I call each of these characters by their character name in the description for example saying: ‘George leaves’. 
The voices of broadcaster BRIAN EDWARDS and political journalist DENIS WELCH are recorded voices and there’s a reference to Uncle Murray but he is only portrayed through a tone of voice with no props.
Now onto Helen’s outfits:
Younger Helen first appears in a little black dress which she quickly sheds, revealing a full slip beneath. She pulls a heavy brown knitted cardigan over this.  
The next outfit is her Epsom Girls Grammar school uniform - a black calf length tunic over a white shirt, white socks, black Mary Jane shoes (flat with a single strap across the front) and a straw boater hat. She has her almost black wavy hair in a chin length bob.
Her varsity student outfit is flared blue jeans, a bright floral shirt and a brown corduroy jacket covered in political pins and badges. She has long wavy dark brown hair flowing loose over her shoulders and wears brown suede boots with a chunky high heel.
Helen’s wedding dress – a frumpy maroon almost ankle length dress with a tie at the waist, a brighter red/orange neck scarf, and short bobbed dark hair. 
The Jane Daniels suit is lemon yellow with a calf length skirt with box pleats and a matching tailored lemon yellow jacket over a floral blouse. In this era Helen has a chestnut brown bobbed wig with a fringe and wears black low-heeled shoes.
The final outfit is a bright red trouser suit with stripey red bouse beneath and a short brown tousled wig.
The costume changes mostly take place onstage with the younger Helen character entering a dressing room space and working her way through the outfits on the rail. Elder Helen often helps her to change, assisting her to put on the various wigs reflecting the different haircuts of the eras, with a gentle and reassuring hand. Sometimes the costume changes take a while giving a sense that one era of her life is being laid aside while the new challenge is picked up.
There is no attempt to conceal the use of wigs – the actor Lauren’s hair is covered beneath so the wigs fit on

Set and lighting
The set has a lot of reflective and angular shapes, and overall themes of mountains, steps and concrete. There’s a central peak and diagonals on either side pointing towards the peak. The set has four main areas. 
In the centre there’s the large mountain peak with stairs and platforms. There are five stairs going up on the left of this centre piece so someone climbing them will have their back to us. They reach the first landing or platform, and then turn toward the right, so someone climbing them will face right and be side-on to the audience. These steps are a less even series of platforms and steps, ending in a small platform top right. There’s another very narrow flight of stairs at the right that disappears into the lighting rig, as if to indicate that there are further heights to reach, a mountain climbing metaphor that is used throughout the piece.
There is a series of jagged panels at the back of the steps like a sheer rock face that also draws on Brutalist architecture. These panels form a jagged but mostly flat surface that doubles as a screen. There’s a lot of atmospheric lighting and use of projection, so as we enter the auditorium these panels are lit in white to suggest a cold icy surface, often during mountain climbing scenes there’s a projected blizzard blowing from right to left into the climbers’ faces. Other projections include satirical political cartoons or words from newspapers.
The screens are also used to project images of the actors live as if captured on webcam. There are cameras on the tables in the other three areas of the set and sometimes the actors talk directly into them, or position books or letters in front of them that are then projected onto the screen.
There is a table at each side, and each has an undulating mirrored wall behind it that slopes up from the front of the stage towards the back, echoing the mountain metaphor. The tables are positioned so the person sitting at it on the little white stool faces the side walls, looking into the mirror and into the cameras that are on stands. There’s a clear path between these side pieces of the set and the centre piece to enable the actors to arrive and leave.
The final area of set is the dressing room which is beneath the high platform, just right of centre, towards the back of the stage away from the audience. This is where most of the costume changes happen. On the right is a clothes rail with a range of different outfits on it, and to the left is another table with a camera and a series of mannequin heads with wigs on them. It’s usually dimly lit so that Helen is faintly visible, usually in silhouette, as she changes. There’s a glass window on the front of the changing room that also acts as a screen for projected images.
The very back wall is a pale concrete grey. Images often spill over the shards of the mountain onto this surface. The entire stage floor looks like polished concrete.    
The lighting is used to highlight mood, spotlight particular characters or conceal movement. As we enter the auditorium there is a bright red or ‘Labour Party’ red glow across the back wall and with lights highlighting the three tables – one at each side and one under the platform in the dressing room. At certain times in the piece younger Helen is spotlit at ground level while elder Helen imperceptibly makes her way onto the top platform to look down on her younger self, revealed when more lights come up. The lighting often joins with sound effects, like the thunderous sound of wind accompanying the storm blizzard when Helen is mountain climbing. Sometimes the sound is loud, so you might want to cup your palm over your earpiece to enable you to hear the description, or use the volume control buttons on the side of your receiver, plus sign for volume up.
Please note, there is a loud bang at the very start of the show when the house lights go out.
End.
 



