Sons of Vao
Relaxed Performance Show Information
Relaxed Performance, Tuesday 30 June 2026, 7:00pm
Show Information
Sons of Vao is a new, semi-autobiographical work by Vela Manusaute, directed by Anapela Polata’ivao. It tells the story of three brothers, To, Seki and Sau, looking back across four decades on their journey from a small village in Niue (a Pacific island country) to Auckland, and on their relationship with their father, Vao. The show is performed by four actors: Beulah Koale as Vao, Haanz Fa’avae-Jackson as To, Epine Bob Savea as Seki, and Brett Taefu as Sau. The same four actors also play many other roles across the years.
The eldest brother, To, is the narrator and guides us through the story. He speaks warmly and gently to the audience, and the whole play is told as the brothers looking back and remembering. This gives the difficult moments a sense of distance: they are being retold rather than happening to us now. The play is full of humour and warmth, and although it deals honestly with some hard experiences, it moves toward forgiveness.
Location: ASB Waterfront Theatre, 138 Halsey Street, Auckland Central. Entry through the glass doors on Halsey Street. Step-free access, and wheelchair accessible seating and toilets available.
ASB Waterfront Theatre’s “Know Before You Go” page with arrival info
Date and time: Tuesday 30 June at 7:00pm. There is no lockout policy, and the internal theatre doors stay open for the whole show.
Running time: 1 hour and 30 minutes, with no interval.
Pre-show Demonstration
Before the show starts on Tuesday 30 June, we will have a pre-show demonstration on stage at 6:30pm. Please meet at the Breakout Room on Level One, and we will travel into the theatre together. The demo will introduce the lighting, sound, special effects, surprises, and characters. We will talk about what the show will be like and how the relaxed show will work.
This document will give you even more details about the show.
Relaxed Show Features
During the relaxed performance, you may come and go, move around, visit breakout spaces, and use comfort and fidget items. If you need to leave, you can go at any time. There are quiet Breakout Spaces on Level 1 (Air Bridge) and Level 2 (Villa Maria Gallery), and staff will be outside the theatre to help you. When you are ready to return, an usher will let you back in when there is a suitable moment, so you may wait outside the doors for a short time. You will not miss being able to get back in. When you return, please go back to your same seat. Please do not go onto the stage with the performers.
The relaxed performance is a welcoming, judgement-free experience open to everyone. It may be especially welcomed by autistic and neurodivergent audience members, people with anxiety, those new to live theatre, or anyone who does best in a more relaxed atmosphere. Before the show, an announcement will welcome the whole audience and remind everyone that this is a space to be ourselves.
Please bring whatever helps you feel comfortable: earplugs, noise-cancelling headphones, sunglasses, fidget toys, or anything else that supports you. If you do not have earplugs or fidget items, please ask theatre staff. Doors open from 6:40pm; feel free to arrive early or wait until the crowd has settled.
As the audience settles before the show begins, there will be music playing in the auditorium. Combined with the noise of people finding their seats and talking, this can create a busy and noisy atmosphere. If you are sensitive to sound, you may wish to wear noise-cancelling headphones or earplugs during the seating period and the opening of the show.
There are two sets of doors leading into the theatre. The internal doors, which enter the auditorium directly, will remain open throughout the performance. The external doors, the first set you reach from the foyer, will remain closed but unlocked. Keeping the external doors closed helps balance accessibility with reducing light and sound disruptions. If you would like assistance to come and go, please let theatre staff know.
If you need to use devices for accessibility, please put them on silent. At the start of the show, the whole audience will be reminded with an announcement that during the relaxed performance it’s ok for the audience to be themselves.
Lighting
The auditorium lights stay softly on throughout, so the seating area is never fully dark, and there is lighting along the stairs. The stage is warmly and softly lit, and lights tend to fade gently in and out rather than changing suddenly. There are no strobe effects.
There is a wide panel of light at the back of the stage that glows white, yellow, or red at different points, softened by a gauze screen. The red appears at moments of strong emotion. There is also a large round disc above the stage with soft, gentle projections on it, which occasionally flicker. The projections become things like a cinema screen or a night sky as part of the story. When the back panel glows brightly, people sitting in the front few rows may find the light bright or dazzling. If bright light bothers you, choosing a seat further back avoids this. All the major lighting moments are shown at the pre-show demonstration.
Sound
All recorded music and sound effects are pre-recorded, and there is no live band. Music plays under much of the storytelling, and the actors also hum and sing at various points. The music is gentle and lyrical early on, and uses drums at other moments, such as when the family leaves Niue.
The actors wear microphones and are gently amplified. There are also microphones under the stage, so when the actors strike the floor or stamp, those sounds are amplified. At a small number of dramatic moments there is a deeper bass sound, which you will feel as a gentle vibration through the floor and your seat as well as hear. There is shouting during some arguments, an early moment when a generator breaks down with a rumble, and occasional sound effects to mark a dropped object or a scene change. These louder moments are gentle rather than overwhelming, and the loudest are shown at the pre-show demonstration so you know what to expect.
Special Effects, Set and Smoking
Atmospheric haze (a fine, safe mist that shows the stage lighting) is used during the show. Vao smokes onstage using an e-cigarette, which give off a little visible vapour and no strong smell. The set is simple: a large square stage floor with a worn, rusty look, a round sunken area in the centre, a single chair, and the round disc above. The actors stay on the stage for the whole show. They speak directly to the audience often, especially To as narrator, who makes eye contact with people in the front few rows. You do not have to make eye contact back, and there is no pressure to react. You will not be asked to respond or come on stage, and no performer enters the audience. If you would rather not have a performer look towards you, sitting further back avoids this.
Content
Sons of Vao is a story about brotherhood, survival, and forgiveness, told with a lot of humour and held at the gentle distance of the brothers remembering. It does deal honestly with difficult experiences, described below so you can decide what is right for you. If you have any questions, you are welcome to ask at the pre-show demonstration or email ahead.
Family violence, child abuse, and alcohol. The father is violent towards his children and his wife. This includes physical punishment of the children, a moment where he gives a young son homemade alcohol, and a scene of violence against his wife, who is represented on stage by a chair rather than an actor. The father drinks heavily throughout, and his drinking causes much of the family’s hardship. The violence is stylised. For example, a belt is brought down on the floor rather than on a child, and the sound stands in for the beating.
A strong moment to know about. Near the end, the eldest son, To, stands up to his father, and the father punches him. This is a close stage punch and is one of the stronger moments in the show. If you would prefer, this is a good point to look away or step out.
Stage combat. Later in the play, men from Niue attack the father using stage combat, and his front teeth are knocked out, which he pulls from his mouth.
The dogs. Early in the play there is a scene where the father kills the family’s puppies. The puppies are mimed, not real, and you do not see them harmed. You hear the dogs barking, and then the barking stops. The moment is sad and sudden. 
Seizures. The father has seizures a few times during the play. The first is right at the start of the show, when a white sheet floats away to reveal him on the ground with his hand shaking. For the later ones he is usually seated, leaning back with his arms out, shaking, and crying out, while the other actors gather around him until it passes. Within the story, the family believes the seizures are caused by a curse rather than understanding them as a medical condition. If it would help to know exactly when these happen, please ask at the pre-show demonstration and we can tell you.
Other content. The brothers experience racism and bullying as Pasifika children. There is strong language throughout, including some racist language. As the father grows older and unwell, there are scenes of the sons neglecting him, including leaving him at a bus stop, and he at times says he wants to die. To also describes his mother having him when she was very young. There is a brief comic reference to the brothers hearing their parents have sex, and a passing reference to circumcision.
The ending. If you would like to know how the show ends, this paragraph describes it. The father dies near the end of the play. His death is not shown; he simply stands in silhouette. The brothers grieve him and find forgiveness, with gentle music, an image of the playwright's own father, and the brothers covering the centre of the stage with a white sheet. Many people feel moved at the end, and you are welcome to take the time you need before leaving.
If anything in the show is distressing, you are welcome to close your eyes, cover your ears, or leave at any time. There is a place in the foyer for you, and a staff member can bring you back in when you are ready.
Support after Sons of Vao
If you’d like to talk to someone, these free and confidential services are available.
1. 1737 Call or text anytime to talk with a trained counsellor
1. Vaka Tautua, 0800 OLA LELEI Call 0800 652 535 for Pacific support, by Pacific for Pacific
1. Shine Call 0508 744 633 for family violence support, anytime
1. General alcohol drug helpline Call 0800 787 797 or text 8681 for you or someone you love
1. Pasifika helpline Call 0800 787 799 or text 8681 for Pacific support services
1. Suicide Crisis Helpline Call 0508 828 865 anytime
Want to Know More?
Reach out to Sam Phillips, Auckland Theatre Company’s Head of Learning and Participation, on sam@atc.co.nz. Sam will also be at ASB Waterfront Theatre and will present the pre-show demonstration.
This show information by Auckland Theatre Company used a template designed and provided by Arts Access Aotearoa.
