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Introduction 

his article takes the construction and representation of nation and 
identity in post-apartheid South Africa by means of theatre, specifically 

through pantomime, as its central theme. It will broadly map a relationship between 
British colonialism and theatre in South Africa, positioning theatre as a potentially 
hegemonic force. Through noting pantomime’s most significant predecessor (the 
commedia dell‘arte) and a brief discussion of the carnivalesque, it will position 
pantomime as a potentially counter-hegemonic tool that could destabilise the 
residual colonial ideals related to articulating constructs of nation and identity in 
South Africa. As a case in point, the article will interrogate Janice Honeyman’s 
adaptation of the Peter Pan tale for the South African stage.1 

South African theatre has a long history of importing, translating and 
adapting a variety of European and American playtexts and stories. Post-apartheid, 
the practice of theatrical imports and ‘translations’ continues in both the medium 
and content of many productions produced on local stages.2 Pantomime is one such 
genre that has been transported to South Africa and that has been absorbed into the 
South African offering of entertainment options. To date, research on pantomime in 
South Africa has centred mainly on the British tradition3 of pantomime, on the 
introduction of pantomime in the South African theatrical suite, and on historical 
overviews of pantomime in South Africa until the 19th century.4 Literature tracing 
the historical progression of pantomime focuses largely on the development of 
pantomime from as early as the 18th century, but places very little emphasis on the 
genre into the 20th century. Little attention has been paid to the ideological 
implications of the translation or reinterpretation of pantomime texts within a 
postcolonial and post-apartheid South African context. In relation to this, the 
potential for enforcing hegemony through these translations as they pertain to 
nation and identity in the South African context has largely been ignored. This study 
thus aims to investigate the re-appropriation, translation and staging of British 
pantomime texts, formats and content in the post-apartheid South African theatrical 
context by exploring the ways in which Janice Honeyman’s 2007 pantomime, Peter 
Pan: A Swashbuckling Adventure, engages with notions of nation and identity. To do 
so, it is necessary to briefly locate pantomime in South African theatre history.  

Contextualising pantomime in South Africa 

South African theatre, in broad terms, has a three-tier heritage – a British 
colonialist, an Afrikaaner nationalist and a pre-colonial, indigenous performance 
history.5 British theatrical imports reached South African shores as early as the late 
1700s and followed two broad developmental pathways, namely works mirroring 
British forms, aesthetics, and themes, and African transpositions of themes and 
content via the British form.6 The aforementioned development concerns this study. 
By 1910, South Africa’s British theatre heritage was so entrenched that it became 
the basis for South African theatre in form and practice until the 20th century.7 
Pantomime is part of this heritage. 

T 
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The first South African pantomime,8 The Kaffir War or The Burnt Farm, was 
“presented as part of the Equestrian Gymnastics in 1850.”9 This ‘Grand Pantomime’ 
provided an opportunity for the ‘old’ and the ‘new’ worlds of the region to interact. 
Following the British tradition, the first Christmas pantomimes that were billed in 
South Africa were Babes in the Wood and Harlequin and the Cruel Uncle that were 
staged in 1859 in the Cape Town Theatre.10 These pantomimes were based loosely 
on the generic tales of the same names, following the style and format that by this 
stage had become synonymous with pantomime in Britain. In mapping the 
development of pantomime as a genre within South African theatre, Kruger notes 
the ways in which elements of the traditional British pantomime have been 
amended and adapted through language, staging and nuances in plot to become 
characteristic of South African pantomime.11 These characteristics include the use of 
a variety of languages within the text; the provision of contemporary updates for the 
texts; direct references to the socio-political environment of the country; the use of 
local imagery and symbols. In contemporary times, the use of celebrities in key 
performing roles becomes a marker of South African pantomime.12 While the 
characteristics of traditional British pantomime have been reworked into the South 
African context,13 the introduction of ‘local content’ into the performance text is 
typical of a colonial modus operandi in that it served to socialise and entrench 
imperialist ideologies in colonised territories.14 

In establishing a colony, settlers would often institute elements and signs of 
their homeland to orientate and remind themselves of the life they had known.15 
The colonies became representative of the Empire, trying to create traditional 
images of their homeland in Britain, while adapting local traditions and symbols to 
create their own sense of belonging “to an Anglo-Saxondom” and the new 
territory.16 One of the foremost cultural practices was the production of texts and 
play texts, many of which would also be used to attempt to ‘civilise’ the people 
native to the country.17 These productions, including pantomimes, started to include 
scraps of language and customs of the native inhabitants, which would be used as a 
source of comedy for the colonialists, but also as a point of access for the colonised. 
Fantasia specifically notes that pantomimes used a method through which to instil 
and promote national pride and unity within the British colonies.18 In the same way, 
theatre more generally was often designed to inculcate in the colonised “British 
tastes and values, regardless of the exigencies of the local context.”19 It was not 
uncommon for newly acquired territories to experience their first taste of British 
theatrical culture during Christmas by means of an annual and traditional 
pantomime. To allow the colonised peoples to engage with the productions, the 
inclusion of native languages into the text would be made and elements of ‘local 
colour’ would be introduced. Thus, for example, words or phrases from indigenous 
languages, or the inclusion of elements of indigenous traditions and beliefs or local 
symbols and imagery in their annual pantomime intended to localise and make the 
pantomimes more accessible to the ‘natives.’20 Through this use of theatre, the 
positioning of the indigenous peoples in opposition to that of the settler would be 
reinforced, reflecting the ‘natural order’ of ‘civilisation’ that coloniser and colonised  
 



48 
 

Popular Entertainment Studies, Vol. 3, Issue 2, pp. 45-64. ISSN  1837-9303 © 2012 The Author. Published by the School of 
Drama, Fine Art and Music, Faculty of Education & Arts, The University of Newcastle, Australia. 
 

should recognise and identify with.21 South Africa as a colony was no exception - 
specifically during the Victorian and Edwardian periods.22 

In the South African colony, the British theatre heritage (including 
pantomime) served to establish a hierarchy of cultural and artistic discourses which 
foregrounded the values and perspectives of the dominant order and generally 
worked towards its advancement. As the “perception of images rests upon 
epistemology, the practice of dialogue rests upon the nature of discourse, and the 
forms of representation” are determined by dominant thinking and practices in 
societies at large,23 theatre can inscribe a variety of codes of dominance and mastery 
in terms of race, gender, sexuality and language within the stage space. In doing so, 
it also perpetuated values and ideological positions associated with this heritage 
long after British rule in South Africa came to an end by 1910.24  

However, pantomime’s relationship to the commedia dell’arte indicates that 
it also has the potential to operate counter-hegemonically, specifically if read 
through the lens of the carnivalesque.25 For Bakhtin, the carnival offered a 
sanctioned space for destabilising centre/margin relations by allowing for the 
conceptual and physical delimitations set up by the dominant order (centre) to 
temporarily blur or be erased.26 The marginalised were “centralised as visible sites 
of transgression and inversion,” operating in a space that inverted, or uprooted the 
stability of the dominant socio-cultural and political order.27 Dominant meanings, 
narratives and discourses were questioned and the possibility for permanent 
change posed.28 Notably, cross-dressing, chaos, profanity, humour, parody, and the 
grotesque were important tools in ridiculing authority, foregrounding alternative 
histories and constructing counter-discourses in a moment of collective 
resistance.29 Many of these tools are recognisable in the commedia dell’arte (which 
was a powerful mode of social criticism) and in pantomime. Whereas the carnival 
invites participation in a world of costume, mask and fiction,30 the carnivalesque 
invites a “special type of communication impossible in everyday life.”31 Bakhtin 
argues that the carnivalesque is a literary mode that destabilises, subverts and 
liberates the assumptions of dominant literary modes and systems of authority, and 
re-conceptualises the power dynamics that operate in cultural spaces. The notion of 
the carnivalesque has been applied to a number of areas outside of literature. It is in 
this regard that the commedia dell’arte offered a carnivalesque space for social and 
political commentary. It offered a type of humour and a mode of performance that 
permitted the transgression of socio-political boundaries. Through these 
performances, servants could publicly laugh at their masters; women could ridicule 
their husbands and fathers; the lower classes could openly sneer at their upper-
class compatriots.32 Commedia dell’arte, and by extension one of its successors, 
pantomime, therefore has the potential to act as a counter-hegemonic mechanism. 
McRae argues that while the time of carnival has waned, fragments of carnivalesque 
are to be found in spaces of popular culture, and as this article proposes, in the 
theatre.33 Pantomime, with its references to popular culture such as politics and 
celebrity, and its overt use of elements of the carnival and festival, can be a space 
within/through which to realise the carnivalesque. The juxtaposition of the ‘real’ 
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and the symbolic can open up interpretation ‘gaps’ in supposedly uninterrupted 
hegemonic discourses such as patriarchy and racism, and pave the way for other 
discourses and positions to materialise.  

Despite its counter-hegemonic potential, British pantomime does not 
generally seem to actively access this potential. Instead, traditional British 
pantomimes make use of the tradition, established by the 20th century, of children’s 
stories, fairy-tales, and nursery rhymes as the source texts for pantomimes.34 In 
doing so, many pantomimes have become tools for reifying the values and beliefs of 
the dominant order in terms of, for example, race and gender.35 Contemporary 
South African pantomime, steeped in its British theatre heritage, often follows the 
same route. Traditional pantomimes based on European fairy tales and folklore with 
a South African flavour, informed by local content and contexts, have become 
common and very popular in recent years. Examples of such pantomimes include 
those produced by ‘panto-queen,’ Janice Honeyman.36 In many of her previous 
theatrical works, Honeyman has exhibited a preference for adopting and 
approaching texts from a largely postcolonial and post-apartheid perspective, 
including the texts of Athol Fugard and John Kani, as well as producing adaptions of 
Shakespeare and a number of musical productions.37 In terms of her pantomimes, 
she takes well-known European fairly-tales, changes them into the pantomime 
format, and adapts them to address the nuances and issues relevant to the South 
African public. Topics that are often explored include the multi-ethnic nature of the 
South African populace; prevalent class and socio-economic concerns; and quite 
frequently, reference is made to the influence of politics and political figures that are 
newsworthy or cause controversy. The question then arises whether pantomime in 
South Africa can be divorced from its ideological roots through the process of 
translation to support the schema of a post-apartheid South Africa.  

The politics of representation 

The notion of translation in theatre centres on the problematics around 
‘translating’ or transposing performance conventions or texts from one ideological 
and cultural context to another. This is specifically relevant to South African theatre 
as South Africa’s colonial history and, by extension, its apartheid history, brings to 
the surface complex considerations that reflect the fact that cultural interchange 
does not occur on neutral ground. Aaltonen, Pavis and Keuris maintain that making 
a translation of source text to a target text (and for a target audience) involves a 
variety of codes including the cultural and socio-political contexts of the text, the 
language and linguistic elements, performance conventions, as well as the 
translation from one theatrical format to another.38 

Translations may be ‘true’ to the source text and aim to portray the text and 
performance conventions as faithfully as possible, or may contain free translations 
and adaptations of the source text to the target text, changing elements or whole 
sections of the source text, or use a play as the source text from which to write a 
new play which is re-contextualised and directed towards a targeted audience. It is 
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this latter approach that Honeyman has attempted to use in her theatrical 
translation of the Peter Pan tale. Central questions that surface in theatrical 
translation are those that relate to agency, the point of view presented as the lens 
through which the translation takes place, the economic considerations that can 
impact on representation/misrepresentation and the relationship between the 
source (text) and the target (con)text. In the case of Barrie’s Peter Pan, the source of 
Honeyman’s Peter Pan, the last is a significant consideration as it articulates with 
the British-South African history and constructions of nationhood.39 In addition, this 
article proposes that Honeyman also used Disney’s 1953 animated film Peter Pan as 
a source text. In this regard, it will be further argued that Honeyman made use of a 
number of specific and problematic techniques in her translation of the Peter Pan 
narrative. 

Peter Pan 

Written in the early 20th century, the story of Peter Pan was originally 
developed for the British stage in 1904, and was later reworked into a published 
novel in 1911.40 In 1953, Disney produced the animated film of the same name. Set 
in Victorian England, the narrative of this children’s story centres around a young 
boy, Peter Pan, who “would not grow up,” and follows his adventures with the 
Darling children – Wendy, John and Michael – into the Neverland: the place of 
dreams and fairy-tales, a place where children who do not want to grow up go to 
remain children forever. Peter Pan and his band of Lost Boys, the Darlings, and a 
variety of magical creatures have adventures with Tiger Lily – the princess of the 
‘Red Skins’41 – and Captain James Hook and his pirates. Ultimately, the Darling 
children, with the Lost Boys in tow, decide to return to the safety of Britain, home, 
mother and growing up, while Peter Pan continues his adventures in the 
Neverland.42 Brewer notes that while Barrie’s original text revolves around the lead 
character of Peter Pan, the content specifically centres on common imperialist 
beliefs of the time including the use of racial and gender stereotyping.43 In the same 
way, Disney continued to perpetuate the stereotypes common in Barrie’s 19th 
century text. 

Brennan comments that “one of the most durable myths has certainly been 
‘nation’” and continues that “race, geography, tradition, language, size or some 
combination of these seem finally insufficient for determining national essence, and 
yet people die for nations, fight wars for them, and write fiction on their behalf.”44 
Anderson conceptualises nation as ranging from a geographical entity to a cultural 
unit, and notes the manner in which individuals who do not know each other, and in 
many other ways are not similar or hold similar ideas, identify themselves within 
the same conceptual structure of nation, as belonging to this same nation and 
operating within a set of understood boundaries.45 Bhabha, speaking to the 
mechanisms of constructing the conceptual structure of nation, argues that the 
construction of nation, and by extension national identity, is both a cultural and a 
narrative device: narratives of origin, geo-political affiliations and psycho-social 
associations reify interpretations of nation and create the assumption of an ‘us-ness’ 
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that segregates one nation from other nations on multiple levels.46 This relates to 
the centre/margin, us/them, self/Other dichotomies created as part of colonial rule 
and positions nation as “apparatus of symbolic power.”47 Nation often seeks to 
represent itself as stable, homogenous, innate and unified. This article posits that in 
his narration of Peter Pan Barrie constructs a complex picture of Victorian British 
masculinity that was prevalent at the time and one that resonated clearly with 
constructions of British national identity during this period.  

As Nagel notes, “masculinity and nationalism articulate well with one 
another” and the modern form of Western masculinity emerged at about the same 
time and place as modern nationalism.”48 The patriarchal social order, “where 
power is held by male heads of households over all junior males, females and 
children,”49 aligns with the power dynamic maintained by the coloniser over the 
native within the British colonies. This article argues that it is within this 
patriarchal-colonial bind that Barrie’s Peter Pan was staged, and that Disney would 
perpetuate; and it is within the interface of the public/ private dual spaces that the 
concept of nation is developed. Within the patriarchal structures of the public 
sphere, men have control over all things economic and political and maintain 
control over the private sphere as head of the household. In the marginal private 
space, women become bound to the home and are domesticated. Extrapolating from 
the concept of centre/margin dynamics, family units of male domination then 
become a microcosm of the greater institution of the nation; and the relationship 
between men and women, and public and private, become representative of nation 
itself. The male-dominated public space marginalises the private ‘feminine’ domain 
of domesticity. Further to this model of nation, masculinity represents the 
“foundations of the nation” and femininity, as well as being in a supportive function 
to the masculine role, is required to be the “the custodian(s) of tradition” and 
respectability.50 It is through this model that the Victorian British masculine identity 
was constructed and maintained. Although it is important to note that Barrie’s text 
Peter Pan is not the main concern of this article, his construction of Victorian British 
masculinity and nationhood, and the consequential responses to the Other through 
these, are integral to the make-up of the text, and to the representation of nation 
and identity within this narrative. 

Taking into consideration this construction of Victorian British masculine 
identity, it is interesting to note that initially, Barrie considered an alternative title 
for the text – The Great White Father – which is indicative of the central theme of the 
tale: an exploration into the realm of the white male in Victorian British colonies.51 
In the colonies, a white man was seen as representative of white British imperialism 
and lorded over the members of his empire: be they his wife, his children, his 
servants or his animals. In her argument discussing the “perils of white masculinity” 
within Barrie’s text, Weaver-Hightower draws attention to class as part of this 
representative function.52 Mr Darling is suspended between the leisure and freedom 
of the wealthy and the struggle of the working class;53 whereas Peter is governor of 
this working class, i.e. the fairies and the Lost Boys, and Hook is an example of the 
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upper class that is at liberty to entertain his fantasies of sailing the seven seas and 
other adventures.  

Further to this, the Disney film positions Mr Darling as “grumpy and 
bumbling,”54 a man who has decided that everyone has to grow up some time. 
Although he is a relatively comical character in the film, he continues to represent 
the behaviours stereotypical of Victorian British masculinity: aloof, reserved, severe 
and decisive. This character of Mr Darling is contrasted, somewhat, to Disney’s 
representation of Hook. Deacon discusses the altered image and role that Hook 
plays, commenting that the ‘Disneyfied’ Hook “is more comical and cowardly than he 
is frightening.”55 Ohmer describes Disney’s Hook as sexually ambiguous, “an 
eighteenth-century fop, with long curly hair and a long waistcoat…effeminate.”56 
This contrasts with the image of hegemonic masculinity established in Barrie’s 
version of the narrative, but also seems to equate negative behaviour with the 
feminine. 

Furthermore, and as it relates to the feminine dynamic within the British 
identity, both Wilson and Brewer comment on the role of women in Barrie’s text, 
specifically contrasting the characters of Wendy, Tinker Bell and Tiger Lily in terms 
of their race, class and sexuality.57 In a discussion documenting the image of colonial 
women in the late 19th century in South Africa, Dagut notes that there was a risk that 
“women who are portrayed as ‘heroines,’ ‘victims’ or ‘villains,’58 will appear to be 
little more that the doughty ‘settler’s wives,’ helpless ‘ladies’and vicious ‘memsahibs’ 
of 19th-century imperial mythology,”59 that is to say that these women could only 
be portrayed simplistically as either feisty, weak or nasty, reducing women to a few 
simple core traits that serve a specific ideological agenda. Similarly, both Barrie’s 
text and Honeyman’s versions of Peter Pan reinforce these one-dimensional 
portrayals of women as well as perpetuating the patriarchal constructions of the 
virgin, mother, eroticised Other (whore) and villain. 

Most specifically, the role of mothers in the Peter Pan narrative is vitally 
apparent: as the mothers of the nation, women are required to reproduce, to 
populate and build the nation, especially in the case of a new and growing nation in 
the imperial colonies.60 This responsibility of birthing the nation, gives credibility to 
the belief that nation is natural, “organic and biological” in its foundation.61 By 
extension, motherhood was given a new prestige and dignity and it was considered 
the “duty and destiny” of all women to become mothers to the future generations of 
the empire.62 In addition, women assumed responsibility for socialising the nation, 
passing on “culture and value-system, together with a sense of national 
membership.”63 It was at this point in colonial development, that the need for 
respectability and the fight against moral degradation also became prominent. It 
was at this point that the crafting of the British national identity began to take 
greater shape – forming specific and clearly defined categories within which 
colonisers and colonised alike were placed. These constructs of motherhood are not 
only central to the Peter Pan narrative, but also to the construct of nation within the 
story. Much as a mother is responsible to her child, and to her family, she becomes 
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responsible to the nation she represents and the national pride she has to instil in 
future generations.64  

Springer argues that Wendy is representative of the ‘mother,’ the 
‘motherland’ (Britain) and of Queen Victoria’s role as the ‘Great White Mother,’ 
complementing Peter’s father-figure image.65 The importance of this role is clear in 
Peter and the Lost Boys’ constant search for a mother, which they find in the white 
purity of Wendy – a theme continued in Honeyman’s Peter Pan. Further, in the 
model of the virgin/ mother/ goddess, Wendy “embodies female self-doubt and fear 
of sexual involvement.”66 She represents the virginal integrity and “purity” of white 
British women: she acts as the nurturing mother-figure to the boys on the island, 
represses her own sexuality and desires, unlike the Other female characters on the 
island. In this way, Wendy is bowing to the expectations of a hegemonic masculine 
society and fulfilling the needs of the imagined community of the British nation. 
Representing Queen Victoria’s colonial voice, Wendy educates, civilises and 
disciplines her charges, including her nursemaid, her brothers, the Lost Boys and 
even Captain Hook – themes paralleled clearly in Honeyman’s Peter Pan as will be 
demonstrated later. Further to this, Wendy comfortably adopts the position of feisty 
settler wife to Peter’s pretend colonial ‘great white father’ and husband role. 
Ideologically, her identity and her role in raising the nation is controlled and 
consumed with scenes of domesticity and mothering.67 The borders of her existence 
are patrolled by the largely male experience within the narrative, and she is 
restricted to the home environment by Peter Pan. 

As is common in both the Barrie and Disney versions, the conflict among the 
female characters to draw the attention of the white colonial man is palpable. 
Weaver-Hightower notes in her discussion of pantomimes and island parodies, that 
these texts often include ‘interracial romances’ frequently involving an island 
princess, such as Tiger Lily, falling in love with and desirous of a white male 
coloniser, such as Peter Pan and, as this article poses, threatening the stability and 
integrity of the nation.68 While Barrie’s portrayal of Tiger Lily is fairly stereotypical 
of a ‘Red Skin,’ noting she is the daughter of the Chief, she is portrayed as exhibiting 
the savage lust assumed by the Victorian nationals to be inherent in all native 
women. As is shown in Disney, her accented language marks her racial inferiority by 
inferring limited education and a lack of access to power - marginalising her. 
Continuing this pattern, Disney makes an interesting distinction of nation and 
nationality through the use of accents in the Peter Pan film. While the Darling 
children, Hook and the pirates all have recognisably British accents, Peter Pan and 
the Lost Boys have American accents. In relation to language, the ‘Red Skins’ speak 
in broken English indicative of their Other status in the film. This use of accents has 
been used as a means of identifying Self as it applies to the American nation in the 
Disney version. The character of Peter Pan has been identified as representative of 
the young, adventurous American frontiersman along with his band of trusted 
friends, while Hook and the pirates are the invading colonisers threatening to drive 
them off their land. Peter Pan’s eventual victory over Hook then becomes 
representative of a much larger victory over any attack on American soil. 
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In Barrie’s 1904 text, these images of victory and violence riddle the pages: 
the colonies were places of war and death, the natives were perceived as dangerous 
beasts and savages. Barrie’s play text offers both warnings of the unknown and fear 
of strangers, but also that of national pride and the desire to expand the empire on 
to previously unknown territories. Peter Pan echoes the widespread British 
conviction for the need to defend the colonies against those that would attempt to 
seize control of them, and, as is indicated by Brennan,69 is concomitant in the 
process of building a sense of national unity. 

Barrie’s narrative of Peter Pan was conceptualised at the height of British 
wars with the Boers in the colonies in South Africa and the text consistently 
emphasises the importance of fair-play and ‘good form’ in war-like activities, 
specifically in Barrie’s reference to battles between the Lost Boys and the pirates. 
Following Barrie’s lead, Springer comments that Peter Pan expresses the imperialist 
idea that ‘inferior’ races, such as the pirates (or perhaps Boers), operate below the 
acceptable war-like activities of the British army, and that these should be seen as 
distasteful.70 It can therefore be deduced that Barrie’s 1904 play is intended to 
reinforce British values, and again reiterate the superiority of British culture and 
ideals and sense of nationhood as they relate to the imperial project. 

Janice Honeyman’s Peter Pan 

This article will now interrogate the ways in which Honeyman’s translation 
of this pantomime engages with ideological underpinnings of the Barrie and Disney 
texts, taking into consideration the very issues of identity and nation. In proposing 
the use of these source texts, specifically the Disney film text, there are two elements 
to keep in mind: first, direct replications and translations of the plot, set, casting, 
costuming, songs and music, direction and dramatic language from the Disney 
version to the Honeyman version, and, secondly, the ‘Disneyfication’ by Honeyman 
of those elements of her production that had not, or could not, be directly translated 
from the Disney version into her version of Peter Pan. It should also be noted that 
while these media forms are clearly not the same – the Disney version being an 
animated film and the Honeyman version being a stage production – the 
comparisons made relate to visual cues which audiences familiar with the 1953 
Disney film versions of Peter Pan would be able to recognise in Honeyman’s 
pantomime. In the same way, as was indicated previously, that while translation 
occurs literally through language, the translation of visual cues should also be 
considered when examining the adaptation of visual texts such as theatre and film 
from the source text(s) to the target (con)text.71 This article argues that Honeyman 
has employed three distinctive translation techniques when writing and directing 
her pantomime of Peter Pan: namely reproduction, Disneyfication and what this 
article terms, double localisation.  

In terms of reproductions of the Disney version of the text, Honeyman’s text 
begins quite overtly with the presentations of the visual constructions of London 
and the Neverland that replicate those found in the Disney animated film. Ohmer’s 
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discussion notes the images of scenes in London and the Neverland that are 
produced in the animated film and which have become iconic of the Peter Pan tale.72 
Most specifically, she makes reference to the scene where the children take flight 
over London, leaving for the Neverland “over London, landing on the hour hand of 
Big Ben and then soaring over St Paul’s and London Bridge.”73 This follows with 
aerial shots of the Neverland Island, providing a bird’s eye view of the splendour 
before the children actually arrive, and finally Marooners/ Skull Rock where Tiger 
Lily is held captive by Captain Hook. Each of these scenes offers detailed graphic 
representations of key locations within the narrative, many of which rely on re-
interpreting Barrie’s text or constructing elements not mentioned by Barrie at all. 
Further, in each of these scenes, the audience – whether it be a Barrie, Disney or 
Honeyman audience – is presented with a specific construct of the dominant culture 
it is depicting, portraying Britain during the Victorian period (London); the idealised 
perception of the colonies and the native people found there (Neverland Island); 
and the potential danger located in the Dark Continent of the colonies and Others, 
much like the threat of the ‘swart gevaar’74 during the South African apartheid era, is 
embodied in Skull Rock. In each retelling and translation, a new layer of meaning is 
added to the previous version, and a new interpretation of the narrative is 
presented, flavoured with the hegemonic influences of the new version of the story 
until in Honeyman’s version, the juxtaposition of these layers exposes the 
imperialist underpinnings of the narrative which are reinforced through this 
layering process. 

Moving beyond the realm of direct reproduction, however, this article posits 
that Honeyman’s pantomime has also engaged in a process of Disneyfication 
specifically as it relates to issues of identity in terms of gender and race. The term of 
“Disneyfication” was coined in the mid-1990s and has been adopted by a wide 
variety of theorists75 to describe the process of turning “the flesh-and-blood world 
we all inhabit into a replica of Disneyland: sanitised, safe, entertaining and 
predictable.”76 Noting the relationship between consumerism and Disneyfication, 
Ellwood also comments on the totalising control by the American media 
conglomerates – including Disney – on world news and entertainment, and how this 
encourages a homogenous perspective of the consumer while equally creating 
wants and offering merchandising to fulfil these wants for the consumer.77 Further 
to this, by Disneyfying her production, it should be understood that Honeyman’s 
pantomime guarantees to fulfil the promises made by Disney of “fantasy-enriched, 
sentimentally-compelling, fun-packed entertainment for children-of-all-ages mass 
audiences.”78 

While Disneyfication, massification and consumerism go hand-in-hand, in the 
case of Honeyman’s Peter Pan, this article argues that so do Disneyfication and 
discrimination. Holbrook argues that it is the ‘childlike innocence’ of Disney that is 
most insidious,79 as it is through simplistic and often caricatured representations of 
race, gender, age and ethnicity that demeaning stereotypes are reproduced and 
reinforced.80 In this vein and arguing Disney’s increased “emphasis on sexuality and 
the exotic …in the construction of female heroines,” Lacroix81 notes that differences 
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between white and black female characters in Disney films relate largely to 
physique, costuming and iconography.82 This dichotomous white/black construct is 
also indicative of us/them, Self/Other, centre/margin relationships that are 
produced in the original text and reproduced in Honeyman’s re-telling. The 
Disneyfication of female characters of colour reinforces the Victorian perception 
within the colonies that native women were overtly sexual by nature.83 Further to 
this are the usual dichotomous associations of white and black representing good 
and evil respectively, ultimately reinforcing images of white imperial goodness and 
the potential evil represented by the dark savage.84 White female characters are 
shown to be physically weaker and “incapable of action.”85 In addition, their 
demeanour is shown as being demure and conservative, and their costuming 
traditional and romantic.86 It is this image of the conservative, romantic, traditional 
and proper white young ‘lady’ that is echoed in Honeyman’s Wendy. Wendy is 
representative of the “us,” “Self,” “white,” “centre” characters within this construct. 
At all times, Wendy’s costume is relatively shapeless, covering almost the full extent 
of her body; she is portrayed as a ‘lady,’ and her body positioning is never 
suggestive or sexual. In sharp contrast to this image, Lacroix comments that 
Disney’s female characters of colour have an increased focus on the body, ethnicity 
and sexuality as can be seen through the portrayal of these characters through their 
costuming, direction, iconography and camera angles.87 The characters are 
physically strong, voluptuous, exotic and sexually mature – echoed in Honeyman’s 
Peter Pan. This follows the perception of characters of colour, especially female 
characters, as being servants assigned to domestic chores but with uncontrollable 
lustful urges. Further to this, costuming often focused the gaze of the audience on 
the physicality of the characters of colour.88 In relation to Honeyman’s Disneyfied 
Tiger Lily, her costuming covers only her chest and pelvic areas, revealing her face, 
upper chest, midriff, arms and legs. She is barefooted and is often shown in sexually 
suggestive positions, whether standing or seated, making suggestive comments like 
“Me make great hooker.”89 In this way, Honeyman’s use of framing, direction and 
costuming, creates an impression of polarising white characters and characters of 
colour - and of reinforcing colonial stereotypes.  

Honeyman’s Peter Pan, like Barrie and Disney, further makes use of race as 
one means of identifying the Other. This is most prominent in the casting of specific 
Other characters, such as casting characters of colour in comical or inferior roles, 
and positioning female characters as Disneyfied colonial virgin/ sexualised native 
stereotypes. The Darlings, Peter Pan, Hook and Starkey are all cast with white 
performers, whereas Other characters such as Tinker Bell, Tiger Lily, Clementina 
Coconut and Smee are cast with performers of colour.90 This continues to place the 
characters of colour at the margins of this centrally white story. Othering is 
demonstrated by their stereotyped station, their lack of education, their use of 
language (which operates, similar to Barrie’s use of language, as a symbolic marker 
of power), and immoral behaviour. Characters of colour such as Tiger Lily, Smee, 
Clementina Coconut and Curly are portrayed as uneducated and their speech is 
often accented, broken and basic. This impacts on the notions of nation and identity  
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in as it sets up centre-margin relations that privilege whiteness and its associated 
values that are reflective of apartheid thinking.  

The casting choices seem to position characters of colour as inferior and 
subservient to white characters in Honeyman’s pantomime. Each of the characters 
of colour, in some way or another, works or reports to a white ‘baas’91 such as Smee 
to Hook, Tinker Bell to Peter Pan and Clementina Coconut to Mr and Mrs Darling. In 
addition, they are generally personal assistants or nannies, further reinforcing the 
racial hierarchies associated with the colonial project. Honeyman uses a chorus that 
includes fruit and flower-sellers: all low-paying positions of servitude are taken by 
characters of colour. In direct contrast to this, white characters are wealthy 
consumers, owners of homes, and vehicles, and in positions of authority and 
responsibility.  

This racial hierarchy also furthers the representation of hegemonic 
masculinity as constructed in/through various characters, including Mr Darling. A 
relatively absent father who issues instructions to his household staff (and animals), 
refers to his wife and children by diminutive food names (“little noodles,” “my 
sweetest sugar-lump”92) and who is more concerned with his bank balance than 
with spending time with his children. Hegemonic masculinity is further revealed 
through references to the behaviour of “English gentlemen”93 such as the use of 
good form and fair play, and through characters such as Starkey claiming to be 
“doing his gentlemanly duty”94 when he saves the Princess Tiger Lily from the Skull 
Rock. Peter Pan and Starkey are presented as brave and deserving of good things 
such as defeating Captain Hook or as “clever and strong and handsome and a hit 
with the girls.”95 Women, especially (women of colour) in the production are 
frequently voiceless and are placed in positions of weakness requiring men to save 
them, such as when Wendy and Tiger Lily are tied to Skull Rock. 

As a final translation technique, and as has already been mentioned, this 
article argues that Honeyman has also made use of a method we term double 
localisation. Double localisation refers to the process used by Honeyman to situate or 
localise her pantomimes within a specific geographical, historical and socio-political 
matrix; this in turn allows her viewers to position themselves within this ‘location,’ 
so to speak. In this way, Honeyman has localised the play text to the South African 
context and within this context has further localised the text to the Greater 
Johannesburg region. For example, she makes references to areas in and around 
Johannesburg such as ‘Braamfontein,’ ‘Zoo Lake’ and ‘Bruma,’ and refers to well-
known South African politicians such as former Minister of Health ‘Manto 
Tshabalala-Msimang,’ thereby locating the play within the South African context, 
specifically, within Johannesburg and the surrounding areas in the period 2004 – 
2007.96 Double localisation can serve to make the production accessible to a target 
audience. While many directors use localisation as a manner of translating a text 
into a given context, the unique quality in Honeyman’s technique is that she will re-
contextualise an already contextualised work. For example, Honeyman has already 
adapted the play text of Peter Pan into the South African context (first localisation) 
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through the use of local accents and broadly accepted local references to 
advertisement jingles and national politicians. She then alludes to more specific 
references confined to the Johannesburg area (second localisation) such as 
suburban and metropolitan areas, specific languages spoken in these areas and 
making use of stereotypes that may appeal to those native to these areas. This 
second level of localisation relies on the audience having an intimate knowledge of 
the ‘in-jokes’ and being able to relate to the regional humour and use of stereotyping 
that is prominent in this technique. This form of localisation is not unusual within 
the South African context and is reminiscent of the use of ‘local colour’ by early 
colonisers to insert elements of British theatrical culture through the genre of 
pantomime into the landscape of the South African colony, thus reinforcing 
imperialist ideological control over the native inhabitants. In this way, colonial 
values, stereotypes and images are naturalised and appear to be a reflection of the 
world outside of the play text/production – the “us-ness” that informs 
understandings of nation. 

For example, the audience is drawn into the action through the reference to 
products with which they are familiar such as “PC game Tomb Raider,” “17 
Magazine” and “Weber Mini Braai.” Honeyman also makes use of popular advertising 
catch-phrases in South African media, such as “L’Oreal- because you’re worth it,” 
and “Klipdrift – met eish, ja” and “I love when you talk foreign.”97 In addition, well-
known social messaging such as Drive Alive and sponsor advertising for the 
Johannesburg radio station Jacaranda 94.2 also make the audience feel comfortably 
situated.  

The production relies on the audience recognising overt stereotyping, such 
as the Dame character Clementina Coconut who is not present in either the Barrie or 
the Disney versions. Although Clementina follows the usual traditions of the Dame - 
the character is performed by a man who is obviously dressed as a woman - she is 
one of the comical characters and addresses the audience directly. However, this 
character reinforces stereotypical racial characteristics: a coloured woman 
originating from the Cape Flats sporting a heavy, stereotyped ‘coloured’ accent, 
missing front teeth and very curly, unruly hair, she at various times ‘hikes up’ her 
skirts, sits knees spread, and swigs from a hip-flask. The name ‘Coconut’ insinuates 
an identity that is ‘brown on the outside, white on the inside’ and is a derogatory 
term for a person of colour ascribing to perceived ‘white’ values.  

This stereotype and how it has been used in Honeyman’s Peter Pan further 
relates to notions of the uncivilised native, unable to function outside white control. 
This infantilisation of characters of colour is exemplified through the relationship 
between Wendy and Clementina. Wendy reprimands Clementina by saying “That’s 
no way for a nice, normal nursie to behave!”98 clearly implying that Wendy, a child, 
knows the proper way to behave, and is in a position to correct an adult’s behaviour, 
inverting the adult-child relationship between them. The inversion of the adult-child 
relationship is largely permissible as Clementina’s race implies that she is inferior 
and subservient to the white authority, even if it is exercised by a child. Moreover, 
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performers of colour such as Tinker Bell, Smee and Clementina Coconut are 
generally positioned in comical, supporting or submissive roles. Characters, such as 
Clementina Coconut and Tinker Bell, are clearly portrayed as devious, 
untrustworthy and rude (“Do you have hot broccoli up your bum?”99) in the 
production.  

In accordance with imperialist thinking and as it relates to nation and 
identity in post-apartheid South Africa, white men have command over all women, 
children and Neverland “natives,” with characters of colour placed in positions of 
inferiority. As it relates to gender, the production clearly shows a polarisation and 
Disneyfication of female characters, as well as overt sexualisation of the native 
woman in the character of Tiger Lily. Honeyman’s Peter Pan shows that women do 
not drive the narrative, but rather are on stage – through their stereotypical 
characterisation – to highlight the strength and control of the white male characters. 
Throughout the narrative, women and Others are placed in positions of weakness to 
raise the profile of the white man and promote the concept of hegemonic 
masculinity and in most cases are silenced by the reduced status of the Other in the 
narrative. Whether it be constrained by the hegemonic confinements of colonial 
motherhood as experienced by Wendy, the limitations of access to language and 
education as expressed by Tiger Lily, or the colonial position of servitude and 
inferiority, as exhibited by Tinker Bell – each of the principal female characters in 
Honeyman’s Peter Pan is silenced by their role in this production. Ironically, it is the 
stereotypical construction of the dame character of Clementina Coconut, a coloured 
woman, played by a man, which is given the only ‘female’ voice in this production.  

Conclusion 

Tracing the argument of Othering to the Peter Pan narrative and the notion of 
white hegemonic masculinity as representative of nationhood, this study has argued 
that the 1904 Barrie text and the 1953 Disney adaptation both support imperialist 
ideologies, specifically as they relate to the positioning of the white male as the 
centre in relation to the marginalisation of the female, child, and natives. Moreover 
the Honeyman version has made use of both the Barrie and Disney versions as 
source texts for her translation of Peter Pan, and the processes of reproduction, 
Disneyfication and double localisation to engage her audience. In reading 
Honeyman’s production of the text in relation to casting, staging, representation of 
identity markers and dramatic language, we have concluded that Honeyman’s 
pantomime seems to reinforce the imperialist ideology prevalent in Barrie’s 1904 
text. Moreover, Honeyman’s production has used an imperial genre (pantomime) to 
present a Disneyfied imperial text (Peter Pan) to a post-apartheid South African 
audience. Whilst pantomime’s carnivalesque potential opens up possibilities for 
transcending the trappings of form, context and content, it appears that Honeyman’s 
production reinforced these trappings and articulated notions of nation and identity 
that seem contradictory to the ideals of a post-apartheid South Africa. 
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