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[Disordered] Action of the Heart 
 

Colonel A.G. Butler’s Official History of the Australian Army Medical Services, 1914–1918 (p. 

88) reports that 1,640 soldiers of the Australian Infantry Forces were evacuated from the 

Gallipoli Peninsular and diagnosed with Disordered action of the heart, Shell-shock, 

psychosis or other mental illness. Richard Lindstrom’s 1996 thesis reports that this number 

is likely to be have been higher given the lack of medical knowledge to diagnose and the 

reluctance to diagnose mental illness in the First World War.  

 

[Disordered] Action of the Heart challenges the dominant Australian narrative about the 

Gallipoli legend by giving voice to these 1,640 soldiers and their nursing sisters who have 

largely been marginalised from the Gallipoli story.  

 

[Disordered] Action of the Heart combines surreal techniques, verbatim text, physical 

theatre and a harmonica to explore the nature of post-traumatic stress disorder in soldiers.  

Our work steps back in time to the First World War and draws on historical research from 

the National Archives of Australia, Australian War Memorial, John Oxley Library (Brisbane), 

State Library of Victoria's Heritage Reading Room Collection, significant published history 

and medical work, and photographic and biographical histories from private collections.  

 

These collected histories inform the creation of Private Dylan Moxley, an ANZAC soldier, and 

member of Queensland's 9th Battalion who were the first men ashore at Gallipoli. Moxley's 

biography subtly incorporates Brisbane's early twentieth century history with references to 

St Stephens Cathedral, newly formed rebel Rugby League club Fortitude Valley Diehards, 

Hon. Jack Filhelly M.P, John Burke, Jacaranda trees and mangoes in summer.   

 

Through a compilation of storytelling, physical theatre, letter writing, imagined 

conversations, voice over, soundscape, and a harmonica we travel with Moxley from 

Brisbane’s Pinkenba pier to training in Cairo to the trenches at Gallipoli and back to the 2nd 

Australian General Hospital (2/AGH) in Cairo, following his evacuation after suffering the 

effects of shell-shock. The play is set in the 2/AGH and focuses on Moxley’s treatment that 

includes ice baths and hypnosis. It is through these treatments that we use surreal 

techniques to flashback through Moxley's experiences that lead to his evacuation from the 

battlefield.   

 

While Moxley is a composite character based on substantial research, Sister Nellie Morrice 

is an historical figure whose military records can be accessed from the National Archives of 

Australia and the Australian War Memorial. Some of Nellie’s work appears as verbatim text 

in [Disordered] Action of the Heart. The story is as much Nellie’s as it is Dylan’s.   
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[Disordered] Action of the Heart  

and Australian Curriculum: The Arts (Drama) 
 

 

The Australian Curriculum: The Arts (Drama) in Years 9 and 10 involves 

students making and responding to drama independently and in small groups, 

and with their teachers and communities. Students refine their understanding of 

situation, role, relationships, mood and symbol. 

 

 

Year 9 and 10 Content Descriptions 
 

ACADRM047 – Improvise with the elements of drama and narrative structure to develop 

ideas, and explore subtext to shape devised scripted drama. 

 

ACADRM048 - Manipulate combinations of the elements of drama to develop and convey 

the physical and psychological aspects of roles and characters consistent 

with intentions in dramatic forms and performance styles. 

 

 

General capabilities 
Both of the Content Descriptions (ACADRM047 and ACADRM048) align with General 

Capabilities (1) Literacy and (4) Critical and creative thinking of the Australian Curriculum. 

 

Literacy 

ACARA list six components of Literacy including: (i) Text knowledge, (ii) Grammar 

knowledge, (iii) Visual knowledge, (iv) Word knowledge, (v) Constructing texts, and (vi) 

Comprehending texts. 

 

Critical and creative thinking 

ACARA list four components of Critical and creative thinking including: (i) Analysing, 

synthesising and evaluating information, (ii) Inquiring, identifying and exploring information, 

(iii) Generating innovative ideas and possibilities, and (iv) Reflecting on thinking, actions and 

processes. 

 

 

For more information on the General Capabilities visit: 

http://www.australiancurriculum.edu.au/GeneralCapabilities/Pdf/Overview 

  

http://www.australiancurriculum.edu.au/GeneralCapabilities/Pdf/Overview
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[Disordered] Action of the Heart  

and Australian Curriculum: History 
 

Unit 3 of Australian Curriculum: History in Year 9 focuses on World War 1. 

Students investigate key aspects of World War 1 and the Australian experience 

of the war, including the nature and significance of the war in world and 

Australian history.  

 

Year 9 Strand A 
ACDSEH021 – An overview of the causes of World War 1 and the reasons why men enlisted. 

ACDSEH095 – The places where Australians fought and the nature of warfare during World 

War 1, including the Gallipoli campaign. 

 ACDSEH096 – The  impact of World War 1, with a particular emphasis on Australia (such 

as the use of propaganda to influence the civilian population, the changing 

role of women, the conscription debate). 

ACDSEH097 – The commemoration of World War 1, including debates about the nature 

and significance of the ANZAC legend.  

 

Year 9 Strand B 
ACHHS164 –  Use chronological sequencing to demonstrate the relationship between 

events and developments in different periods and places. 

ACHHS165 -  Use historical terms and concepts. 

ACHHS166 -  Identify and select different kinds of questions about the past to inform 

historical inquiry. 

ACHHS167 -  Evaluate and enhance these questions. 

ACHHS168 -  Identify and locate relevant sources using ICT and other methods. 

ACHHS169 -  Identify the origin, purpose and context of primary and secondary sources. 

ACHHS170 -  Process and synthesise information from a range of sources for use as 

evidence in an historical argument. 

ACHHS171 -  Evaluate the reliability and usefulness of primary and secondary sources. 

ACHHS172 -  Identify and analyse the perspectives of people from the past. 

ACHHS173 -  Identify and analyse different historical interpretations (including their own). 

ACHHS174 -  Develop texts, particularly descriptions and discussions that use evidence 

from a range of sources that are referenced. 

ACHHS175 -  Select and use a range of communication forms (oral, graphic, written) and 

digital technologies. 
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General capabilities 

The four Content Descriptions in Strand A and twelve Skills listed in Strand B 

align with General Capabilities of the Australian Curriculum. 

 

Literacy 

ACARA list six components of Literacy including: (i) Text knowledge, (ii) Grammar 

knowledge, (iii) Visual knowledge, (iv) Word knowledge, (v) Constructing texts, and (vi) 

Comprehending texts. 

 

Numeracy 

ACARA list six organising elements of Numeracy including: (i) Estimating and calculating 

with whole numbers, (ii) Recognising and using patterns and relationships, (iii) Using 

fractions, decimals, percentages, ratios and rates, (iv) Using spatial reasoning, (v) Interpreting 

statistical information, and (vi) Using measurement. 

 

ICT capability 

ACARA list five organising elements of ICT capability including: (i) Applying social and 

ethical protocols aand practices when using ICT, (ii) Investigating with ICT, (iii) Creating 

with ICT, (iv) Communicating with ICT, and (v) Managing and operating ICT. 

 

Critical and creative thinking 

ACARA list four organising elements of Critical and creative thinking including: (i) 

Analysing, synthesising and evaluating information, (ii) Inquiring, identifying and exploring 

information, (iii) Generating innovative ideas and possibilities, and (iv) Reflecting on 

thinking, actions and processes. 

 

Personal and social capability 

ACARA list four organising elements of Personal and social capability including: (i) Self-

awareness, (ii) Self-managements, (iii) Social awareness, and (iv) Social management. 

 

Ethical understanding 

ACARA list three organising elements of Ethical behaviour including: (i) Understanding 

ethical concepts and issues, (ii) Reasoning in decision making and actions, and (iii) Exploring 

values, rights and responsibilities. 

 

Intercultural understanding   

ACARA list three organising elements of Intercultural understanding including: (i) 

Recognising culture and developing respect, (ii) Interacting and empathising with others, and 

(iii) Reflecting on intercultural experiences and taking responsibility. 

 

For more information on the General Capabilities visit: 

http://www.australiancurriculum.edu.au/GeneralCapabilities/Pdf/Overview 

 

  

http://www.australiancurriculum.edu.au/GeneralCapabilities/Pdf/Overview
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PROCESS DRAMA 

 

 
Lesson sequence: 

1. Students sit in a circle and are invited to discuss family connection to WW1. 

Teacher notes that: 

 For Australia, World War 1 officially began on 4 August 1914 but 

 Four nights previously, the attitude of Australia at the outbreak of the war was 

made clear in three distinct speeches
1
: 

 Senator Millen, Minister for Defence, stated, 

“If necessity arises Australia will recognise that she is not merely a 

fair-weather partner of the Empire, but a component member in all 

circumstances.” 

 The same night Andrew Fisher, leader of the Labour Party Opposition, 

in Colac, Victoria, stated, 

“Should the worst happen, after everything has been done that honour 

will permit, Australians will stand beside the mother country to help 

and defend her to our last man and our last shilling.”  

 On the same night in Horsham, Victoria, Prime Minister Joseph Cook 

said, 

“If there is to be a war, you and I shall be in it. We must be in it. If the 

old country is at war, so are we.” 
Teacher leads a discussion on the implications of these quotes and what they tell us 

about attitudes of the time. 

 

2. Teacher notes that these quotes represent the voices of the Australia’s elected leaders 

and wonders if they capture the attitudes of Australian men.  
Teacher introduces the diary of Percy Smythe.

2
 (See resources section.) 

 
The first diary entry that appears here is dated 24 April 1915. Why is that significant? 

In what way does Percy Smythe reinforce the representations of Australians made by 

Miller, Fisher and Cook?  

In what ways does Percy Smythe provide an alternative way of viewing Australia’s 

involvement in the war? 

 

List some processes might have occurred in Australian recruitment offices in WW1. 

  

                                                           
1
 See Bean, CEW. (1941). Official history of Australia in the War 1914-1918 (Vol 1). University of Queensland 
Press (11

th
 Ed) pp 16-17. 

2
 From The World War 1 Diary of Percy Smythe (April, 1914). www.smythe.id.au/diary/ch1.htm (accessed 10 
May 2014). This historical artefact is reproduced with the kind permission of the family of Percy Smythe and 
One of a Pair gratefully acknowledge the Smythe Family websitewww.smythe.id.au 
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3. Introduce Percy Smythe’s Attestation Paper of Persons Enlisted for Service Abroad

3
. 

(See resources section.) 

 

What date did Percy Smythe join the AIF? 

How does Percy Smythe’s diary contradict his response to question 13? 

Consider the questions on the Attestation Paper and add to the list of processes that 

might have occurred in Australian recruitment offices in WW1. 

 

4. Introduce the photo Volunteers queuing to enlist outside Victoria Barracks, Sydney
4
. 

(See resources section.) The original image has a longer queue of people ready to 

enlist. The image that has been reproduced in these notes has been cropped. 

 

Individually, or in small groups, select a character from the photo and complete the 

details on page one of the Attestation Paper of Persons Enlisted for Service Abroad. 

(See resources section.) 

 

5. Frozen tableaux. Arrange the departing soldiers on the starboard of a vessel waving 

farewell to a cheering crowd. (What is a personal item that you have packed? Who is 

the last civilian that you saw? What did they say to you? What did you say to them? 

What can you see as the ship pulls away from the quay? What do you feel as the ship 

pulls away from the quay? Etc.) 

 

6. Introduce students to Sister Nellie Constance Morrice
5
 (See resources section) and 

explain the Australian soldiers were accompanied by the newly formed Australian 

Army Nursing Service (AANS). Nurses embarked and travelled with soldiers and 

were based in Egypt. Select students to read excerpts from Nellie’s diary (See 

resources section). 

 

7. Teacher leads a discussion that reflects on what students know about Gallipoli and 

what AANS would likely be treating. 

Bullet wounds, amputations, blindness, deafness, dysentery, etc. 

 

8. Teacher-in-role as Nellie. 

Nellie explains an increasing number of soldiers are arriving at Mena House without 

physical wounds. No fractured bones, no broken skin nor bleeding. No evidence of 

internal bleeding. Yet the men have difficulty balancing, talking, they retain bodily 

fluids and often have blood in the excretions when they do relieve themselves. 

  

                                                           
3
 Located at the National Archives of Australia, Item #8086760. 
www.naa.gov.au (accessed 11 May 2014) 

4
 Volunteers queuing to enlist outside Victoria Barracks, Sydney, Australian War Memorial Reference 
AWM/AO3406 http://www.awm.gov.au/collection/A03406/ (accessed 11 May 2014). 

5
 Head Sister Nellie Constance Morrice military records can be found at the National Archives of Australia (Ref 
#11610813). Nellie’s Embarkation record can be found at 
http://static.awm.gov.au/collection/images/large/RCDIG1067711/RCDIG1067711--132-.JPG and her diary, 
AANS Original Diary (1/1/1915 – 1/3/1919) can be accessed at Australian War Memorial (Ref#2/DRL764). 

http://static.awm.gov.au/collection/images/large/RCDIG1067711/RCDIG1067711--132-.JPG
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9. Introduce students to injured soldiers
6
 (See resources section).  

Match students with a partner, A and B. 

A is the director, B is the actor. B plays the role of the character that they enlisted as 

earlier in the drama. A assigns B to the physical position of one of the characters in 

the photo (or perhaps just outside of the photo frame). 

Piece together with students what might have happened.   

 

10. Each ‘B’ gets to roll a dice.  Students who roll 1 or 4 will die from their wounds. 

Students who roll 2 or 5 will receive medical attention, 

survive and be returned to their fighting unit. 

Students who roll 3 will be diagnosed with shell-shock, 

neurosis or Disordered Action of the Heart. After a 

period of convalescence they will be returned to their 

fighting unit. 

Students who roll 6 will be diagnosed with shell-shock, 

neurosis or Disordered Action of the Heart. 

 Show youtube clip of shell-shock soldiers
7
.  

 

DIE FROM WOUNDS SHELL-SHOCK SHELL-SHOCK AND 

DISCHARGE 

A and B work together to 

write in role as 

commanding officer, a 

letter to Next of Kin 

advising of the death. 

A and B work together to 

write in role as medical 

officer advising 

commanding officer of 

their observed behaviours. 

Consider whether these 

behaviours are authentic or 

an act to avoid returning to 

the battlefront. 

A and B work together to 

write in role as a nurse 

writing to the Next of Kin 

to advise them what has 

happened and what to 

expect. 

 

 
  

                                                           
6
 AWM Ref#E00711 

7 www.youtube.com/watch?v=AL5noVCpVKw 

www.youtube.com/watch?v=IWHbF5jGJY0 
 

 

 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AL5noVCpVKw
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IWHbF5jGJY0
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RESOURCES 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“If necessity arises Australia will recognise that she is 
not merely a fair-weather partner of the Empire, but a 
component member in all circumstances.” 

Hon. Senator Millen 
Minister for Defence 

 

“Should the worst happen, after everything has been 
done that honour will permit, Australians will stand 
beside the mother country to help and defend her to our 
last man and our last shilling.” 

Andrew Fisher, M.P 
Leader of the Opposition 

 

“If there is to be a war, you and I shall be in it. We 
must be in it. If the old country is at war, so are we.” 

Hon. Joseph Cook, M.P. 
Prime Minister  
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Sat. 24th.   
Went to Victoria Barracks to enlist, but failed in the doctor's 
exam in the chest measurement. Felt very disappointed and 
altogether disheartened. May possibly be able to develop a 
better chest, but 11/2 inches is a lot to put on.  
Went to Gowing's and got the trousers I had ordered (19/6).  
Had dinner at Walker's and went down to Martin Place to find 
Mum and get a good position to see the soldiers march.  
Martin Place was already hopelessly crowded, so went down 
Pitt St. and got in a good position. Had to wait there about 2 
hrs. before the troops came along. By that time the crowd 
was four deep in front of me. One lady made herself very 
objectionable by insisting on getting the best position at the 
expense of others. 
 
At last the soldiers came, the mounted police first, then some 
French soldiers, then the Light Horse, and then the Infantry 
with fixed bayonets. They looked a fine lot of soldiers.  
Before they had all passed, it began to rain heavily. After the 
last had gone, I caught the first available tram to the Rly. and 
came home.  
 
Fri. 30th.   
After this morning's exercises, I went up to Victoria Barracks 
and enlisted. Got through this time without a hitch, but only 
went to 34 in the chest. Weighed 8lbs heavier than last 
Saturday, which seems almost incredible. Also passed better 
in the eyesight test. We all had to get vaccinated. Met 
Mechanic Percy Withers there. His sight wasn't too good, and 
he had some difficulty getting in.  
I got 10 days leave, and go into camp on Monday week. After 
leaving the barracks, I sent a wire to Viv, telling him I had 
enlisted and passed, and asking him to come down as soon as 
he could.  
Spent my last penny on the afternoon paper. As yet there are 
no details of the Dardanelles fighting. Came home and did a 
bit of gardening. Mum had run out of cash, having only 3d 
left, and I was stony broke, so things looked a bit precarious. 
Started rummaging through my old clothes to see if I had left 
any silver in them, and came across a pound note that I didn't 
know I had. It was a very pleasant surprise, and just saved 
the situation.  
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AUSTRALIAN IMPERIAL FORCE. 

_________ 

Attestation Paper of Persons Enlisted for Service Abroad. 

_________ 

Name................................................ 
Unit................................................... 
Joined on.......................................... 

______________________________________________________________ 
Questions to be put to the Person Enlisting before Attestation. 

 
1. What is your Name?..................   1..................................... 
 

2. In or near what Parish or Town were you born?.2.................................... 
 

3. What is your age?.....................   3.................................... 
 

4. What is your trade of calling?....   4.................................... 
 

5. Are you married?......................   5.................................... 
 

6. Who is your next of kin?...........   6.................................... 

 

          ..................................... 

 
          ..................................... 

 
7. Have you ever been rejected as unfit for  

 His Majesty’s service?     7.................................... 
 

8. Have you ever been convicted by the civil power?8.................................... 
 

 
I, ................................................... do solemnly declare that the above 

answers made to the above questions are true, and I am willing and hereby 
voluntarily agree to serve in the Military of the Comonwealth of Australia 

within or beyond the limits of the Commonwealth. 
* And I further agree to allot not less than two-fifths / three-fifths of the pay 

payable to me from time to time during service for the support of my wife / 
wife and children. 

 
Date .......................................   ................................................. 

        Signature of person enlisted 
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My dear Mother, 
 I was glad you and father did not wait down to see the boat off as I think it would 

have made me feel very sad. 
 

 

* * * 

 

 

January 25, 1915 . 
 The hospital tents were erected yesterday and the nurses sent down to go on duty 

today. There is a sister, staff nurse and orderly in charge of each tent and each tent 
has about ten or fifteen patients. There is a great deal of sickness, principally 
pneumonia among the troops and yesterday the patients started arriving as soon as the 
sisters went on duty; some with temperatures of 105o. 

 Now they have decided to use the tent hospital for convalescent patients and send the 
very sick ones to Mena House. 
 

 

* * * 

 

 

January 26, 1915. 
We’ve visited the Pyramids and Sphinx today. It takes so long to see everything 
thoroughly. You would simply love Egypt, it is so different to anything you ever see 
anywhere. 

 

 

* * * 

 

 

I had my fortune told this afternoon by an Arab and he told me we were settled in 
Mena House for a time but would go back to Australia in six months from now. We are 
rather interested to see if it comes true. 
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