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Theatre used to be, and still should be, at the centre of the arts and society. 

That it is not in Australia today is due to broad cultural forces, and also to its own derelictions,  

comfort-seekings, unyielding habits, and denials.  

 

What is to be done?  

 

 

Jack Hibberd, Australian playwright and founding member  

of Australian Performing Group, in Overland 1999.
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Definitions and Terminology 

 

Agency 

 

I use this term to reference two very different concepts in this thesis. The first refers to a body or 

organisation that operates at a discreet distance from government but acts on behalf of the 

government’s interests.  These interests are typically conveyed to the agency through way of policy, 

regulation or recommendations. Throughout this thesis, this term is used in reference to the Australia 

Council as an arts funding agency of the federal government and other arts funding agencies such as 

the Australian Major Performing Arts Group and state arts funding bodies.  

The second, and most significant use of this term refers to the agency of the individual artistic leader. 

My use of this term draws from Max Weber’s theory of methodological individualism that seeks 

“subjective understanding of the action of competent individuals” (in Weber, Roth and Wittich 1968, 

p.15).  More specifically however, in following the approach of Pierre Bourdieu I examine ‘agency’ in 

both subjectivist and objectivist frameworks. Paradoxically Bourdieu’s definition of agency in this context 

is notoriously lacking (Calhoun et al in Béhague et al 2008, p.492; Sewell 1992, p.15). To provide this 

term with clarity, I defer to the “dual” structure-agency dichotomy offered by Anthony Giddens (1976).  

In this model, structures provide both constraining and enabling forces for the actions of 

"knowledgeable" individuals to take place (Giddens 1976, p. 161). For Alex Callinicos, the role of 

agency thus becomes to “resist, blunt or actively alter the conditions” and power relations of these 

structures (Béhague 2008, p.491 – 493; Giddens in Callinicos 2004, p.3), essentially positing agency as 

engaging in “conscious goal-directed activity” (Anderson in Callinicos 2004, p.4). 

My research investigates this agency in terms of its capacity to challenge the historical and institutional 

structures of the subsidised theatre sector. As such, I am concerned with investigating the 

“transformative agency” of its artistic directors. Simply expressed, this represents the capacity of an 

individual to affect change in their structures for a desired outcome in their field. It is “dependent on the 

possibilities present in the positions inscribed in the field” (Béhague et al 2008, pp.491 – 493; 

Hesmondhalgh 2006, p.216; Bourdieu 1993). 

Bourdieusien  

 

To refer to the work of Bourdieu, or “pertaining to Bourdieu” (Susen & Turner 2011, p. 117), I have 

followed standards promoted by the British Sociological Association who advocate using 
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“Bourdieusien”, over “Bourdieusian” and the more commonly used “Bourdieuien” 

(bsasbourdieu.wordpress.com 2012). 

 

Economic Rationalism 

 

I have used the term economic rationalism to refer to Australian economic policy that began to emerge 

in the early 1970s.  ‘Economic rationalism’ is a term specific to Australian policy and literature, similar in 

political and economical logic – but not interchangeable – with the wider, international transition to 

neoliberalism (Beder 2009, p.17). While the term is used in several policy documents of the Whitlam era 

Government (1972 – 1975), the economic policy became firmly indoctrinated into the federal 

government vernacular “around 1984”, displacing the previous Keynesian economic ideology that 

fostered the financial, political and cultural infrastructure of the Australian theatre sector (Pusey 1991, 

p.5, p.21, pp.230 - 231).  
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 Abstract 

 

This research investigates the agency of artistic directors of subsidised major Australian theatre 

organisations in the post Major Performing Arts Inquiry (1999) sector. The research was conducted in 

response to a new generation of artistic directors commencing leadership of the major theatre 

companies from 2008. This new era of leadership was expected to revitalise the sector, however it 

remained in a perceived state of artistic and financial crisis.  This thesis considers the role of the artistic 

director as an artistic leader of the field, and examines how the agency of this position came to be 

shaped by arts policy, economic and artistic forces.  I argue that historical arts policies and the 

recommendations of MPAI altered the structures of the sector.  Furthermore, while the changes these 

policies introduced reorganised the structure of the sector and administration of the companies, they 

also restricted the transformative agency of its artistic leaders to advance the artistic and economic 

performance of their organisations.   

 

This research uses a qualitative case study methodology.  The data was collected through interviews 

with artistic and administrative leaders in the field, document and archival analysis and observation.  

The data is analysed within a theoretical framework inspired by French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu’s 

space of possibles, a conceptual device put forward in “The field of cultural production” (1983, p.313). 

Three chapters present the research. The first, a case study, examines episodes of artistic leadership at 

Sydney Theatre Company (STC) between 1980 and 2014. The second chapter also presents a case 

study that examines the career path of Aubrey Mellor and his leadership as the final artistic director of 

Playbox Theatre Company (Melbourne) between 1993 and 2004.  The third chapter discusses the 

length of artistic director’s tenure as a significant constraint in the sector, with the time spent in the 

position revealing the effects of several artistic, economic and personal forces. The findings of the 

research indicate that the agency of an artistic director is predetermined through the organisation’s 

position in the field, established through the agendas of arts policy. Additionally, the agency of an 

artistic director is also profoundly influenced by the dynamic of the transition between generations of 

artistic leaders and the career trajectory of the individual artistic leader.   These conclusions suggest the 

agency of artistic directors at major theatre companies is shaped through sector-wide and personal 

forces. Their capacity for transformative agency is limited. 

 

This thesis makes an original contribution to the fields of arts leadership and arts policy by providing a 

deeper understanding of the artistic director position and the conditions affecting leadership in the 

Australian subsidised theatre sector. It also provides an examination of the Bourdieusien 

methodological framework as a research tool for investigating phenomena in this sector. This research 
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will inform future research in the fields of arts leadership, arts policy, sociology of the arts and Australian 

theatre studies.  
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Chapter One 
 

 

Introduction: 

 A Space of Possibles  

 

 

Background to the research 

From 2008 several major Australian subsidised theatre companies began a process of leadership 

change. Several long-term artistic directors resigned from the companies they had steered 

throughout the previous decade, representing a break in the organisational histories of the sector. 

This outgoing cohort had taken up their positions as the first generation of artistic leadership in 

newly rationalised and managerialised major theatre companies, the result of the Major Performing 

Arts Inquiry (MPAI) report Securing The Future, in 1999.  This report introduced the most 

significant changes to the funding and management of the major theatre sector since government 

subvention and the Australian Elizabethan Theatre Trust (the Trust) established the first 

organisations from 1954 as part of postwar reconstruction.      

 

Despite several attempts in later decades to evolve the Keynesian model of ‘welfare’ supporting the 

companies, their structures fundamentally remained unchanged until the national transition to 

economic rationalism in the 1970s. This new economic paradigm prompted a series of policy 

inquiries and a change in political-artistic agendas. These reviews introduced changes to the 

companies’ financial and managerial processes and reconfigured an understanding of their position 

in the national cultural landscape.  Within this altered environment, the organisations faced artistic 

and financial difficulties and struggled to rationalise their need for ongoing government subvention.  

While federal inquiries continued to examine the value in subsidising the performing arts, by the 

1990s conditions had not improved. The creative industries framework, formalised through Prime 

Minister Keating’s Creative Nation national cultural policy in 1994, promised a more advantageous 

financial model based on the commercialisation and exploitation of artistic product (Cunningham 

2002, p.1).  However, this framework was a poor fit for a sector whose production of live work was 

limited by cost-disease or “stable productivity” (Baumol & Bowen 1965, pp.499 – 500) and in 1998 

the position of the major performing arts organisations was described as “dire” (Brown-Watt 2011, 
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personal interview; Craik 2007, pp.19 – 21).  The MPAI was commissioned the same year to 

examine the artistic and financial crises facing these organisations (MPAI 1999a, p.26).  

Fundamentally, MPAI’s Securing the Future report reorganised the major performing arts 

organisations so that they might function as sound economic and artistic entities within the 

economic rationalist paradigm. The report introduced substantial changes to the management of 

the organisations, radicalising their systems and accountabilities to align with those of the business 

sector (Seares & Gardiner-Garden 2010, pp.33 – 34; Caust 2005). While the sector recognised that 

change was needed, the recommendations of the report were controversial (Seares & Gardiner-

Garden 2010, p.34).  In response to the increased financial and administrative accountabilities 

required of the organisations, Wesley Enoch claimed “the problem afflicting Australian theatre is 

the loss of our autonomy”, rejecting the ‘outcome’ driven approach the Inquiry emphasised (Enoch 

1999, p.54). Despite the extent of the report’s measures, it has been argued that the MPAI did little 

to secure the future of these organisations (Milne 2013, p.25; Seares & Gardiner-Garden 2010, 

pp.33 – 34; Craik 2007, p.96 – 97; Burton 2003, pp.186 – 187). Subsidised theatre organisations 

continue to be criticised for their lack of artistic vibrancy and are described as one of the most 

vulnerable sectors of the arts (Australia Council 2010; AMPAG 2006, 2009).  

 

If the radical changes offered by MPAI were not able to alter the artistic and economic performance 

of these organisations then what could?  Furthermore, what was the role of high profile artistic 

directors if, through exercising their artistic expertise and knowledge of their field, they could not 

advance their organisations? While the processes introduced through MPAI were intended to 

stabilise the sector, this thesis argues that the realignment of theatre organisations within 

geographically and artistically defined territories constricted the field, providing artistic directors with 

little scope to take artistic and economic risks. These conditions are detrimental to the artistic 

vibrancy of the organisations and the wider theatre sector. Furthermore, the reordering of the 

sector combined with artistic directors’ personal career objectives and need for job security fosters 

a restricted environment for the leadership of major theatre companies to flourish. Given these 

conditions, is it possible for artistic directors to transform the conditions and outlook for their 

company and sector?  

 

Many individuals come to the position of leading a major theatre company through long and 

distinguished career paths.  The backgrounds of recent artistic directors are diverse: they are 

professional artists of excellence in a theatrical discipline such as stage direction, design, acting or 

writing (Rentschler 2002, p.xiv). Many have been educated at elite drama schools such as the 

National Institute of Dramatic Arts (NIDA) and the Victorian College of the Arts (VCA). While these 

programs provide undergraduate degrees in preparation for artistic practice, there is no formal 



 3 

education or prequalification necessary for appointment to the artistic director position.   The skills 

required to lead public theatre companies are often acquired through articulation into associate 

artist positions within a similar company and supported by informal mentoring. Bourdieu’s theory of 

cultural reproduction proposes that this practice sees the techniques, attitudes and aesthetics 

particular to a company or senior artistic leader embedded as the habitus of emerging generations 

of artistic directors (1983, p.313).  Thus, the actions of artistic directors continue to preserve the 

historical structural constraints of the field (Rentschler 2002, p.69 – 71). How then does a field 

progress beyond its current artistic and economic position? In this research I juxtapose Bourdieu’s 

pattern against the subjectivist position of sociologist Ulrich Beck who claims that for an industry to 

advance, the relationship between its agents and social structures must change: the agent needing 

to relinquish the constraints of the structures in order to facilitate progress (Beck 1992). In a sector 

that was founded on and continues to be supported by the structures of government policies, is it 

possible for an artistic director to exercise such agency and transform the sector beyond its current 

state? 

 

Significance of research 

The artistic director position is recognised as the symbolic, artistic and – often – managerial 

figurehead of performing arts companies. The title emerged in the mid 20th century as theatre 

production transitioned into publically funded entities, thus symbolising a departure from the 

‘manager’ led commercial theatre presented by the likes of J.C. Williamson and ‘committee’ run 

amateur theatrical societies (Parsons 1997, pp.311 – 312).  It signifies that the central artistic 

capital of the organisations warrants distinct and defined leadership. Furthermore, the title brought 

to the foreground the importance of the ‘artistic’ product offered by the newly founded companies in 

postwar Australian society.  Richard Wherrett, the inaugural artistic director of STC, witnessed the 

emergence of the position as “an entity separated from acting or writing, relegated purely to a front-

of-house position and increasingly, responsible for all related artistic decisions… a modern major 

change in theatre practice” (2000, p.27).  

 

Currently, in the Australian theatre sector, artistic director positions are highly sought after in both 

major and small-medium subsidised organisations. They are perceived as powerful positions, and 

when combined with the Chief Executive Officer (CEO) role, the position represents the 

embodiment of “the two most powerful formal positions in arts organizations” (DiMaggio & Stenberg 

in Castañer & Campos 2002, p.43), exercising a “high degree of decision-making power” over the 

company (p.41). Yet despite its importance, the position remains largely under researched and little 
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has been published in the way of normative or empirical research, particularly with regard to 

Australian historical and artistic contexts.  

 

Inquiries into arts leadership positions are typically conducted within the framework of arts 

management or cultural management studies (see Cray 2007; Cray, Inglis & Freeman 2006; Caust 

2005; Bilton & Leary 2002; Rentschler 2002). In the performing arts sector however, examination of 

the artistic leadership position is often neglected in favour of analysing the counterpart managerial 

role. These studies tend to focus on the identification of leadership qualities, analysis of 

achievement, or the challenges in bridging the tensions between artistic and managerial priorities 

(see Cray 2007; Cray, Inglis & Freeman 2006; Caust 2010; Caust 2005; Bilton & Leary 2002; 

Rentschler 2002; Lapierre 2001; Radbourne & Fraser 1996). Notwithstanding the contribution this 

existing body of research makes to an understanding of artistic leadership, this present research 

contributes a more nuanced understanding of the artistic director position as an arts leadership role 

in a sector shaped by arts policy.   

 

An absence of strong leadership in the theatre sector has been noted. In the year of the MPAI 

taking place (1998) Katharine Brisbane lamented “there are virtually no spokesmen and women, no 

revered figures who engage actively with public issues and speak for their profession” (Brisbane 

1999, p.5). Recently, Enoch asked “where are our leaders...did we ever have a purpose in our 

communities?” (2014, p.1) suggesting little has changed in the strength of artistic leadership since 

the MPAI.  In response to a perceived lack of skill in this area, the Australia Council launched a 

program of grants for executive and emerging leaders in 2013 providing selected participants with 

further training and professional development activities.  While these programs offered training for 

leaders in the arts field, they were unable to address the challenges embedded in the sector’s 

structure through historical, political and economic forces that restrict effective leadership.  This 

research examines these “forces” as they present “to each agent as a space of possibles” 

(Bourdieu 1983, p.344) and provides pathways for future research in this area.  The methodological 

framework of the space of possibles provides an alternative method of examining artistic leadership 

and expands upon the findings of previous research into artistic leadership. Through these 

methods, this research provides an original contribution to the areas of arts leadership, cultural 

policy studies, sociology of the arts, arts management, and Australian drama studies.  

 

Criticism has recently been directed towards the federal government for continuing to fund the 

major theatre organisations. Commentators claim they perpetuate a heritage art form that is no 

longer relevant in changed social, artistic and economic times (see Eltham 2015; Pledger 2015; 

Westbury 2015; Eltham 2012; Westbury 2010). However, at a policy level these organisations 
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continue to be recognised as important pillars in the country’s artistic and economic life. The short-

lived Creative Australia National Cultural Policy (NCP) published in 2013 identified the major 

performing arts organisations as instrumental in promoting stories of national interest in an 

international arena and in upholding ideals of artistic excellence (p.40, p.52, pp.64 – 66, p.70).  

Notwithstanding the abandonment of this document by the federal government, these organisations 

are presently the most attended, produce more events and receive the largest share of government 

funding (ABS 2014; AMPAG 2014, p.3). Recently, their funding levels were maintained in the 2015 

federal budget while support to other areas of the arts sector was reduced or restructured.  

Furthermore, the 2015 budget reinforced the importance of ‘excellence’ as central to the current 

government’s arts and cultural policies, as it divested $104.7 million from the Australia Council to a 

new National Program for Excellence in the Arts (Mendelssohn 2015a; Mendelssohn 2015b). While 

further details about this Program are yet to be published, it appears that the major organisations 

will continue to be protected. As these organisations continue to remain central to federal artistic 

and cultural policies, an understanding of their artistic leadership is vital.  By investigating the 

motivations of historical arts policies and their effect on artistic directorships, this research offers an 

alternative approach to examining the problems facing the sector and a new way of understanding 

its leaders.     

Research questions 

The impetus for this research was to examine the transformational agency of leadership in a sector 

described as being “in crisis” for over fifteen years.  It investigates this phenomenon by researching 

the role of artistic directors and questioning the capacity of those in these key leadership positions 

to transform the sector.  This research also assesses the relevance of Bourdieu’s theoretical 

framework as an alternative methodological approach for inquiry into the sector.  My research 

questions are presented as two lines of inquiry: the first and primary line investigates the agency of 

artistic directors and the conditions of the subsidised major theatre sector, and the second 

examines the relevance and efficacy of Bourdieu’s space of possibles as a research methodology 

for this sector. 

 

My primary research question is, what agency is available to the artistic director of subsidised 

Australian theatre companies in the post-MPAI landscape?  The MPAI is recognised as 

transitioning the sector from its origins within the “protected place” of Keynesian economics (Caust 

2010, p.32) to the market-oriented rationale of economic rationalism. This question examines how 

the MPAI redistributed the structure and capital within the major theatre organisations sector and 

investigates how these changes affected the agency of its leaders. This question is pursued 

through investigating artistic directorships of two major theatre companies in pre- and post-MPAI 
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environments, observing how historical career pathways, tensions between artistic generations and 

the structures of the sector inform, enable and construe the actions of artistic directors.  

 

This inquiry also examines the capacity of the organisations to advance beyond the New Wave era 

(1966 to 1981). The New Wave is recognised as the halcyon era of Australian theatre, enabled by 

the arts policy agendas of the postwar era and the support of Keynesian ‘welfare’ (Milne 2004, 

pp.277 – 286; Milne 2003, pp.121 – 149). I question whether the agency of artistic directors is 

determined by economic and political conditions and if this restricts the capacity to transform the 

‘artistic vibrancy’ of the organisation (Giddens 1981, p.28). This question is investigated through 

examining arts policy agendas and reviewing how these influenced the programming of major 

theatre companies, providing a means of evaluating the artistic agency of artistic directors.  

 

My final question in this primary line of inquiry asks whether the artistic director can exercise 

agency beyond the political and economic constraints of the sector, thus advancing their 

company’s position in the field. I examine whether the sets of structural constraints in the field 

continue to preserve unfavourable conditions for the agency of the artistic director. This is 

investigated through reviewing trajectories of the companies under defined periods of artistic 

leadership and arts policies.  

 

My second line of inquiry examines the efficacy of Bourdieu’s methodological and theoretical 

framework as a research model for this sector. Two questions are asked of this process: how do 

Bourdieu’s theories assist in demonstrating the phenomena affecting the conditions of the 

Australian performing arts? And, can Bourdieu’s theories be applied to future research of the 

performing arts sector? These questions are addressed by examining the methodological 

processes I used to conduct this research. Bourdieu’s theoretical construct of a space of possibles 

informs the research design and presentation of the research in the case study and discussion of 

tenure chapters. These questions are addressed by reflecting on this methodology throughout the 

thesis.  

 

Overview of the research 

This research uses a qualitative case study methodology. The research was carried out through 

semi-structured interviews with past and present artistic directors, administrators and artists from 

the Australian theatre sector.  My interviews were supported by archival, policy and observational 

research, providing multiple sources of evidence for this empirical research (Geering 2007, pp.68 – 

69; Yin 1984, p.23). The qualitative case study model allowed the complex political, social, artistic 
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and economic forces of the Australian theatre field to be examined while emphasising the 

experiences of the research participants in these contexts (Stake 2009, p.140).  This methodology 

also provided convergence with Bourdieu’s theoretical framework: the space of possibles providing 

a methodological metaphor and concise framework in which to examine the subjects of individual 

agency and the forces of economic and political power within a “field of artistic production” 

(Bourdieu 1983, pp.312 – 322).       

 

Bourdieu proposes that the methodological field is comprised of “three necessary and internally 

connected moments” (Bourdieu & Wacquant 1992, p.104). The first requires an analysis of the 

“position of the field vis-à-vis the field of power” and is presented in the historical and literature 

review provided in chapter three and as a background for each case study (p.104). The second 

and third processes, mapping “the objective structure of the relations between the positions 

occupied by the agents or institutions which compete for the legitimate form of specific authority” 

(p.105) and an analysis of “the habitus of agents” are used as frameworks to provide the 

foundation of the structure of the case studies and discussion of tenure chapter. These tools 

provided a method of deconstructing and analysing the data and provided a narrative line of inquiry 

for the research findings in the case studies. 

 

The scope of this research is defined by the recommendations of the MPAI report, Securing the 

Future, introduced in 1999. This inquiry examined 31 ‘major’ performing arts organisations, nine 

being producers of theatre.  I argue that the inquiry transformed the agency of artistic leaders and 

the structure of the organisations and the sector. Thus my research presents cases of artistic 

leadership in companies that were “MPAI organisations” (1999, p.21).  I examine two companies to 

represent the changes that took place in the sector.  Both companies were altered by the MPAI in a 

profound way: Sydney Theatre Company (STC) became formalised as a national flagship company 

and flourished; Playbox Theatre Company was assigned a role to develop new Australian work that 

proved untenable. Furthermore, these companies offered cases where their artistic directors were 

characterised by contrasting qualities in the post-MPAI era:   

 

 At STC, outgoing Artistic Director Robyn Nevin (1999 – 2007) appointed Cate 

Blanchett and Andrew Upton as her replacements.  The couple were co-Artistic 

Directors between 2008 and 2012 and Upton continued as sole Artistic Director from 

2013 (due to be replaced in 2016).  As the Artistic Director of the largest theatre 

company in Australia, Upton came to the position with little company administration 

experience.  At the time of his appointment, STC had been functioning under the 
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MPAI guidelines for nine years. When he departs his position, he will have been in 

the role for nine years. 

 

 At Playbox, Aubrey Mellor came to the Artistic Director position in 1993 after its 

remaining founding Artistic Director Carrillo Gantner, resigned.  At the time of his 

appointment Mellor had a long career in the theatre sector, including positions as the 

Artistic Director of Nimrod (1980 – 1984), Queensland Theatre Company (1988 – 

1993) and Assistant Director of NIDA (1985 – 1987) where he was trained. The MPAI 

took place at the mid-point of Mellor’s tenure. Mellor left his position at Playbox after 

11 years. In 2005 under a new artistic leader, the company abandoned the role it was 

assigned under MPAI and was rebranded as ‘Malthouse’, a producer and presenter 

of contemporary theatre. 

Findings 

My findings suggest that transformative agency of artistic directors of major theatre organisations is 

shaped by forces of the field and the habitus informing individual career trajectories. To arrive at 

this conclusion I mapped the space of possibles identifying how moments of agency were informed 

at critical turning points in their artistic leadership. These moments were shaped by political, 

economic and artistic forces in the space of possibles, analysed by the artistic director within the 

framework of the habitus.  Thus, the agency of artistic directors was determined by sector-wide 

conditions and an individual’s position on their career pathway.    

 

My research found that the changes introduced by MPAI reconfigured the financial and artistic 

accountability of the organisations to be more inline with a commercial business model. While this 

transition has previously been recognised in scholarly literature (Caust 2010; Craik 2007; Burton 

2003; Rentschler 2002), my findings suggest that the tension between the Keynesian foundations 

of the sector and the present economic rationalist model provide a conflicting and restricted 

environment for artistic directors to operate in.  Within this transition, the repositioning of theatre’s 

value from a ‘public good’ to an artistic product for consumption in a competitive marketplace 

challenged the artistic programming of the companies.  The artistic space of possibles presented to 

these leaders is complex: while programming a new work may be the more artistically vibrant 

choice, an established work featuring well-known talent produces a greater number of attendances 

and measurable indicators.  This predicament restricts artistic vibrancy or vitality of a company but 

provides a more favourable financial outcome.    
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A critical change introduced by the MPAI was the reorganisation of the sector into geographic and 

artistic territories.  I found that these changes introduced further constraints to artistic leadership.   

Under such a plan, the companies were contractually required to fulfil these roles and departing 

from them infringed another company’s territory, compromising funding agreements with 

government.  Consequently, some aspects of innovation and programming to respond to emerging 

markets were compromised. In the case of Playbox, the role MPAI assigned it proved too narrow 

and was unstainable in artistic and economic terms.  However, while the plan was perceived as 

being more effective for improving the position of the larger state theatre companies, particularly 

STC, this success is also seen as being detrimental to the sector.  As an artistic and economic 

powerhouse, STC effectively reserves performance rights, sponsors, audiences and elite artists 

from its geographic and state theatre company counterparts, compromising the notion of a 

productive, vibrant sector while reasserting its position as a national flagship company.  

 

My research also found that the structure of the sector provided a further set of constraints against 

the transformative agency of artistic leadership. The first constraint relates to the business model of 

producing theatre, which sees incoming artistic directors initially limited by the artistic vision of their 

predecessor. Theatre production requires a long lead-in time: coordinating scripts, rights, artists 

and venues sees some productions scheduled several years in advance.  The second constraint is 

found in the scarcity of artistic director positions at major theatre companies. Individuals tend to 

remain in these positions for typically long periods of time (between eight and nine years), thus the 

few jobs at this elite level turn over infrequently. This research observes that while long tenure of 

leadership positions offers stability for the company, it tends to reduce the range of artistic vibrancy 

offered by a company under a period of artistic directorship.  Furthermore, my research suggests 

that the rarity and exclusive nature of these positions may prompt artistic directors to compromise 

artistic and financial risk-taking to preserve job security.  Poor statistics threaten the company’s 

performance under government measures and prompts uncertainty about the artistic director’s 

ability.   I found however that the artistic leadership of Andrew Upton and Cate Blanchett offered an 

exception to this finding: exempt from the personal financial restrictions of career artistic directors, 

Upton and Blanchett were able to exercise more agency over the artistic, cultural and economic 

direction of STC than what was observed in artistic leaderships at other companies. 

 

To summarise the findings from this first line of inquiry, despite changes introduced by the MPAI, I 

conclude that the productivity of major theatre companies remains dependant on conforming to 

measures set by governments and the agendas of arts policies in return for subsidy.  The role of 

the major organisations is to produce works of artistic excellence, requiring experienced artistic 

directors to facilitate.  However, the sector is embedded with historical political, economic and 
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artistic conditions that place restrictions on the capacity of artistic directors to transform the sector 

and advance it beyond its present condition. Additionally, the career trajectory of professional 

artistic directors provides a further limitation, constraining the agency of artistic leaders.  

 

The findings from my inquiry examining Bourdieu’s space of possibles suggest the theoretical and 

conceptual frameworks provided a valuable research methodology for this study.  The “tools for 

thinking”, the habitus, the sub-fields, and the concepts of symbolic and economic capital assisted in 

analysis and categorising the factors affecting artistic leadership of the sector into relational units of 

study. These tools informed the theoretical themes of the case studies: the process of “social 

ageing” that prompts struggles between “artistic generations” as they aspire to positions of 

legitimacy and dominance; the “critical turning points” in the careers of artistic directors that shapes 

the habitus and informs trajectories through the field; and, finally the space of positions as a 

changing landscape subject to dominant positions’ distribution of capital throughout the field (Scott 

2012b, p.214; Bourdieu & Wacquant 1992; Bourdieu 1983, p.333, p.346, pp.312 – 316).     

 

Bourdieu’s theoretical concepts were found to provide a relevant framework for investigating the 

sector as they brought forward these critical issues affecting the artistic leadership of each 

company. This methodological framework allowed for an examination of critical areas such as arts 

policies, career trajectories, intergenerational tensions and company histories independently and at 

their points of intersection. Moreover, the methodological metaphors provided a new interpretation 

of the artistic director position.   Within this research, the artistic director position is seen as an 

agent moving through a field shaped by artistic, economic and political forces, described as a 

space of possibles.  

 

Thesis structure 

This thesis is presented in seven chapters.  The first chapter presents the rationale for the research 

and outlines its significance for the scholarly field.  It provides an overview of the research 

questions and summarises key findings. It also states the scope of the thesis and introduces the 

qualitative case study methodology, the theoretical framework and the subjects of the case study.   

 

Chapter two details the research methodology and establishes the space of possibles. The first 

part of this chapter discusses the theoretical framework inspired by Bourdieu’s space of possibles, 

and outlines the key theoretical concepts and processes that were used to inform the case studies.  

The second part of the chapter presents the research design, outlining the methods that were 

taken to collect and analyse the data and inform the case studies.   
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Chapter three provides an overview of significant moments in arts and cultural policy and inquiry 

that shaped the conditions of the major theatre organisations sector. This review provides an 

historical, political and economic context for the research.  This chapter also presents a review of 

literature from the fields of arts policy, arts leadership and the artistic director, and outlines 

historical and artistic eras in the Australian theatre sector, and the use of Bourdieu’s theoretical 

methodologies in researching the arts field. Discussions in this section provide a scholarly context 

for the research and position it within a continuum of inquiry analysing arts policy, a growing field of 

arts leadership research and Bourdieusien inquiry.    

 

Chapter four presents the first research case study of episodes of artistic leadership at Sydney 

Theatre Company from its inception in 1980 to its present day direction. This case study examines 

the transition of leadership between artistic generations, showing the struggle to attain dominant 

positions and legitimacy in pre- and post-MPAI environments.  It also discusses STC’s dominance 

in the field. 

 

Chapter five presents a case study of Playbox Theatre Company (1975 to 2005) and the artistic 

leadership of its final Artistic Director, Aubrey Mellor between 1993 and 2004. This case study 

examines critical turning points in the convergence of the habitus and leadership of a theatre 

organisation in a field shaped by economic, political and artistic forces.  

 

Chapter six discusses significant findings of the research, particularly the impact of tenure length 

on the space of positions and artistic vibrancy of the sector. It also introduces additional 

observations from the research and analyses the transformative agency of artistic directors as 

being determined by the space of possibles (Bourdieu 1983, p.312).  This discussion reconciles the 

findings of the research to the theoretical framework.  

 

Chapter seven concludes the thesis.  This chapter summarises the research process and provides 

responses to the questions regarding artistic directors’ agency, the conditions of the sector and the 

theoretical framework. It reviews the findings of the research and concludes by suggesting 

directions for future research in the area of arts leadership.    
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Ethical clearance 

This doctoral research project received approval from the Griffith University Human Research 

Ethics Committee in August 2010.  The Committee approved naming the interview respondents 

throughout this thesis. The respondents consented to being identified in this thesis. 

  

Personal interest in the study 

It is important that I present my previous association with some of the organisations and individuals 

that are discussed in this study.   As a graduate of QUT’s BA (Drama) program my first full-time 

professional position in theatre administration was under Robyn Nevin’s artistic direction at 

Queensland Theatre Company between 1997 and 1999. While Nevin was not interviewed for this 

research, she is – as in the Australian theatre sector – an important figure in this thesis.  Nevin’s 

presence in these chapters has been informed by research and not my personal experience or 

opinion.  On her resignation from QTC in 1999, I worked briefly under the direction of Michael Gow 

in 2000.  Gow’s leadership of the organisation is discussed in Chapter 6, and is similarly informed 

through research and not personal experience or opinion.   

 

Between 2000 and 2004 I worked as a performing arts producer at Brisbane Powerhouse under 

the direction of Andrew Ross.  Ross was interviewed for this research in his capacity as a previous 

Artistic Director of La Boite and as the inaugural Artistic Director of Black Swan Theatre Company 

in Perth (now Black Swan State Theatre Company).  Additionally, I was a member of La Boite 

Theatre Company’s Artistic Reference Group between 2007 and 2008.  This group provided the 

then Artistic Director, Sean Mee, advice and consultation on artistic programming. Some insight 

from this experience is used to inform a brief discussion about La Boite’s historical programming in 

Chapter 6.    

 

While I have taken care to remain objective about the subjects that appear in this thesis, my 

previous employment has provided an understanding of producing and administering subsidised 

theatre. I have utilised a personal collection of policy documents, theatre programs and company 

reports that provided background information for several of the episodes of artistic leadership 

presented in the case study chapters.  This personal experience and private collection of 

documents has been used to augment a discussion of some observations and findings of the 

research.  
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Chapter Two 

 

 

Methodology and Research Design 

  

 

Introduction 

This thesis investigates the agency of artistic directors of subsidised theatre organisations in the 

post-MPAI landscape.   Little research about the artistic director exists in current literature and this 

thesis aims to contribute an understanding of the role to arts leadership, arts policy and theatre 

management fields. This research has used a qualitative case study methodology to examine the 

relationship between the artistic director, the theatre organisation and arts policy, investigating how 

the energies of this relationship shape the agency of artistic leadership.  The research methods 

included long, semi-structured interviews with artistic directors, administrators and theatre artists, 

analysis of documents, archival resources and observations of company programming and career 

pathways.  The case studies were informed by a theoretical framework derived from Bourdieu’s 

space of possibles, a construct put forward in ‘The field of cultural production’ (1983).  This 

sociological framework provided a means of examining the structural relations between the artistic 

director, theatre organisation and the field.  Using the space of possibles as an analytical tool also 

entailed an inquiry that evaluated the effectiveness of this model as a method of analysing data in 

the performing arts field. 

 

This chapter outlines the methodologies that were used to conduct this research in further detail. 

The first part of this chapter discusses the theoretical framework, Bourdieu’s space of possibles, 

and outlines the key theoretical concepts and processes that were used to inform the case studies: 

the struggle between “artistic generations” for legitimacy and dominant positions; the “critical 

turning points” in the careers of artistic directors that shape their habitus and trajectory through the 

space of possibles; and, the space of positions, the network of positions that distributes capital 

throughout the field (Bourdieu 1983, p.333, p.346, pp.312 – 316). The second part of this chapter 

presents the research design, outlining the methods used to collect and analyse the data and 

inform the case studies. These case studies are presented within the theoretical framework of the 

space of possibles in chapters four and five, and chapter six discusses findings that indicate the 
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tenure length of the artistic director position as being a significant structural force in the space of 

positions. 

The theoretical framework: the field and the space of possibles 

 
I have drawn from the sociological framework presented by French cultural sociologist and 

anthropologist Pierre Bourdieu in his 1983 article ‘The field of cultural production’ (published in 

Poetics in 1983 and expanded in book form in 1993). This article develops the theoretical concept 

of a ‘field’ as a “separate social universe” or methodological unit for studying the “positions and the 

space of position takings” of individual and organisational agents involved the process of artistic 

production (Bourdieu 1993 p.162; Bourdieu & Wacquant 1992; Bourdieu 1983, p.312).  Bourdieu 

proposes that the artistic field possesses its own logic, rules and structure while also being 

influenced by the economic and political “laws of the field which encompasses it”  (Bourdieu 1983, 

p.320; also in Hage 2009; Jenkins 2000, pp.84 – 85; Fotheringham 1998 p.23).   Additionally, the 

framework acknowledges that broader social and cultural developments affect “the interpersonal 

dynamics” that inspire artistic production within the field (Santoro & Solaroli 2007, pp.463 – 464).   I 

have used Bourdieu’s ‘field’ to inform the main conceptual framework as it defines a concise unit of 

study while recognising that the subsidised theatre sector operates within these larger socio-

cultural, political and economic forces.   

 

In providing a method of analysis, Bourdieu’s ‘field’ framework emphasises investigating “structural 

relations…between social positions that are both occupied and manipulated by social agents which 

may be isolated individuals, groups or institutions” (Bourdieu 1983, p.311).  Bourdieu proposes that 

each position determines – and is determined by – the position of others; furthermore, that the 

significance of these positions is defined by their capacity to distribute capital throughout the field  

(pp.311 – 312; p.346). The logic of the field assumes that agents aspire to these dominant 

positions, thus initiating a strategic process of attaining positions that control more artistic, financial 

and economic capital (pp.312 – 314). As social agents manoeuvre towards taking or forging new 

positions, their control and distribution of capital – and the structural relations of the field – change. 

Thus, this theory proposes that social agents advance through the field as changing power 

relations shift the possibilities available to them.  Bourdieu conceptualises this process as being 

presented to social agents as a space of possibles in which to build career paths, artistic capital 

and social trajectories (p.344).   

 

It is the concept of the space of possibles that supports the research design of this project. The 

theoretical construct is explained as “a network, or a configuration, or objective relations between 
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positions objectively defined, in their existence and in the determinations they impose upon their 

occupants, agents or institutions, by their present and potential situation” (Bourdieu & Wacquant 

1989, p.52; Jenkins 1992, p.85). As a research methodology, this concept provided an analytical 

framework in which to investigate the primary research question examining what agency is 

available to the artistic director of subsidised Australian theatre companies in the post-MPAI 

landscape. The space of possibles restructures the conditions of the field so as to review the 

opportunities presented to an agent at a particular point in time (Bourdieu 1983, p.314).  

Reconstructing this ‘space’ provided me with a means of observing transformational agency: 

through reviewing the historical “critical turning-points” of career paths and the social, artistic and 

economic values upheld during specific episodes in the field, the pathways available to the artistic 

director – the habitus of disposition and social trajectory – could be understood (p.311, p.314, 

pp.345 – 346).   

 

To support the reconstruction of these episodes I have drawn further key theoretical ideas from 

‘The field of cultural production’ (1983) and Bourdieu’s body of work. Using the field and its space 

of positions as a method of research analysis requires consideration of three “internally connected 

moments” (Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992, p.104). These processes analyse the position of the 

performing arts field and its relationship to the “field of power” (Bourdieu & Wacquant 1992, p.104), 

map the structural relations between the social positions occupied by individual agents and 

institutions (p.105), and analyse the habitus of the key agents (p.105).  I have also utilised 

Bourdieu’s “tools for thinking”: the constructs of opposing sub-fields, the concept of symbolic and 

economic capital and the habitus. These concepts support the theoretical themes of the case 

study: the process of “social ageing” that prompts struggles between “artistic generations” as they 

aspire to positions of legitimacy and dominance; the “critical turning points” in the careers of artistic 

directors that shapes the habitus; and, the space of positions as a changing landscape subject to 

dominant positions’ distribution of capital throughout the field (Scott 2012, p.214; Bourdieu & 

Wacquant 1989; Bourdieu 1983, p.333, p.346, pp.312 – 316).     

The conceptual theoretical tools of analysis 

Theatre historian Geoffrey Milne’s account of Australian theatre describes the postwar years as a 

dialogue between the alternative and the mainstream (2002, p.1).  Coombs previously recognised 

the interdependence of these fractions, writing, “the relationship between the separate parts of the 

industry is … genuinely symbiotic” (Coombs 1971, p.34).   This bifurcation in Australian theatre 

production is exemplified by Bourdieu’s ‘field’ that is conceptualised as being comprised of two sub-

fields:  large producers who provide artistic and cultural symbols in exchange for political and 

economic capital (Hesmondhalgh 2006, p.214; Bourdieu 1983, p.333) and small-scale or avant-
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garde producers who make “art for art’s sake” (Bourdieu 1983, p.313; p.318, pp.325 – 326; 

Bourdieu 1992, p.124; Hesmondhalgh 2006).  This division in the subsidised Australian theatre 

sector is separated into two similar sectors through arts policy:  small-medium organisations and 

the major and state organisations.  The primacy of arts policies as a regulator of economic and 

political capital in the sector is represented through Bourdieu’s theoretical “field of power” (Bourdieu 

1983, pp.319 – 320). In Bourdieu’s model, the larger producers are more dependent on the 

encompassing field of power (1983, pp.320 – 322) than their smaller, more independent 

counterparts. This theory also supports the position of the substantially subsidised major and state 

theatre companies in Australia: as producers of artistic and symbolic goods designed for the 

exchange of economic and political capital, these organisations are more vulnerable to changes in 

governing artistic policy. This conceptual relationship provides a means of examining the effects of 

artistic policy and government intervention and subvention, specifically the MPAI, as a regulating 

force on the agency of artistic leadership in the major organisations sector.   

 

Bourdieu observed that it is possible for individual social agents to transcend the boundaries of the 

sub-fields in the space of possibles as they seek greater forms of desired capital and positions of 

dominance (Thompson in Hesmondhalgh 2006, p.214; Bourdieu 1983, pp.311 – 312).   This 

trajectory through the space of possibles is navigated by the habitus, described as “the different 

systems of dispositions they (the agents) have acquired by internalising a determinate type of 

social and economic condition” (Bourdieu & Wacquant 1989, p.105) and, an “external wealth (of 

capital), converted into an integral part of the person” (Bourdieu 2001/1983, p.99). Exchanging this 

capital for other forms permits an agent to alter their position in the space of possibles and advance 

their position through the field (Bourdieu 1983, p.334, p.344).   Bourdieu proposed that social 

agents are motivated to attain artistic legitimacy against dominant position holders.  This 

phenomenon was conceptualised as nascent artistic generations struggling to assert their 

legitimacy against the established but socially ageing – or aesthetically weakening – “artistic 

generation” occupying positions rich in symbolic and economic capital (1983, p.339). Thus, 

observing individual social agents traversing the sub-fields, from the ‘alternative’ to the mainstream, 

or the avant-garde to the larger conservative modes of theatre production, became an important 

method of investigating the historical and policy-driven bifurcation of Australian theatre, the impact 

of arts policy on artistic directorships and the exchange of capital in the shaping of the habitus as a 

critical factor in agency.  

  

A final concept that supports the theoretical framework is the process of “symbolic violence” 

(Bourdieu 1979). Hage believes that it is the responsibility of Bourdieu’s sociologies to “show the 

processes that have led to symbolic violence” (Hage 2009). Bourdieu proposes that the state 
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exercises symbolic violence through a collection of actions or systems that results in individual or 

institutional social agents experiencing an unconscious reduction of their symbolic capital (Hage 

2009; Bourdieu & Wacquant 1992, p.172; Bourdieu 1985, p.250; Bourdieu 1992, p.172).  In the 

major organisations sector, state subvention continues the “production of the legitimacy of those 

who produce or defend the canon” against the tastes of free market (Johnson in Bourdieu 1993, 

p.21). This theoretical process informs an inquiry into the “reproduction and transformation of 

structures of domination”, questioning whether an artistic director can exercise agency beyond the 

structural constraints of the sector (Rentschler 2002, pp.16 – 42; Wacquant 1992, p.15).   

 

These concepts and processes of Bourdieu’s theoretical space of possibles have underpinned the 

research design and the analysis of data (Bryman 2012, p.45).   This theoretical framework 

supports the qualitative case study method as it allows for simultaneous investigations of individual 

social agents, the structural relations between institutional and individual social agents and the 

broader socio-cultural, political and economic environment. The theoretical framework and 

methodology enabled me “to tease out and disentangle a complex set of factors and relationships” 

(Easton 2012, p.119; Stake 2010, p.162) in the subsidised Australian theatre field.  

 

Research design 

This thesis uses a qualitative case study approach.  This method was chosen as it uses multiple 

sources of evidence to describe phenomena of the social world in rich terms (Perry 1998, p.787; 

Dewey in Selznick 1996, p.270). Assuming a positivist epistemological position, this method 

explores “why things are” (Easton 2010, p.118; Perry 1998, p.785), and provides an understanding 

of significant issues in each case within its own context (Stake 2010, p.140).  These were important 

considerations for the method to address as each theatre company and the career paths of 

individual artistic directors were shaped by unique sets of personal, political, artistic and social 

forces.  

 

This epistemological position considers that subjects of the study have the capacity to ”make things 

happen” (Easton 2010, p.120). In other words, I assume subjects have a degree of agency; and I 

sought to investigate the capacity of this transformative agency in the structures of the subsidised 

performing arts field.  Furthermore, I accept that agents “make things happen” in contexts that have 

been formed through the culmination of multiple events, actions and patterns in the observed 

sector (Bryman 2012, p.74; Sayer in Easton 2010, p.124). Recognition that agency is dependent 

on other factors required observations of political, social, economic and artistic developments in the 

decades after the Trust and throughout the transition to the post-MPAI era (Denzin & Lincoln 2011, 
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pp.300 – 301; Stake 2008, pp.134 – 164).  Thus, this method provided a means to describe the 

agency of the artistic director to “resist, blunt or actively alter the conditions” and power relations of 

these structures, and engage in “conscious goal-directed activity” within the forces that “transform 

or conserve” the field (Anderson in Callinicos 2004, p.4; Béhague 2008, p.491 – 493; Giddens in 

Callinicos 2004, p.3; Bourdieu 1983, p.312). 

 

The research was conducted through semi-structured interviews with past and present artistic 

directors, administrators and artists from the Australian theatre sector.  Inquiry into the artistic 

director position and subsidised theatre companies was supported by publically available 

documents, biographies of theatre artists, theses, company documents such as annual reports, 

media releases, programs and position description statements. Investigations into historical arts 

policies were supported by policy and reporting documents, communiqués and media releases 

published by state and federal funding agencies. Printed news articles, televised media reports and 

online theatre commentary sites offered confirmation or enhancement of detail about individual 

theatre artists, companies and significant events in the postwar Australian theatre sector.  An 

overview of scholarly inquiry into arts leadership, arts policy and a discussion of the historical and 

present conditions of the Australian theatre sector provides context for the case studies. This 

overview has been provided in chapter two.    

 

The data collected through these methods was analysed within the sociological framework of 

Bourdieu’s space of possibles (1983, p.344).  The rationale for using Bourdieu’s theories was 

based on the framework’s capacity to observe individual positions, investigate structures of the field 

and to analyse the interplay of energies between them (p.311, p.327). This framework provided a 

conceptual and theoretical means through which to study the artistic director position as a 

leadership role whose agency was shaped by political, economic and social forces. Additionally, 

Bourdieu’s theory recognises that artistic careers are motivated by a desire for distinction and 

legitimisation that manifests in an inter-generational struggle for aesthetic dominance (1983, p.320, 

p.323, p.333). This recognition provides a framework to view the legacies of artistic directorships 

and the process of organisational transition to emerging generations of artistic leaders.  

Furthermore, Bourdieu understood that the dominant artistic positions are instrumental in the 

distribution of artistic and economic capital, thus possessing the capacity to “transform or conserve” 

the artistic and economic conditions of the field (p.312). Finally, using a sociological method offered 

an alternative approach to the methods of analysis typically applied to research in the arts 

leadership, arts policy and Australian drama disciplines.     
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From this data two case studies and a discussion chapter were developed.  Each highlights a 

particular trajectory through the space of possibles. The first, an examination of artistic leadership 

at Sydney Theatre Company, is drawn with reference to Bourdieu’s theory that the field of artistic 

production is shaped by struggles between “artistic generations” seeking legitimacy within the field 

and the process of “social ageing” they are subject to (Bourdieu 1983, p.333, p.346). This case 

study is presented in chapter four.  The second case study provides an examination of the final 

artistic directorship of Playbox Theatre. This is presented through an investigation of the “critical 

turning points” in the career path of its final Artistic Director, Aubrey Mellor, as they came to shape 

the company through artistic and political forces (p.346). This case study is presented in chapter 

five. Research findings revealing further understanding about the artistic director position and its 

role in the subsidised theatre sector are discussed in chapter six. This chapter positions artistic 

directors as occupying a space of positions with the space of possibles, their actions and inactions 

having a significant influence on the well-being of the sector (p.312). These chapters examine the 

transformative agency of artistic directors in critical moments of their careers within Bourdieu’s 

theoretical frameworks (1983).   

Research questions 

This thesis examines the artistic leadership of a sector in tumultuous artistic and financial condition 

(Craik 2007, pp. 20 – 21; Milne 2002, p.6).  “Artistic vibrancy” is frequently discussed in policy 

review and scholarly material to demonstrate that the sector was producing few new works, 

demonstrating few critical, artistic and financial successes and was considered lethargic in its 

artistic energies and contribution to the national artistic landscape (Milne 2013, pp.23 – 31; Bailey 

& Richardson 2010, p.292; MPAI in Craik 2007, p.20; see ‘Making it New’ 2006).   This condition 

had persisted within the major and state theatre organisations despite significant intervention by 

the federal government.  The Major Performing Arts Inquiry (MPAI) (1998 – 1999) realigned the 

administrative and financial functions of the organisations to meet neoliberal standards of 

accountability and governance, however it did not address the artistic and cultural role of the 

performing arts companies in the changing competitive creative industries market (Burton 2003, 

pp.183 – 188).  Moreover, the administrative and financial changes introduced to the sector by 

MPAI and later initiatives of government arts agencies suggested that the problem of deficient 

artistic vibrancy was not one that could be attributed wholly to a shortage of funding or financial 

mismanagement.  This issue suggested that the performance of the sector was influenced by other 

conditions of the field.   

 

Katharine Brisbane attributed the lacklustre condition of the theatre sector to an absence of 

sectoral spokespeople (Brisbane 1999, p.5).   Her judgement was provocative suggesting those 
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employed in leadership positions were not able to fulfil critical functions of their roles (see Caust 

2008; Cray, Inglis, Freeman 2007; Adler 2006; Rentschler 2002). Furthermore, it implied that 

leadership in the sector could not respond to or transform the conditions of the field; artistic leaders 

did not appear to have the capacity to produce theatre that could excite audiences or incite sector-

wide change. If the capacity to make decisions goes hand-in-hand with leadership of arts 

organisations (Cray, Inglis & Freeman 2007, p.298) then what was restricting these artistic leaders 

from exercising agency and advancing this sector?  I sought to examine this problem by 

investigating the artistic director. As the symbolic artistic and managerial figurehead of subsidised 

theatre companies, this position demands further exploration and interrogation than the literature 

currently provides.  I asked, what is the agency of the artistic director in the post-MPAI landscape?    

 

This research question is pursued by an examination of the capacity of the organisations and the 

sector to advance beyond the halcyon theatrical era of the New Wave (1966 – 1981) (Milne 2003, 

pp.121 – 149). This period of confident innovation emerged within a unique national and artistic 

climate, prior to the policy and review cycle commencing with the Industries Assistance 

Commission (1976). These moments of policy review introduced new sets of structural constraints 

that altered the market position and artistic productivity of the sector and, I argue, the agency of 

artistic directors. Although subsequent theatrical movements occurred (the third wave 1980 – 1997 

is acknowledged as the final wave of theatrical productivity), the New Wave is still recognised as 

the most prolific theatrical era in terms of advancing Australian theatre (Milne 2004, pp.277 – 286).  

I pose further questions asking, is there a relationship between the ‘artistic vibrancy’ of the 

organisation and the artistic director in the post-MPAI sector?  And, can the artistic director 

exercise agency beyond the structural constraints of the sector, thus advancing its artistic vibrancy 

and position in the field (Beck 1992)? 

 

I also examine the efficacy of Bourdieu’s theoretical framework as a method of analysing the 

agency of artistic directors in the Australian performing arts sector.  Two questions are asked of 

this process: how do Bourdieu’s theories assist in describing the phenomena affecting the 

conditions of the Australian performing arts? And, are Bourdieu’s theories relevant to an 

examination of the performing arts sector in Australia?  

 

Identification of participants and case study organisations 

Semi-structured interviews were conducted to obtain rich primary data about the artistic director 

role.  These interviews also provided accounts of the transitions of organisations and the sector in 

the pre- and post-MPAI sectors.  Interviews were selected as the main research method as they 
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allowed the respondents to provide accounts of otherwise unobservable perceptions, beliefs, 

feelings, personal understandings and experiences (Patton 2005, n.p; Holloway in Le 2005, p.85; 

Hunt in Perry 1998, p.787).  Comans notes in her historiographical study of La Boite Theatre 

Company that interviews provided her research with “detail, subjectivity and human presence” 

(2006, p.15). She quotes Prins to illustrate the value of this method in researching the theatre 

sector, “what personal reminiscence can bring is a freshness and a wealth of detail which is not 

otherwise to be found... richly textured accounts which have the depth and the contours to permit 

substantial anthropological analysis” (Prins in Comans 2006, p.15). The detailed, reflective and 

personal accounts obtained in my research interviews proved to be important sources of data for 

the case studies.  

 

I used a purposeful sampling method to select research participants.  Individuals who currently or 

previously worked as an artistic director in the subsidised performing art sector and individuals with 

significant experience working in an administrative or artistic capacity in the same sector were 

identified as potential interviewees.  A small pool of potential respondents willing to provide 

substantive and considered responses to the semi-structured questions would generate more 

meaningful data.  Furthermore, as the research was concerned with capabilities rather than 

regularities this smaller pool of research participants was appropriate given the size of the field 

(Tsoukas 1989, pp.556 – 558).  

 

Participants in the research fulfilled one or more of the following criteria. At the time of the 

interviews being conducted, the potential respondents were 

 

 a current artistic director of an Australian subsidised performing arts organisation;  

 a former artistic director of an Australian subsidised performing arts organisation,  

 an administrator or manager with significant experience in subsidised performing arts 

organisations or government arts agencies, or 

 an artist with significant experience in the Australian performing arts sector 

 

Based on these criteria, thirteen people were approached individually via email to participate in the 

research.  Two potential respondents declined to participate citing their short tenure in new 

positions. They believed their limited experience did not allow them to provide in-depth discussion 

on the role or company at the time of the interviews.  The remaining eleven people agreed to 

participate.  
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For the case studies to present detailed, personal and authentic accounts to support an 

investigation into the changes that occurred in the transition to post-MPAI sector, it was important 

that my thesis identify the respondents were identified. Therefore, a fifth criterion specified that 

participants needed to agree to being identified in the thesis.  All eleven respondents provided 

consent in compliance with the informed consent procedures of the university.  

 

Table of interview participants 

Interviews were conducted with the following people between November 2010 and April 2011: 

 

Interview participant David Berthold 

 
Position at time of interview 

 
Artistic Director, La Boite Theatre Company (2008 – 2014) 

 
Current and historical positions 

 
Artistic Director, Brisbane Festival (2015 – present) 
Artistic Director, Griffin Theatre Company (2003 – 2006) 
Artistic Director, Australian Theatre for Young People (1999 – 2003) 
Associate Artist, Sydney Theatre Company (1995 – 1999) 
Artistic Artist, Queensland Theatre Company (1991 – 1994) 
 

Interview participant Dr. Cathy Brown-Watt 

 
Position at time of interview 

 
Independent arts consultant (2008 – present) 

 
Current and historical positions 

 
Executive Director, Governance and Public Affairs,  
Australia Council for the Arts (2007 – 2008) 
Executive Director, Major Performing Arts Board,  
Australia Council for the Arts (2000 – 2007) 
Executive Officer, Major Performing Arts Inquiry (1998 – 1999) 
 

Interview participant Kate Cherry 

 
Position at time of interview 

 
Artistic Director, Black Swan Theatre Company (2008 – present) 

 
Current and historical positions 

 
Associate Director, Melbourne Theatre Company  
(casual engagements, 2005 – 2008) 
 

Interview participant Rachel Healy 

 
Position at time of interview 

 
Independent theatre producer and consultant 

 
Current and historical positions 

 
Co-Artistic Director, Adelaide Festival of the Arts (from 2016) 
Executive Manager Culture, City of Sydney (2011 – 2015) 
Director of Performing Arts, Sydney Opera House (2006 – 2010) 
General Manager, Belvoir Street Theatre (1997 – 2006) 
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Interview participant Brian Lucas 

 
Position at time of interview 

 
Independent theatre and dance artist (1987 – present) 

 
Current and historical positions 

 
Independent theatre and dance artist 
South Bank Institute of TAFE 
Aboriginal Centre for Performing Arts 
Previous contracts with QTC, La Boite, Chunky Move 

Interview participant Aubrey Mellor 

 
Position at time of interview 

 
Dean, Performing Arts 
La Salle College, Singapore (2008 – present) 

 
Current and historical positions 

 
Director NIDA (2004 – 2008) 
Artistic Director, Playbox Theatre Company (1994 – 2004) 
Artistic Director, Queensland Theatre Company (1988 – 1993) 
Co- Artistic Director, Nimrod Theatre (1980 – 1985) 
 

Interview participant Patrick Mitchell 

 
Position at time of interview 

 
Lecturer, Australian Theatre 
Griffith University (2006 – 2014) 

 
Current and historical positions 

 
Creative Arts Course Coordinator, Southbank Institute of TAFE (2014 – 
present) 
Artistic Director, Darwin Theatre Company (1992 – 2000) 
Artistic Director, La Boite Theatre Company (1990 – 1991) 
 

Interview participant Gideon Obarzanek 

 
Position at time of interview 

 
Artistic Director, Chunky Move Dance Company (1995 – until 2011) 

 
Current and historical positions 

 
Freelance choreographer (2012 – present) 
Independent dancer/choreographer (1991 – 1995) 
Sydney Dance Company (1991 – 1995 casual engagements) 
Dancer and choreographer, Queensland Ballet (1987 – 1991) 
 

Interview participant Andrew Ross 

 
Position at time of interview 

 
Artistic Director/CEO Brisbane Powerhouse (2003 – 2013) 

 
Current and historical positions 

 
Artistic Director, Darwin Festival (2015 – present) 
Artistic Director, Black Swan Theatre Company (1991 – 2003) 
Artistic Director, La Boite Theatre Company (1982 – 1983) 
 

Interview participant Andrew Upton 

 
Position at time of interview 

 
Co-Artistic Director, STC (2008 – 2012) 
 

Current and historical positions Artistic Director, STC (2012 – present) 
Freelance theatre writer, director and film editor 
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Interview participant Natalie Weir 

 
Position at time of interview 

 
Artistic Director, Expressions Dance Company (2009 – present) 

 
Current and historical positions 

 
Resident choreographer, Australian Ballet (2000 – ongoing) 
Resident choreographer, Queensland Ballet (1994 – ongoing) 
Founding ensemble member, Expressions Dance Company (1984) 
 

 

 

The case study organisations  

 
To select suitable units for case studies, Lincoln and Denzin propose that the subjects represent “a 

balance between typicality and opportunity to learn” (2011, pp.300 – 303).  In earlier stages of this 

research project I proposed presenting case studies of artistic directorships of three organisations 

to represent an overview of the national sector.  These early subjects of the case studies were 

Sydney Theatre Company (STC), La Boite Theatre Company (Brisbane) and Chunky Move Dance 

Company (Melbourne).  These organisations represented performing arts companies in each of the 

large Australian eastern seaboard capital cities.  They also represented the typical company 

structures found in the subsidised performing arts field: a large or major state organisation (STC), a 

small-medium theatre organisation (La Boite) and a small – medium dance company (Chunky 

Move).   Additionally, each company presented interesting cases for research as they 

demonstrated different types of relationship to national and local artistic policies or “the field of 

power”.  

 

STC, the state theatre company of NSW, was established as a cultural instrument through the 

actions of the New South Wales Premier, Neville Wran in 1979. As a major organisation, STC was 

subject to the MPAI and provided a germane case in which to explore the research questions.  La 

Boite Theatre Company however, evolved from a community theatrical society established in 1925 

and transitioned into a professional company in 1993 (the only subsidised theatre company to have 

done so) (Comans 2006, p.3). As a “second tier” company, La Boite was not subject to the MPAI 

and thus offered several points of comparison in its artistic directorships to STC (Rotherwood Plan 

1981, n.p).  Likewise, Chunky Move Dance Company’s relationship to policy was markedly different 

to STC and La Boite. It began as a project by its founding Artistic Director, Gideon Obarzanek in 

Sydney in 1995.  The project-based work evolved into a company that relocated to Melbourne in 

1997 to take up an advertised position as Victoria’s state contemporary dance company.   While it 

was not subject to MPAI, its willingness to become an instrument of state policy provided an 
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interesting point for examining the agency of its Artistic Director.  Additionally, as a contemporary 

dance company it also offered an opportunity to discuss artistic leadership in different disciplinary 

fields of the Australian performing arts sector.  

 

While these points of representation provided interesting points of observation and comparison, it 

became clear that this deductive approach required longer exploration than a PhD project could 

accommodate. The organisations were from different fields and sub-fields and the space of 

possibles presented to each artistic leader was vastly different. Additionally, the policies and 

instrumentalism that governed the major organisations were found to be vastly different to the 

policies and cultural position of the small –medium organisations that were not subject to the MPAI. 

This made meaningful comparison difficult to realise in the limitations of the thesis and 

compromised the theoretical framework.  Moreover, such an approach focused on the differences 

between the companies and obscured exploration of the nexus between artistic director, the 

organisation and arts policy.   I decided to compile case studies in favour of compiling case studies 

based around theoretical themes that emerged from the research data and resonated with the 

theoretical framework. These themes were grouped and ordered to communicate chronological 

episodes of organisational and policy histories as spaces of potential and possible pathways, 

unlocking a more meaningful understanding of the artistic director role. The organisations thus 

provided a unified or “bounded system” for the case studies to present this research (Stake 2008, 

pp.119 – 120). This inductive approach provided greater opportunity to examine the nuances of 

artistic leadership and provided more scope to explore the research questions.  

 

The organisations I used for case studies were selected through consideration of five 

characteristics:  

 

 rich interview data that resonated with the theoretical framework, and 

 the availability of secondary research materials to inform the case studies;  

 the organisation was subject to the MPAI (a major, federally funded organisation), 

 the “atypicality” of the organisation’s artistic director position or the individual in the artistic 

director position (Lincoln & Denzin 2011, pp.300 – 303), and  

 the consent of the Artistic Director to participate in and be identified in the research and 

consent to the company being a subject of research. 

 

Based on this revised criteria, STC and Playbox were selected as the case study organisations.  

Both organisations were considered major theatre organisations at the time of MPAI and were 

assigned strategic market positions in the Securing the Future report (1999).   
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Rationale of the case study organisations:   

Sydney Theatre Company (1979 – present) and Playbox Theatre Company (1975 – 2005)  

 

The MPAI report assigned STC the role of “Australian Flagship” theatre company. This category 

acknowledged the company’s broad program, that it was highly regarded by national and 

international peers, and that it played a leadership role in the national field (1999, p.25, p.26). 

Playbox was assigned the role of a “niche company” that recognised the company was a national 

developer, nurturer and supplier of new artistic product and talent (p.26, p.27).  These realigned 

market positions resulted in drastically different outcomes for each company during the years after 

the MPAI: STC flourished, supported by an increase in grants and sponsorships, and buoyed by 

the cultural, financial and political capital of its high profile Artistic Directors, Cate Blanchett and 

Andrew Upton. Playbox activities however, became limited by its position in a theatrical landscape 

that was less tolerant of unproven theatrical work. The company came to a symbolic end on the 

departure of its Artistic Director Aubrey Mellor in 2003, becoming the only MPAI company to 

conclude operations only five years after the introduction of the report’s recommendations.  

Playbox was rebranded ‘Malthouse Theatre’ and embarked on an artistic path different to what had 

been provided for Playbox by the MPAI (“Fresh Vision for Playbox”, The Age, May 7, 2004).  The 

histories of each company are documented through several published resources that provided 

supporting sources of evidence.   

 

The career path of STC’s present Artistic Director Andrew Upton is markedly different to the 

pathway that Aubrey Mellor undertook to obtain an artistic directorship of a major theatre company. 

Prior to his appointment as co-Artistic Director with his celebrity wife Cate Blanchett  (2008 – 2012), 

Upton worked as a freelance writer and film editor.  Like Blanchett, he had little experience in 

managing a theatre company. Unlike Blanchett however, Upton was considered “emerging” in his 

artistic career.  After the couple resigned at the end of their agreed four year term Upton was re-

appointed as sole Artistic Director from 2013. Mellor however, trained at the elite National Institute 

of Dramatic Arts (NIDA) and quickly emerged as a stage director and company director in the New 

Wave era. He was a co-Artistic Director of Nimrod (1980 –1984), Deputy Director of NIDA (1985 – 

1987) and Artistic Director of QTC (1988 – 1993) prior to commencing at Playbox in 1993. These 

differences, and “atypicality” of each artistic leader provided an insight into the shifting value of 

capital associated with the artistic director position in the pre and post-MPAI landscape (Lincoln & 

Denzin 2011, pp.300 – 303).   
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The artistic directorships of Upton and Mellor offered a locus to commence the examination of STC 

and Playbox.  The historical artistic directorships of each company were also examined to review 

transitions in leadership, changes in aesthetic style, and political and social conditions of the field. 

Similarly, the career paths of Upton and Mellor and previous Artistic Directors of STC and Playbox 

were also studied to review the trajectories of habitus, position and capital (Bourdieu 1983, p.310).    

These foci supported the exploration of the first set of research questions that explore the agency 

of the artistic director while also testing Bourdieu’s theories of the space of possibles (1983, pp.344 

– 346) as an analytical tool. 

 

Both Upton and Mellor were generous in providing time to participate in the research interviews.  

Their responses offered valuable information about the artistic leadership of the case study 

companies and the structure of the Australian theatre sector.  The case studies were supported by 

data obtained through interviews with other research participants. Additionally, extant material such 

as theses, autobiographies, company documents and arts agency reports were analysed and 

interpreted through other research methods to obtain the data that informed the case studies of 

artistic leadership at STC and Playbox.    

Data collection: qualitative case study research methods 

The research for this thesis was collected through four research methods: semi-structured 

interviews, documents, archival evidence and observations (Yin 2002, p.122).   These methods 

provided multiple points of evidence to inform the qualitative case studies.  

Interviews  

Semi-structured interviews were conducted with 11 participants. This interview format was chosen 

as it provided opportunity for the respondents to provide personalised responses that followed their 

own discursive logic.  This format provided richer data that acknowledged the respondents as the 

most important sources of their lived experiences (Bryman 2012, p.4). 

 

The interview protocol varied slightly between sets of participants.  For example, artistic directors 

were provided with a slightly different set of questions to those asked of theatre administrators. 

This approach was taken so that the most relevant data could be sourced efficiently from each 

respondent while allowing scope for both respondent and myself to follow further lines of inquiry 

(Bryman 2012, p.402).  The interviews included 12 to 15 open-ended questions organised into 

three categories. These questions were designed to prompt discussion about the respondents’ 

career pathways, their current or most significant position, and their views on the subsidised 

Australian performing arts sector. On consenting to participate in the research, the respondents 
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were emailed a copy of their personalised interview protocol and invited to discuss their 

experiences beyond the provided questions if they wished. Many participants did so and were 

generous with the information they offered: personal anecdotes and accounts contributed to an 

understanding of career paths and conditions of the performing arts sector that supported data 

sourced through other research methods.  

 

The interviews were conducted between October 2010 and April 2011 and scheduled to take 

approximately 60 minutes to complete. The interviews typically ran in excess of one hour, with two 

interviews exceeding 120 minutes.  Where schedules and geography permitted, the interviews 

were conducted in the respondent’s place of work. Doing so provided an opportunity to observe the 

respondent’s workplace and proved beneficial as respondents were able to access records and 

artefacts in situ to support their responses. Where this was not possible, interviews were conducted 

via Skype with one interview conducted by telephone. 

Documentation 

Document analysis was used to interpret published and unpublished documentation “to elicit 

meaning and gain understanding” of the research subjects (Corbin & Strauss in Bowen 2009, 

p.27).  This method was undertaken to obtain further data about the artistic director position, the 

organisation and the implication of artistic policies on each.   

 

Research into the artistic director position was supported by document analysis of recent position 

descriptions, company media releases, company annual reports and statistics and reports 

published by government arts agencies, departments and inquiries. In some cases this research 

was supported by studying published memoirs and in fewer cases by interpreting news and media 

interviews and social media blogs. Likewise, analysis of similar sources of documentation assisted 

in researching the companies discussed in the case studies. These larger subjects of the inquiry 

were also supported by analysis of theses, cultural policies and published company histories. 

Memorabilia such as posters and photographs – accessed in person, in print or online – provided 

sources of social and company histories. In some cases company administrative documents were 

provided at the discretion of the respondent and these provided useful sources of evidence in 

understanding the effects of arts policy on the company and on the position of artistic director.  

 

In addition to providing primary data, document analysis provided a method of data triangulation. 

These resources were often accessed to provide secondary sources of evidence, acting as points 

of  “convergence and corroboration” (Bowen 2009, p.28), and supporting, illuminating or confirming 

the findings obtained through other research methods. 
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Archival evidence 

Archival materials provided analysis of historical information (Welch 2000, p.197). This research 

method interpreted data that enabled the theoretical reconstruction of the “spaces of original 

possibles”  (Bourdieu 1983, p.314), Bourdieu’s theoretical framework provided a means of 

analysing the social, political and economic forces affecting the “critical turning points” and 

transformative agency in the careers of historical artistic directorships (p.346).  

 

Archival materials were analysed to obtain data about the career paths of the artistic directors, 

companies and policy reports discussed in the case studies.  This research method was valuable in 

understanding the artistic and financial behaviour of the companies and the overarching policy 

environment that these activities were conducted in. At the beginning of the research process most 

archival data was obtained from hard copy company annual reports and production programmes 

(playbills) accessed in the State Library of Queensland or by directly requesting them from each 

organisation. This process was often hampered by missing publications or the reluctance of 

organisations to photocopy or forward documents by post. Surprisingly few archival documents 

were available on the company websites. I also noted that in many cases, online company history 

only represented the seasons and annual reports of the present artistic director’s tenure. In the 

later stages of research the availability of online databases such as ausstage.edu.au, the 

digitisation of STC’s historical annual reports and digitisation of other companies recent annual 

reports made this process more efficient.  

   

Conversely, budgetary contractions introduced to the federal arts agency, the Australia Council by 

the newly elected federal government in 2013, saw the online availability of policy and funding 

archival material diminish at the end of the research period. Additionally, the Australia Council’s 

library service that was available at the beginning of the research project and provided digitisation 

of handwritten or typed communiqués and policy documents on request was not available from 

2014. This meant that some known archival material could not be accessed in the later stages of 

research.  

 

Analysing archival material supported and enhanced data that was obtained through other 

research methods. This method also triangulated data obtained through the interviews, document 

analysis and observations of the research subjects. 
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Observations 

Observation provided a final research method for the collection of data about individual artistic 

directors and companies. Patton defines the methodology of observation as revealing “the full 

range of interpersonal interactions and organisational processes that are part of observable human 

experience” (2005, p.1633).  This method was undertaken in conjunction with the interview method 

and as an independent research methodology.  

 

Conducting interviews in person or via Skype provided observation of the interview respondent’s 

work place.  These visits revealed data about the company work environment, the workspace of 

the Artistic Director, and provided an indication of the rapport between the respondent and other 

staff members. Additionally, during the research period I attended several productions and events 

programmed by the theatre companies mentioned in the case study and discussion of tenure 

chapters. These events provided additional means of collecting observed data: the dynamics of the 

events, guest speakers, and the audience demographic revealed information about the artistic, 

social, political and financial positions of the company.         

 

Observation of the companies took place remotely throughout the research period. The companies 

were observed for changes in leadership positions, artistic programming, branding and aesthetic 

style, the appointment of artistic staff, annual events and through news and social media 

discussion. 

Data analysis 

 

This final section of this chapter discusses methods of data analysis used to reduce the qualitative 

data into meaningful information (Green et al 2007, p.545). The following three chapters will report 

the findings of the research.   

 

The analysis of data in qualitative case study methodologies has been typically seen as an 

“essentially intuitive, primitive and unmanageable” process lacking analytical rigour (Miles in Yin 

1981, p.58). This research has used thematic analysis to categorise and present the data as it 

provides “rich insights and an in-depth understanding of the case”, fulfilling the research objective 

of reconstructing the space of possibles (Patton 2005, n.p.) and the methodology of qualitative 

case studies.  The coding of data was performed through a selective coding process.   Interview 

transcripts, documents, archival material and notes from observations were coded to identify 

central, thematic areas of data that were systematically related to the theoretical framework 

(Bryman 2012, p.569; Strauss & Corbin 1990, p.61). The thematic process of data presentation 
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emphasised a reflexive approach that analysed data as it was collected and coded thus providing a 

more rigorous approach to the examination of the research questions and resonance with the 

theoretical framework (Minichiello, Aroni & Hays 2008).  The final analysis of the data provides a 

descriptive and interpretive presentation of the qualitative case studies within the space of 

possibles (Bryman 2012, p.569; Green et al 2007, p.459). 

Informed consent and confidentiality of participants and responses 

This doctoral research required ethical clearance by the University Human Research Committee. 

This was obtained in August 2010 (reference HUM/05/10/HREC). The ethical clearance provided 

approval for disclosing the identity of the participants and organisations discussed in the case 

studies.   In accordance with statement 3.1.1 of the Australian National Statement on Ethical 

Conduct in Human Research (2007), participants were informed via an informed consent 

procedure that they and their organisations (where applicable) would be named and clearly 

identifiable to third parties throughout the thesis and subsequent publications from the research 

findings. After the interview, participants were forwarded a transcript of the interview and invited to 

review, edit or amend any comments preceding the transcript being coded for data analysis. This 

protocol was approved by Griffith University’s Human Research Ethic’s Committee prior to inviting 

participants to the participate in the research and the data collection process.  

 

It was important that the respondents and case study organisations be identified in this thesis for 

two reasons. Firstly, my thesis discusses high profile career pathways and publically funded 

organisations, suggesting that “identification by inference” was highly likely by internal and external 

parties (Griffith University Research Ethics Manual 2009, s.23.9). Thus, naming the participants 

removed cause for speculation. Additionally, identifying the respondents and the organisations 

gave the research more validity and integrity and allowed the case studies to present richer and 

rigorous accounts of the Australian subsidised theatre sector. 

 

The decision to identify respondents however was perceived as presenting potential risks for the 

research participants.   It was possible that participant’s responses could disclose sensitive 

personal information about themselves, their current or previous employers, and their interpersonal 

or professional relationships.  While all respondents agreed to be identified, a few participants 

requested that a small number of comments be referenced in the thesis under the condition of 

anonymity.  Where this data was considered important to the research and alternative sources of 

information were not possible, this information was attributed to ‘personal interview’ in-text.  

Similarly, where research interview data was provided unconditionally but presented potential risks 

to the respondent’s employment, reputation or future ability to earn an income (Griffith University 
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Research Ethics Manual 2009, s.23.9), I exercised judgement as a researcher and also attributed 

this information to an anonymous interview respondent. Notwithstanding these exceptions, data 

from the interviews is attributed to the interview respondent.     

 

Conclusion 

 

This chapter presented the research methodologies that were used to inform the design of this 

research.  The theoretical framework informed by Bourdieu’s concept of the “field” and the space of 

possibles was discussed with reference to the theoretical analytical tools and processes that 

supported the lines of investigation and presentation of the data.  The qualitative case study 

method was rationalised as a research method that was compatible to the theoretical framework 

and the research material. This chapter also provided an overview of the process involved in 

selecting the research participants and case study organisations, and introduced the case study 

organisations, STC and Playbox. These organisations were used as defined cases to present 

episodes of artistic leadership within the theoretical framework. This approach provided a means of 

observing and understanding the agency of artistic directors, the conditions of the pre- and post-

MPAI field and evaluating Bourdieu’s theoretical processes as a method of research and analysis.  

The data collection processes were outlined and these included semi-formal interviews, document 

analysis, archive materials and observation.  The data analysis was coded through a selective 

coding process and categorised into themes that will be presented in the following case studies 

and a discussion of tenure.  
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Chapter Three 

 

 

 The architecture of the field: 

A review of historical and scholarly contexts 

  

 

Introduction 

This chapter provides an historical and scholarly background for my research into the agency of 

artistic directors in subsidised Australian theatre organisations. It brings to the foreground historical 

conditions of arts policy, arts leadership and the cultural roles of the subsidised theatre 

organisations, through an analysis of the “position of the field vis-à-vis the field of power” (Bourdieu 

& Wacquant 1992, p.104). This methodological metaphor is presented through a discussion of the 

relationship between government and the major subsidised theatre sector as it intersects through 

arts policies. Through this outline, the chapter maps the artistic, economic and political background 

of the major theatre companies, reconstructing an interpreted historical space of possibles, for the 

research and research methodology. These discussions enable an understanding of the structure 

of the foundations of the sector, contextualising the changes that the MPAI introduced to shift the 

distribution of capital throughout the sector.  The chapter is presented in two sections. The first 

section interprets significant moments in postwar arts policies as establishing the preconditions for 

the MPAI and its effect on the transformative agency of artistic directors. It is supported by a review 

of the literature from the fields of cultural policy, arts leadership and Australian theatre history. This 

section also reviews applications of Bourdieu’s field of cultural production as a theoretical and 

methodological framework.  

 

The first part of this chapter is presented through a review of significant “internally connected 

moments” in postwar Australian arts policy (Bourdieu & Wacquant 1992, p.104). It provides an 

outline of the subsidised performing arts sector’s foundations in the cultural and artistic agendas of 

the postwar reconstruction movement.   This section examines how this cultural movement 

established the architecture of the field: supporting ‘quality’ and ‘elite’ performing arts productions 

and artists through government subvention of a network of professional organisations. I argue that 

the legacy of this movement was a major performing arts sector dependent on ‘welfare’ or 

government subsidy. As policy, economic and artistic agendas changed, this condition required 
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further reviews attempting to reposition the performing arts organisations in an economic rationalist 

landscape. These transitions shaped the conditions and structure of the performing arts sector and 

its leaders.    

 

The final section of this chapter identifies themes in literature from the field of Australian arts policy, 

arts leadership, and historical and artistic eras of the Australian theatre sector. This review 

suggests arts policies were largely ineffectual in achieving their desired outcomes, often 

introducing further obstacles to the effective leadership of the sector. Furthermore, it finds that the 

artistic director position is understood through an idealised perception of its capacity to lead the 

sector. There is little research that expands upon this understanding. Despite efforts of arts policies 

to transform and secure the sector, many concerns in the subsidised theatre sector have arisen 

through patterns and problems of previous artistic leadership that can be attributed to the postwar 

financial and artistic structure of the sector. This review concludes by analysing applications of 

Bourdieu’s theoretical and methodological frameworks in arts research. The second half of this 

chapter places the present research within the nexus of these scholarly contexts. 

 

Part One: ‘A National Theatre’ - the emergence of a national space 

 

The concept of “A National Theatre” was put forward to the House of Representatives by Leslie 

Haylen, a Sydney Member of Parliament in 1944 (Rowse 2001, p.114).  The idea had been 

discussed in political and artistic circles prior to the war and Haylen’s formal proposal set in train a 

more considered evaluation of how the theatre might eventuate (Rowse 2001, p.117). While the 

merits of the idea and the form that the theatre should take were being considered through 

commissioned reports, committees, and public and private communiqués, the value of the concept 

was confirmed in 1948 when the Old Vic National Theatre toured to Australia. Sponsored by the 

Arts Council of Great Britain, the Old Vic presented drama that profiled the talent of its married film 

star actors, Vivien Leigh and Sir Laurence Olivier.  This event was significant for several reasons 

beyond the symbolic postwar ‘thank you’ to the Australian public that the Arts Council intended it to 

be: it brought the glamour of West End theatre (and the Hollywood screen) to Australia’s emerging 

economic and artistic environment and it inspired an interest in local theatre activity (Rickard 2002, 

p.129). Throughout their media interviews, the Oliviers frequently referenced their close friendship 

with expatriate dancer, Robert Helpmann. They famously recruited local actor, Peter Finch, to their 

company after seeing him perform in a semi-professional production. In bringing attention to the 

stand out talents of the local sector however, the extent of the sector’s inadequacies – namely a 

lack of venues, no professional training facilities and mostly undeveloped talent – became 
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apparent. At the time of The Old Vic tour, Australian theatre was characterised by amateur, 

vaudeville and “Little Theatre” (Milne 2004, p.76; Parsons 1997, p.159; Guthrie 1949, p.80, p.81) 

and discussion about the immature domestic artistic scene that had been presented to the touring 

company conveyed an urgent need for investment in an Australian national theatre (Phillips 1950a, 

pp.27 – 30). Notwithstanding these points of concern, for those advocating an equivalent Australian 

company the tour was important as it asserted “what theatre could offer” life in a post-Empire 

nation (Rickard 2002, pp.129 – 132).  

 

Olivier was reportedly uninterested in the local sector (Rickard 2002, p.132). However, he 

inadvertently weighed into discussions regarding the country’s deliberations about a national 

theatre by informing a Sydney Morning Herald reporter, 

 

Australia could not expect to build a theatrical tradition while it permitted its best actors to 

go overseas… A national theatre will give you fine theatre buildings but not actors and 

actresses. They are best developed by establishing theatre schools and building up your 

local theatre companies (“Old Vic plays may be broadcast” SMH 29 June 1948, p.3).  

Olivier’s suggestions were contradicted by advice offered from British theatre director Tyrone 

Guthrie a few months later. Guthrie had been commissioned by the Australian Government to 

examine the country’s theatre scene and determine “whether” and “how” a national theatre could 

be achieved (Rowse 1985, p.74; Guthrie 1949, p.78). He found, and coarsely described, the quality 

of Australian theatre to be “provincial”: below standard in performance and “appreciation”, and “far 

removed from current theatrical trends” (Milne 2004, p.10 – 12; Phillips 1950, p.27; Guthrie 1949, 

pp.81 – 83). As a result of these observations, Guthrie recommended sending Australian theatre 

artists to study with established, reputable schools in England, declaring “an actor is without honour 

in his own locality” (Guthrie 1949, p.82). The audience, Guthrie noted (as did Palmer in 1946), was 

also in need of artistic cultivation.  His recommendations imply that he saw it necessary for 

audience, repertoire and performers to be refined separately (Phillips 1950, p.27; Guthrie 1949, 

p.79). Under his plan, the local audiences would be treated (and their tastes calibrated) to imported 

performances of the highest possible quality, while “two thirds” of the expatriate performers, writers 

and directors were advised to return home after “two years” of artistic development in British 

institutions (Guthrie 1949, p.80). After this time in incubation they would be equipped to establish a 

replica of the fashionable British repertory company model and a polished aesthetic in the newly 

receptive Australian landscape, thus beginning the fertilisation of a national theatre and a receptive, 

cultural audience (Guthrie 1949, pp.81 – 83; see also Milne 2004, pp.10 – 11).  
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Not surprisingly given that one objective of the national theatre was to serve as a point of 

distinction from inherited British culture, Guthrie’s proposals were highly criticised and poorly 

received (Milne 2004, p.100; Phillips 1950a). While the majority of invested parties were displeased 

by his recommendations, some of Guthrie’s proposals can now be considered progressive and 

slightly prophetic. In particular, his recommendation that Australian actors abandon mimicry of the 

British accent is striking as it demonstrates an understanding of theatre’s currency in an emerging 

cultural landscape.  He suggested that Australian actors embrace their natural “lingo” as a means 

of asserting independent “national confidence”, and implied that this would also ingratiate theatre 

with the unenlightened local audience  (p.82). Many mainstream theatre productions were 

performed with ‘received pronunciation’ (RP), the rounded British stage voice, as a matter of 

practice until the 1960s.  When the Australian ‘voice’ began to appear in mainstage productions 

(although as much a matter of character as of accent), it came to symbolise the maturation of 

Australian theatre and define the New Wave (Varney 2011, pp.94 – 95; Mellor 2011, personal 

interview; Pensalfini & Fotheringham 2007, pp.50 – 52; Blundell 1997; Rowse 1985, p.69).  

Additionally, Guthrie’s long-term plan combining the import of “first class” theatrical product and 

“export” of local talent to a British “finishing school” (pp.81 – 82) proved to have some credibility. 

While it was dismissed as being parochial – perhaps correctly so at the time – in reviewing the 

history of the sector’s development there is evidence that suggests this dual approach succeeded, 

albeit in a form supported by agendas of domestic institutions and natural career progressions 

(Phillips 1950a, pp.27 – 30). 

At the time however, Guthrie’s insults to an already sensitive national culture served as further fuel 

for the mission to establish the ‘national theatre’ with its own identity. Some of the more passionate 

arguments about the nature and form the theatre should take were published in Meanjin between 

1945 and 1950 (see also Johanson 2000, pp.32 – 37). In one article, Vance Palmer envisioned that 

a ‘National Theatre’ would allow all capital cities to “boast a modest theatre, publically owned and 

properly equipped”, thus attracting “good companies from overseas” and developing Australia’s 

own “vital drama” (Palmer 1945, p.91). In another, Arthur (A.A) Phillips advocates for government 

investment in cultural infrastructure as an important method of forging a cultural identity, claiming  

a country cannot achieve nationhood until it has achieved articulateness…. who can 

expound it, can make us intelligently aware of our own meaning, our basic unities, the 

direction of our movement, so well as the writer, the painter, the musician? (1946, p.99).   

By 1950 however, the concept had manifested little more than a quantity of exchanges about 

ideas; despite Australia’s flourishing economy, the postwar arts and cultural environment was bleak 

(Craik 2006, p.4; Johanson & Rentschler 2002, p. 167). Phillips, continuing his argument for 
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government intervention, famously wrote of the Australian “cultural cringe”, describing local artistic 

product as “self-conscious” and “limited”, pleading for government intervention so that “quality”, 

confident Australian art could be produced (Hesketh 2013, p.99; Phillips 1950b, pp.298, 301; see 

also Rowse 1985, p.3). He argued that the Australian public desperately needed new, locally 

significant cultural symbols to identify with after participating in a European war (Gibson 2004, p.3; 

Johanson 2000). Despite his melancholic stance, Phillips offered hope for a more artistic future by 

proposing a thriving artistic scene would soon emerge in the promised postwar growth (1950, 

p.302).    

The responsibility for such growth was charged to the Director General of Post-war Reconstruction, 

H.C ‘Nugget’ Coombs (1906 – 1997). Coombs had studied at the London School of Economics 

(LSE) under the tutelage of John Maynard Keynes (1883 – 1946) in the 1930s. This education 

prompted Coombs to depart from traditional belief in the classical economics of the free market, 

converting to Keynes’ theories put forward in General Theory of Employment, Interest and Money 

(1936) and later, How to Pay for The War (1940) (Coombs in Rowse 1999, p.109). For Coombs, 

Keynes’ theories were transformative concepts that offered promise of a new social and political 

order. He recalled, “Keynes emerged as a focus of youthful enthusiasm and sense of revolt….if we 

survived (the war) we could set mankind fair with following wind on the way to a new society” 

(Coombs in Rowse 1999, p.109).  At its heart, Coombs saw that Keynes’ theories promoted and 

enabled “the capacity of public-sector institutions to foster social change”, something the market 

could not provide (Ferres & Adair 2007, p.6; Craik 2007, p.8; Holt 2002). Thus, the model was seen 

to offer promising solutions for Australia’s postwar economy and as a vehicle to improve the 

gloomy morale and perceived lack of national cultural identity (O’Neil 2009, p.16; Johanson & 

Rentschler 2002, p.167; Gibson 2004, p.3; Johanson 2000; Radbourne 1992; Pusey 1991). 

Of interest to Coombs’ postwar programs was Keynes’ appointment as Chair of the Council for the 

Encouragement of Music and the Arts (CEMA) in the United Kingdom in 1941.  In this role Keynes 

drove the formation of The Arts Council of Great Britain, becoming its inaugural chair in 1945 

(Eslake 2007, p.1; Johanson 2000, pp.25, 26; Rowse 1985, p.9). Essential to the formation of The 

Arts Council were Keynes’ theories that proposed government subvention into public programs 

would stimulate return activity in the public sector (Moggridge in Flew 2012, p.10). Furthermore, 

Keynes had long recognised that the arts could only flourish under such a program, stating 

“civilised ages have always recognised that a patron of the arts performs for the society he lives in 

a distinguished and magnanimous function. Without patrons, art cannot easily flourish” (in Eslake 

2007, p.1). Keynes’ belief in the power of the public arts institution underpinned the symbolic 

relationship building exercise inherent in the purpose of the Arts Council’s tour of the Old Vic to 

Australia (Johanson 2000, pp.25 – 31). 
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The influence of Keynes on Coombs and the latter’s stewardship of Keynesian economics into the 

Australian economy is well documented. In the arts management, cultural policy, history and 

economics fields their relationship has been meticulously researched and analysed by significant 

scholars including Coombs himself (see Johanson & Rentschler 2002, pp.167 – 170; Johanson 

2000, pp.25 – 45; Rowse 1999, pp.108 – 109; Pusey 1990; Rowse 1985; Coombs 1981). While 

reviewing this relationship in more detail is beyond the scope of this thesis, Coombs’ adoption of 

Keynes’ theories is significant to this research as it provides the economic and social framework 

and historical starting point for the subsidy of an Australian theatre sector. Keynes’ economics 

theories and work in establishing the Arts Council of Great Britain offered Coombs both a theory 

and a model upon which to develop a case to convince the Australian government to invest in 

infrastructure to transform postwar culture (Johanson 2008, p.142; Coombs 1971, p.35). For 

Coombs, the idea of a ‘National Theatre’ lent itself to stimulating the economy and developing 

quality artistic product that would contribute to the formation of a ‘national identity’ (Rowse 1999, 

p.109; Pusey 1991, p.107; Radbourne 1991).  For commentators concerned with the artistic and 

cultural importance of a ‘National Theatre’ such as Phillips, Palmer and Guthrie, the model of the 

Arts Council provided a centralised body to begin the development of a ‘quality’ professional and 

elite Australian theatre (Rowse 2002; Rowse 1985).   

After nearly a decade of advocacy, planning and meetings (the details of which are again beyond 

the objectives of this chapter), Coombs convinced otherwise indifferent Prime Ministers Chifley 

(1945 – 1949) and Menzies (1949 – 1966) to support the architecture of a subsidised national 

theatre (Eslake 2007, p.4; Milne 2004, p.80; Johanson & Rentschler 2002, p.167). The first 

milestone was the formation of the Australian Elizabethan Theatre Trust (the Trust) in 1954, jointly 

funded through government funding and public donations. Following Coombs’ Keynesian vision, 

this organisation was seen as an important offering from the government to its postwar public, an 

“unapologetic nation building exercise” (O’Neill 2009, p.6; Shaw in Rowse 2001, p.118; Johanson 

2000; Coombs 1954, p.283).  It was long anticipated but only represented the starting point for a 

national theatre (Parsons 1997, p.31). The Trust was set up as a centralised body with the task of 

“encouraging, promoting and developing drama, opera and ballet” (Coombs in Milne 2002, p.10; 

Rowse 2001, p.117; Rowse 1985, pp.6 – 9; Coombs 1954, p.283). It was established as both a 

physical theatre (in an existing theatre in Sydney’s Newtown) and an administrative agency 

(Australian Elizabethan Theatre Trust 1999, n.p).  These parts worked together: the Trust would 

meet in the venue to discuss the provision of funding for “organisations capable of presenting 

drama, opera and ballet of the highest artistic standards” (Coombs 1954, p.283), and the 

subsidised projects would use the theatre to develop their initial artistic products (National Library 

of Australia 1998).    
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Of particular interest to this research is Coombs’ announcement heralding the establishment of the 

Trust. Published in Meanjin as a response to previous articles examining a “National Theatre” in 

1954, it outlines the aims of the Trust and explicitly states that the beneficiary companies would be 

selected through demonstrated capacities to be “self-supporting within a reasonable time” (1954, 

pp.283 – 284). Furthermore he confirmed, “it is not the intention of the Trust to build theatres or 

provide permanent subsidies” (p.283). These statements indicate that at the time, the Trust 

intended the financial and governmental relationships it was cultivating for the sector to be 

temporary.  Coombs and his colleagues saw their role as an “elite architect”, designing and 

supervising the development of a national theatre through fostering organisations and projects in 

their infancy (Craik 2007, p.76). The Trust was not, at this stage, intending to provide ongoing 

governance.  Once established, the programs were expected to become less reliant on the Trust 

(and government) for its income.  Coombs’ final declaration in his Meanjin article is particularly 

noteworthy, as he cautioned the Trust was not “the solution to all the problems of Australian 

theatre” (p.285), suggesting resources beyond the initial programs were required to establish the 

dynamic sector that all envisioned. Despite the clarity of Coombs’ statements, an expectation of 

continued government support became entrenched in the sector.  This attitude would form the 

focus of a later inquiry conducted by the Industries Assistance Commission (IAC) between 1974 

and 1976. 

The Trust’s plan to realise a “National Theatre” was implemented by establishing companies that 

would represent the full spectrum of the performing arts and its cultures  (see Archer 2005; Rowse 

2001, p.117). After two years of deliberations, the Trust proposed to Prime Minister Menzies that 

the best means of achieving this objective would be through “decentring” funding of multiple, state 

based and discipline focused organisations to “concentrate the best available talent into single 

units” and “raise the standards of our own theatre, to that of the finest overseas companies” (Milne 

2004, p.10 – 19, pp.100 – 109, p.185; Johanson 2000; Hunt 1957 n.p). It recognised that the task 

of creating a dynamic theatrical industry from the existing small and fragmented theatre sector 

would require – as Olivier had earlier proposed – a dual focus on developing both the talents of 

artistic individuals and fostering the institutions that could train, house and present the resulting 

product.  In emphasising the importance of the skills development and success of individual artists, 

the Trust also conformed to elements of Guthrie’s original plan. Nonetheless, the task was 

enormous. The Chair’s annual report at the close of The Trust’s first year of operations reflected on 

its charter: 

This then, is The Beginning – a beginning that is rapidly capturing the warm-hearted 

response of Australian audiences. Difficulties and dangers lie ahead. It will take time to 

establish Australian leading artists on a level of popularity with overseas stars; it will take 
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time to develop a repertoire of Australian plays; it will take time to train a sufficiently large 

number of experienced artists to meet the demands of an increasing stage, television and 

cinema industry. But the challenge to create a theatre of Australians by Australians for 

Australians is being met and the dynamic of a pioneering civilisation will not fail in its 

pursuit (Hunt 1957, n.p). 

 

With such passionate direction, it can be understood how the Trust developed these ideas into 

functional institutions over a short timeframe.  During the 1950s and 1960s the Trust formalised the 

establishment of Melbourne Theatre Company (MTC) in 1954, Opera Australia in 1956, The 

National Institute of Dramatic Arts (NIDA) in 1958, The Australian Ballet (1961) and The Old Tote 

(1963).  Later, the Trust would inform the structure of the Australia Council (formed in 1968) and 

the ‘Australia Council for the Arts’ as it would be re-established in 1973 (O’Neill 2009, p.6).  The 

field previously dominated by the “‘Little’ and repertory theatre companies” (Milne 2003, p.50; 

Guthrie 1949, p.81) transitioned into a sector characterised by a network of larger, professional 

subsidised companies promoting values of artistic excellence, primarily based in the capital cities 

(Meyrick 2014, p.143; Milne 2003, p.50). Such was the concentration of funds into these few 

companies, the UNESCO Seminar on the Performing Arts in 1969 observed that the Australia 

Council “chose to concentrate funds on a limited number of companies which it hoped 

would…perform at high levels of competence by international standards” (UNESCO in Johanson 

2000, p.104). 

 

In the theatre sector these institutions enabled plays such as Ray Lawler’s Summer of the 

Seventeenth Doll (first performed 1955), Douglas Stewart’s Ned Kelly (1956) and The One Day Of 

The Year (1958), to forge their position in the national psyche (Rowse 2001, p.123; Parsons 1997, 

p.31).  Additionally, writers and administrators who found employment or training through the 

Trusts’ programs also flourished. Luminaries such as Sumner Locke Elliott, Patrick White, Douglas 

Stewart, Ray Lawler, John Bell, and Robyn Nevin were notable first-generation beneficiaries of 

these organisations. This period is described as “the golden years of Australian arts and cultural 

development” (Craik 2007, p.8; Macdonnell 1992, p.402). In the theatre sector, historians identify 

these productive years as the “first wave” of Australian theatre, the period commencing with the 

work of the Trust in 1954 and concluding with the formation of the Australia Council for The Arts 

(The Australia Council) in 1968 (Milne 2004, p.6, pp.82 – 99; Parsons 1997, p.32). Accounts of this 

era illustrate a lively cultural landscape abundant with opportunities for creativity, connections and 

professional practice (see Varney 2011; Sharman 2008; Brisbane 2005; Milne 2004, p.6, pp.71 – 

73; Wherrett 2000; Blundell 1997). Through these outcomes, the Trust succeeded in its mission to 

promote theatre and establish it as a vibrant component of contemporary Australian life.  
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In Coombs’ Keynesian vision, the Trust had anticipated that private donations and earned income 

would prove adequate financial resource to sustain theatrical activity beyond their start-up stages. 

While this plan was initially successful – donations were generously provided from elite individuals, 

business communities and the public – the Trust’s ideal of founding a self-sustaining public theatre 

sector was thwarted in following decades (Rowse 2001, p.120; Hunt 1957, n.p.). The “stable 

productivity” of theatre production (more commonly referred to as Baumol and Bowen’s ‘cost-

disease’), combined with the national progression towards economic rationalism in the 1970s 

exerted two forces on the Trust’s plan (Rowse 1985, p.12). On the expenditure side, continual 

increases in production costs were compromised by limited capacities to earn income (Baumol & 

Bowen 1965, pp.496 – 499); and on the income side, a contraction of government subvention into 

public programs saw grant programs reduced, with “governments insisting that a wide range of 

programs and services justify their existence in economic terms” (Throsby 2006, p.8; Flew 2014, 

p.50; Pusey 1998, p.44). The theatre companies – established under what was intended as a 

short-term period of subvention – became more reliant on subsidy from governments with changing 

social and cultural priorities to maintain their operations and deliver their artistic product.  This 

unforeseen departure from Coombs’ and the Trust’s vision marks a deepening of the fissure in the 

financial structure of the sector, placing increased financial pressure on its artistic leadership.  

Likewise, these economic conditions enforced considerable changes to the theatre companies’ 

postwar public role as a producer of cultural symbols and mender of morale. 

 

The temporary nature of Coombs’ initial plans to fund the theatre sector is often overlooked in 

historical analysis of Australian arts policy. Within this historical framework it can be seen that the 

Trust – and the programs of support it initially offered – was not intended to provide long-term 

subsidy to its emerging organisations. The initial plan however could not withstand the changing 

social and economic conditions. Coombs acknowledged these deficiencies in the design of the 

sector and 17 years after his initial launch of the Trust, conceded it was likely the performing arts 

organisations would always need ongoing financial support (1971, p.46). By this time however the 

Keynesian model of ‘welfare’ was entrenched in economic and managerial structures of the theatre 

companies and the expectations of its artists and leaders. Keynesianism – its economics and its 

belief in the power of the public sector – was entwined within the structure of the subsidised theatre 

sector.    

At the time of Coombs’ acknowledgement of the flaws in the Trust’s original plan, what the national 

economic changes would mean for the subsidised theatre sector was becoming clear.  In 1971 

‘Nixon Shock’ had introduced changes to global economies, the postwar boom in Australia had 

come to an end, and the concept of economic rationalism offered a solution and opportunity to 
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radicalise economic systems that had expired their postwar purpose (Pusey 1998, p.44). Inherent 

in economic rationalism was a call for less government subvention: cuts to spending were 

implemented and remaining programs of public funding needed justification through economic and 

social outcomes (Flew 2014, p.50; Pusey 1998, p.44). The performing arts, having achieved 

cultural relevance through programs of government support, were no exception.  

The first of several federal inquiries into the funding of the arts commenced in 1974 with The 

Industries Assistance Commission Inquiry Assistance (IAC) to The Performing Arts. This report 

sought to investigate the merits of the Commonwealth supporting the sector and the value that it 

returned to the public. Following the publication of this report in 1976, the McLeay report, 

Patronage Power and The Muse (Standing Committee on Expenditure, 1986) also sought to 

understand the return on Commonwealth support for the Australian public. To ensure that equal 

access was available to all who chose to partake of them, it emphasised ‘accessibility’ by 

promoting a distribution of the benefits of such welfare to the full population. These inquiries are 

described as being reactive to the emerging challenges rather than offering strategic, considered 

long-term solutions (Ferres, Adair & Jones 2010, p.268; see Throsby 2006). The emphasis of 

subsequent inquiries moved from investigating the complex issue of government subvention and 

public value and sought to reposition the performing arts sector to be more financially sustainable 

in the changing market (Craik 2007, pp.89 – 99).  For the performing arts sector, the significant 

policy publications Creative Nation Commonwealth Cultural Policy (1994), the Major Performing 

Arts Inquiry (1999), and the most recent attempt at a National Cultural Policy (NCP) in 2013 

introduced some structural and organisational changes to the sector, aligning them with present 

policy priorities. In summary, these inquiries reviewed the programs of subvention and sequentially 

realigned them with the economic rationalist paradigm. They were attempts to scaffold and repair 

what was intended to be temporary programs of government support. These tensions and their 

effect on the artistic leadership of theatre organisations are discussed in the following section of 

this chapter.  

Economic rationalism and the New Wave: an industry shaped by arts policy 

 

The national transition from the ‘Keynesian welfare state’ to economic rationalism brought changes 

to the financial and managerial structures of subsidised theatre companies. Additionally, it fostered 

a tension between the postwar notion of producing artistic work as a public ‘good’ and the 

understanding of what the tangible benefits for the public were (Ferres & Adair 2007, pp.6 – 9).  

The IAC was charged with examining these complex aspects of the sector and assessing the 

efficacy of national economic policies in public programs. It sought evidence of the subsidised 
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industries’ economic performance – the return on government investment – for public scrutiny 

(Craik 2006, p.5; IAC Act 1973, s.22).  The recommendations published in the IAC report, 

Assistance to the Performing Arts (1976), began the process of untangling the Keynesian ideology 

that hitherto supported the sector.  

 

The Inquiry focused on the larger companies in the sector. Many of these companies had been 

established by the Trust in the previous decade and were only operational for a few years before 

the IAC investigated their government assistance. The report was critical of the Keynesian model 

and “dissected the assumption that the ‘flagship philosophy’ should be subsidised in order to 

produce ‘excellence’ that would somehow, intangibly, enrich the community at large and the related 

belief that this was ‘settled national policy’” (Craik 2007a, p.91; Burton 2003, p.186). In its final 

report, the Commission put forward that the arts were simply “one industry among many” that 

contributed economic and cultural value to Australian public life (in Gibson, 2001, p.79) thus 

debasing the sector’s previous claims of providing society with a ‘public good’ (Craik 2007, p.32; 

Caust 2003; Gibson 2001, p.79).  Furthermore, it recommended that the government change its 

patterns of funding the performing arts to be more accountable in the allocation of public monies 

(Gardiner-Garden 2009, p.5; IAC 1976). It emphasised this pathway further by recommending that 

the government completely withdraw funding from central organisations after an eight-year 

program of reducing support. This left the companies contemplating a departure from the financial 

model of subsidy and the main source of income that had funded their activity since inception 

(Gardiner-Garden 2009, pp.5 – 6; Throsby 1982, pp.242 – 245). By embracing a rationalist 

approach to the support of cultural, public goods the IAC report is recognised for segregating the 

intrinsic value of the arts from the organisation’s need to function as a financially sound entity 

(Galloway & Dunlop 2007; Caust 2003; Stevenson 2000).  It was no longer enough for the 

organisations to simply provide artistic product for the pubic good: they must do so supported by 

their own fund raising and by rationalising what they received from governments. 

 

Not surprisingly, the IAC report was unfavourably received in the artistic community. The response 

was one of “outrage” that the IAC could interfere in the welfare of the sector (Throsby 1982, p.242). 

Similarly, the federal government opposed the economic rationalist agenda of the paper with Prime 

Minister Fraser stating “art isn’t something that can be judged merely by harsh economic criteria” 

(Fraser in Macdonnell 1992, p.204). The government accepted few of the Commission’s 

recommendations, rebutting and opposing the majority of others (Gardiner-Garden 2009, pp.5 – 8; 

Throsby 1982, pp.249 – 250). Notwithstanding the government’s dismissal of the report and the 

limited changes that were introduced as a result, this report unsettled the theatre sector’s 

understanding of its position in national arts and culture.  It represented a turning point for the 
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performing arts companies, and their relationship with government; the economic and policy 

framework in which the organisations operated was transfigured (Craik 2007, pp.90 – 91).  

 

This transition was an uncomfortable fit with the organisations and agencies that had been 

established and assumed their relevance within the postwar Keynesian ideology (Throsby 1982, 

pp.242 – 245). Jean Battersby, the founding Chief Executive Officer (CEO) of the Australia Council 

for The Arts (1968 – 1982), recognised that the changing economic framework introduced 

bureaucratic processes to the Council that compromised the merits of Coombs’ Keynesian vision. 

She wrote in 1979 that the Council had come to see itself as “… less as a tool of social 

development and a source of ideas than as an executive body primarily concerned with grant-

giving” (Battersby in Johanson & Rentschler 2002, p.174). Rather than making decisions to 

enhance national cultural and artistic productivity, the Council was reduced to an administrative 

body assessing and accounting economic and cultural values. Alongside the companies, its 

position and role in the sector had also been transformed. While this period was characterised by 

changes perceived as detrimental to the sector, the theatre sector was marked by a second 

postwar period of heightened activity – the New Wave – spanning roughly the length of Battersby’s 

leadership at the Council.  

The New Wave (1966 – 1981) gained its momentum through the initial efforts of the Trust. The 

artists who benefitted from the opportunities and companies of the Anglo first wave had developed 

artistically and, as had been the intention of The Trust, were energetic and well resourced. They 

forged their own, new projects outside of the formalised state based companies (Milne 2002, p.6). 

During this period, companies such as Playbox, Pram Factory, La Mama, Nimrod, Griffin Theatre 

Company, and Australian Dance Theatre began and, in contrast to the text-based productions of 

the state companies these new companies produced experimental theatre that was characteristic 

of this confident, youthful and progressive sector. Battersby supported this movement with 

Australia Council funds stating “unless you get people experimenting … you won’t get your great 

classics in a hundred years time” (in Ingleton 2010, n.d). The Council’s permission for the sector to 

play with convention became an important characteristic of the theatre that emerged from this 

period.  The New Wave broadened the understanding of contemporary Australian ‘theatre’, 

symbolising a clear departure from the inherited British models. Milne described this era as 

“Australianising Australian theatre” (Milne 2002, p.73), the sector representing the idea of a 

‘national theatre’ that postwar advocates had envisioned.   

Notwithstanding the successes of this era, the economic and artistic framework encompassing the 

sector continued its transformation. This change is demonstrated through the attitudes of 

successive CEOs of the Australia Council whose time in the role roughly corresponds with the New 
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Wave (Battersby) and the ‘final wave’ (Timothy Pascoe 1981 – 1984) of Australian theatre. While 

Battersby was supportive of artists and companies exploring new forms of practice, Pascoe was 

concerned (in the fashion of economic rationalism) with manoeuvring artists away from the public 

purse.  Where Battersby had been Coombs’ personal appointment to the Council, Pascoe had 

chaired a research project called Building Private Sector Support for the Arts (1977). Following the 

rationale of the IAC report, this project researched new methods of supporting the arts through 

private and commercial means, recommending that “artists should be supported by buying their 

work rather than giving them money” (Throsby 1982, p.245; in Finlay 1977, p.7). The profile of 

Pascoe’s report was significant enough for it to be featured in the Australian Woman’s Weekly. 

Indicative of the mainstream public’s attitude towards the arts, the magazine’s editor Ita Buttrose 

asserted the project’s position by stating “...that it (the arts) doesn’t necessarily need government 

funding” (Buttrose in Finlay 1977, p.7).   

 

A final wave of theatre activity is recognised between 1982 and 1997. It is described as a period of 

“consolidation, repositioning and decline” (Milne, 2002 p.6) and is marked by further changes to 

financial structures and shifts in the understanding of the value of the arts. However, during this 

period a number of new significant institutions and individuals continued to shape the contemporary 

cultural and artistic landscape.  In the theatre sector, Jim Sharman reimagined the State Theatre 

Company of South Australian (STCSA) into an ensemble theatre company called Lighthouse in 

1982 providing a fertile training ground for Australia’s most successful contemporary theatrical 

talent such as Geoffrey Rush, Kerry Walker and John Wood (Rachel Healy, Aubrey Mellor, 

personal correspondence 2011; Milne 2008). Company B formed at the Belvoir Street Theatre in 

1984 (Neil Armfield was a foundation member and would become their inaugural Artistic Director in 

1994) and John Bell established John Bell Shakespeare Company (1990) with the vision of 

reimaging the works of Shakespeare for national audiences. These companies were deliberately 

positioned outside of the “mainstream” aesthetic particular to the state theatre company network 

(although Lighthouse returned to STCSA on Sharman’s departure) and provided opportunities for 

the artists of the New Wave to take positions of artistic leadership within the sector (Milne 2004, 

p.123 – 143).  

 

The third wave of Australian theatre was punctuated by two policy events and further changes to 

the perception of the value of the arts. The Report by the House of Representatives’ Standing 

Committee on Expenditure, Power Patronage and The Muse (1986) and Creative Nation, the first 

short-lived attempt at a national cultural policy (1993) were authored against the rise of the cultural 

or ‘creative industries’ movement.  While the shift towards the industry model occurred 

incrementally during the previous twenty-five years, these publications confirmed its permanence in 
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the arts sector. 

 

Power, Patronage and The Muse examined the role of the Commonwealth in funding the arts. 

‘Access’ and ‘diversity’ were key words in public policy at this time and the report aimed to identify 

the value of the arts so that funding and distribution might be “culturally democratic” (Craik 2007, 

p.92).  While it did not specifically focus on the performing arts, the IAC report that was published 

ten years earlier still concerned scholars and critics (see Throsby 1984; Parsons in Burton 2003, 

p.186) and Power Patronage and The Muse was seen as an attempt to redress some of these 

concerns. In light of the rage that followed the IAC report, Power Patronage and The Muse firmly 

defined its purpose, stating  

 

The Committee does not accept that artists should have the final, or even the principal, 

say in grant or policy decisions. The purpose of arts support is to advance the public 

interest rather than the interest of artists ... This requires more than an assessment of 

artistic merits (1986).  

 

The report however was more balanced in its position: like the IAC report, it rejected “the view that 

Commonwealth assistance is a right of the arts because of their merits” but also dismissed the idea 

that “arts assistance is a specialised form of welfare for artists” (McLeay in Craik 2007, p.92).  

Despite its general focus, the report made special mention of the large performing arts companies. 

To maintain the professionalism of these ‘flagships’, the report recommended that their 

administration be centralised under the Australia Council (Craik 2007, p.93). This course of action 

continued the historical process of delineating these larger organisations of ‘excellence’ from the 

general field of theatre practice (Rowse 2001, pp.120 – 122; Johanson 2000, p.100, pp.109 – 110).  

This recommendation however was something of an anomaly in the report.  Its goal was to 

fundamentally shift the national artistic psyche away from the Trust’s initial emphasis on quality and 

excellence in the arts: it sought a more egalitarian model of funding and promoted democratic 

access to the outcomes.  By promoting this model the report’s Chair, Leo McLeay wrote,   

 

we define this not as wider access to the so-called high arts, but rather as access by the 

community to a diversity of cultural experiences from which individuals may choose for 

themselves the cultural activities of most benefit to themselves at any time (in Craik 2007, 

p.92). 

 

After this report the arts sector began to embrace some earlier recommendations. While the IAC’s 

labelling of the performing arts as “industry” (1976) was initially rejected, the notion of an ‘arts 
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industry’ was re-claimed in the 1990s with the ‘creative industries’ model formalised in national 

policy, funding guidelines and the arts vernacular (Stevenson 2000, p.3). Power Patronage and 

The Muse confirmed that the era rationalising Keynesian subsidy had passed and the industry 

model offered the sector a method of measuring the contribution the arts made to the economy in 

quantifiable terms.  Repositioned as ‘an industry’, the arts provided statistics in employment, 

cultural tourism, sales and product export and captured the “multiplying” effects of its activities on 

the economy (Caust 2003). These numbers, more concrete than the “special pleading” that 

previously dominated the performing arts’ responses to the reports, provided a stronger argument 

for the government to subsidise its activities (Craik 2007, p.32).   Theatre director Wesley Enoch 

recalls being a member of the Australia Council’s Drama Committee in 1993 and observing the 

changes in language and systems of measurement to reflect these principles in grant assessment 

(2014, p.25).  Under such a regime, Enoch’s committee found that the larger theatre companies’ 

statistics were wanting and accordingly awarded the majority of funds to the smaller artistically 

diverse companies.  As Enoch recalls, “all hell broke loose” and the major companies’ Artistic 

Directors approached the government to reinstate their money (p.26). It was under such conditions 

that the Keating government’s Creative Nation policy was launched in 1994, continuing to seek a 

more secure position for the flagship organisations. 

 

Creative Nation: Commonwealth Cultural Policy (1994) was Australia’s first national cultural policy 

(Craik 2007, p.93; Hesmondhalgh and Pratt 2005; Stevenson 2000). Launched by Prime Minister 

Keating (1991 – 1996), Creative Nation placed arts and culture at the centre of federal policy (Craik 

2007, p.76). However, Keating proclaimed it was also an “economic policy” and the document was 

explicit in aligning the future of the performing arts with economic outputs (DOCITA 1994, p.6). On 

these grounds, it represented another significant shift in the economic base and understanding of 

the public value of the arts sector. Following the arguments put forward in Power, Patronage and 

The Muse (1986), Creative Nation continued to distance the government from the concept of 

“elitism” in preference for the more marketable and profitable creative industries (Galloway and 

Dunlop 2007, p.19). Additionally – despite these proposals – the policy also continued the process 

of safeguarding the large performing arts organisations.  While they were no longer seen as 

important cornerstones of public culture, the policy sought to preserve their status as ‘elite’ cultural 

producers.  To assist this, Creative Nation repositioned them as significant contributors to the 

domestic economy by separating them into their own administration, the statutory Major 

Organisations Board (MOB) (McLeay 1997, p.42; DOCITA 1994, p.1).  

 

Creative Nation’s introduction of the ‘creative industries’ model was proposed to maximise the 

economic productivity of the performing arts.  Paradoxically, given the heartfelt pleas of the earlier 
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generations to distance Australia’s theatrical product from imperial postwar culture, Creative Nation 

was inspired by the United Kingdom government’s “Creative Industries Task Force Mapping 

Document 2001” (Creative Industries Task Force 2000). This document presented the foundations 

of the creative industries as “activities which have their origin in individual creativity, skill, and talent 

and which have the potential for wealth and job creation through generation and exploitation of 

intellectual property” (Cunningham 2002, p.1). The Australian performing arts sector initially 

welcomed this chance to function within a new economic model (Cunningham 2002, p.4). 

Relocated to the commercial marketplace however, it was impossibly placed to compete with the 

digitally enabled areas of design, software and music. These practices had the ability to mass 

produce stock, respond to fluctuations in the market and capitalise on the potential of the digital 

marketplace. The performing arts sector – ephemeral rather than tangible – was not able to adapt 

its production or distribution to maximise these technological advances. This economic obstruction 

was a continuation of the “cost disease” dilemma that Coombs later conceded was a permanent 

fixture of the field (1971).  As one of thirteen original categories within the cultural industries the 

performing arts became subsumed within the “agenda of economic policy” (Galloway & Dunlop 

2007, p.3).    

 

Notwithstanding the creative industries model, many of the initiatives offered by Creative Nation 

were short lived. Keating’s government lost to John Howard’s Liberal Party in March 1996, leaving 

time for only a few of Creative Nation’s initiatives to be achieved during its sixteen month existence 

(Craik 2007, pp.14  – 15). The MOB was one of these initiatives and was established as an agency 

to administer the needs of the major performing arts organisations in 1995.  Separated from the 

Australia Council, MOB provided “predictable and stable funding” for the ‘elite’ organisations, 

allowing them to bypass the peer review process that Enoch outlined (Brown-Watt 2011, personal 

interview; Commonwealth of Australia 1994, p.16). It was intended that the formation of MOB 

would address the “underlying financial difficulties” of the sector: some organisations were provided 

with a one-off payment to balance their accounts before commencing MOB’s guaranteed line of 

triennial funding (Commonwealth of Australia 1994, p.6). The establishment of such a body 

acknowledged that these performing arts organisations still needed “special requirements” in order 

for them to fulfil their responsibilities to the national economy and cultural life (Craik 2007; 

Commonwealth of Australia 1994, p.16).    

 

Despite the initiative however, by 1997 – the last year of Milne’s ‘final wave’ of Australian theatre – 

a number of the performing arts organisations grouped in MOB were in financial distress (Brown-

Watt 2011, personal interview; Milne 2004, p.235; AMPAG 2010). Research conducted by MOB 

and presented to the national Cultural Ministers Council between 1995 and 1998 confirmed that the 
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sector was in financial crises and unable to meet the objective to deliver “a strong and creative 

performing arts sector” (Brown-Watt 2011, personal interview; Cultural Ministers Council 2010).  

While Creative Nation had anticipated that the MOB structure would assist in overcoming the 

organisations’ financial problems, this plan proved unrealistic.  As well as the “cost disease” 

phenomena, socio-political challenges of globalisation, technological progress and the economic 

rationalisation of the creative industries paradigm further complicated the performing arts’ ability to 

function soundly (Craik 2007, p.96; Johanson 2000, p.1). It was these complex dilemmas that the 

MPAI sought to address in 1998.  

‘Securing the Future’ – the significance of the Major Performing Arts Inquiry  (1999) 

The Major Performing Arts Inquiry (MPAI) was commissioned by MOB in 1998. It addressed the 

“financial crisis” and “concerns about the continual financial pressures” facing the major performing 

arts organisations (Brown-Watt 2011; Craik 2007, p.96; Department of Communication and The 

Arts 1998, p.26).  The 31 organisations investigated by the MPAI were the state theatre 

companies, ballet companies, opera companies, orchestras and national music, circus and dance 

organisations of national significance and with a minimum turnover of $1million. While these 

organisations represented only 17 per cent of the subsidised organisations in the performing arts 

sector, the Chair of the Inquiry, Helen Nugent rationalised their importance through economic 

statistics.  When viewed as a component of the complete performing arts sector, these 

organisations represented “71 per cent of paid attendances, 79 per cent of earned income and 86 

per cent of the employment”: despite their small number they offered a “disproportionate 

contribution to Australian life” (Nugent 2000, p.90). Culturally, the companies occupied “a vital role 

in helping Australia make the transition from a smokestack to an information economy” (Nugent 

2000, p.92).  Although the Inquiry was criticised as continuing to protect the major organisations at 

the expense of the arguably equally important and less financially advantaged small-medium sector 

(Craik 2007, p.97), Nugent proposed “by understanding the challenges facing the 31 major 

companies, some light would be shed on the issues facing the other parts of the sector” (Nugent 

2000, p.92).   

 

The MPAI was different to the inquiries previously initiated by the federal government.  It made a 

deliberate effort to understand the cause of the crisis and focused on what the companies needed 

to address their position.  It adopted a two-fold approach by reviewing the external conditions of the 

sector – the “forces driving change” – and the internal “structural, financial, managerial and 

governance barriers” of the companies themselves (Department of Communication and The Arts 

1999, p.26). After twelve months examining the functions of each company, the Inquiry confirmed 

the dire state of the sector. It found that the “viability” and “survival” of many companies was in 
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doubt (Department of Communication and The Arts 1999, p.ix). Grouped together, the sector had 

recorded deficits for the previous five years.  Furthermore, it was recognised that the companies 

did not have the managerial competencies or systems to administer their companies to a level 

expected of businesses with similar turnover and public-government obligation (Brown Watt 2011, 

personal interview). Until the MPAI, the companies had functioned with limited managerial and 

financial expertise (Mellor 2011, personal interview; Ross 2011, personal interview; Brown-Watt 

2011, personal interview).   

 

The Inquiry attempted to resolve both issues of market position and the skill level of the companies’ 

administration in publishing Securing The Future in 1999.  To do this, the report first asserted the 

role of the performing arts in contemporary Australian life, albeit clearly worded within the economic 

rationalist framework: 

Australia should have a vibrant major performing arts sector that enriches Australian life 

and builds its image as an innovative and sophisticated nation; that Australia should cost-

effectively deliver broad access to the major performing arts — recognising that the arts 

are for everyone; and that Australia should have a financially viable major performing arts 

sector that supports artistic vibrancy (in Craik 2007, p.96).  

To facilitate this vibrant and financially viable sector, the report presented 95 recommendations: 41 

points of action were offered to government to secure the longevity and vibrancy of the companies; 

53 recommendations were provided to the companies to resolve issues of management and 

accountability; and outlined a plan to implement these points.  A critical recommendation was the 

assignment of specific roles and artistic and geographic territories for each organisation. This re-

structuring of the sector was intended to “take advantage of the changes” that were occurring in the 

national landscape, effectively providing each organisation with a defined market segment and 

stabilised position (Department of Communication and The Arts 1999, p.ix).  The performance of 

each company in these roles would be assessed under “rigorous and publicly available 

performance measures” in new contracts with the government (Department of Communication and 

The Arts 1999, p.ix).  

The Inquiry employed a business model to analyse the organisations’ internal operations (Craik 

2007, p.96). Finding them in poor shape, the Inquiry’s recommendations to the companies focused 

on introducing measures to “improve management expertise” of the board and staff (Caust 2010, 

p.53; Department of Communication and The Arts 1999, p.181).  These courses of action were 

designed to open up the companies’ opportunities for partnerships and funding and included advice 

to “review organisational structures” (pp.181 – 185) and to “strive to accommodate government 

priorities” (p.177). The report also encouraged companies to polish their presentation in the 
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marketplace by recommending they develop “more sophisticated packaging and marketing” 

approaches (p.172).  Employing a vernacular more familiar at that point in time with industry, the 

report transitioned the management of the performing arts organisations to a business model 

requiring standardised reporting and accountability. The newly devised contracts with government 

emphasised high standards of management and governance and aligned productivity targets to 

funding.  This approach confirmed the organisations’ position in the competitive, rationalised 

economy of the neoliberal era (Caust 2003, p.51; Burton 2003, p.185).  

Securing the Future was described as introducing “radical change” (Mealey 1999) to the practice of 

performing arts company administration. Its controversial recommendations were met with 

scepticism by a few outspoken theatre artists wary of previous attempts to transition the sector.  

The sector, established in out-of-date financial and artistic models was deeply flawed, some 

believed too problematic to attempt another repair.  Playwright Jack Hibberd expressed such a 

view in an open letter to the Inquiry’s chair stating, “no amount of economic asceticism and 

restructuring of existing institutions will salvage the situation. In my view the state of the art is 

critical and we virtually have good monies following bad” (Hibberd 1999, p.51). 

The report provided financial measures to facilitate this transition.  The group received an 

additional $70 million dollars over four years to realign their programming and invest in staff 

training. In addition, the government agreed to provide predetermined set funding that would allow 

the organisations to plan and adequately fulfil their commitments to artistic and geographic 

territories (Kelly 2013, p.10; Theatre Survey Report 2006, p.2). The measures launched in Creative 

Nation (1994) that provided a central body to represent the interests of the companies continued 

within a separate agency, renamed Australian Major Performing Arts Group (AMPAG). This body 

advocates for the interests of the major performing arts companies to the federal government and 

conducts regular research and surveys of the sector against the measures introduced in the MPAI 

report (Theatre Survey Report 2006, 2009). The collection of this information allows AMPAG to 

represent the interests of the group at a federal level.      

 

Reflecting on the Inquiry twelve months after the introduction of the recommendations, Nugent 

summarised the major outcomes of the report as the “new funding model, changes to arts 

companies’ finance dynamics, setting up MPAB” (Major Performing Arts Board – now AMPAG) 

(Nugent 2000, p.90). However, more than fifteen years after the implementation of the Inquiry’s 95 

recommendations, it has been argued that the “overall wellbeing of the major performing arts 

companies has not markedly improved” (Craik 2007, p.97). Research commissioned by AMPAG in 

2006 confirmed this finding, describing the sector as being in an artistic and financial “crisis” (in 

Middleton 2008, p.3). A subsequent paper identified that a number of the major organisations 
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required additional funding to secure their operations between 2008 and 2010, and that these 

funds were seen as “catch ups” rather than ongoing safeguards against financial distress 

(Middleton 2008, p.3).  In 2011, the Australia Council identified aspects of the performing arts 

sector as “one of the most vulnerable areas of the arts”.  

 

Did the Inquiry succeed in its objective to ‘stabilise the sector’? While the recommendations 

adopted from Securing the Future reorganised the funding and administration of the major 

companies, Fotheringham argues that the assigned roles and territories only deepened embedded 

boundaries, forging a culture of exclusion rather than cooperation (2010).  Caust observes that the 

culmination of changes between funding agencies and organisations that occurred in the years 

after the Inquiry saw the priorities of the funding agencies driven by a “market agenda” rather than 

an “artistic agenda” (2003, p.53), while she notes that in adopting the business model, performing 

arts organisations lost a resonance with their nonprofit and socially oriented status, becoming more 

like “business entities with a need to prove positive financial outcomes as a first priority” (Caust 

2010). Likewise, Burton proposes that the Inquiry was too focused on the internal administration of 

the companies, and thus failed in its goal to reposition the companies in the realigned creative 

industries market (Burton 2003, p.188).   Craik notes that even by the Australia Council’s own 

measures the Inquiry cannot be considered successful, proposing the model is unsustainable 

(Craik 2006, p.9; Lundy in Craik 2005, p.15; Craik 2005, pp.14 – 15). Despite these outcomes, the 

report provided an enduring framework for the management of performing arts companies and their 

relationship with government (Fotheringham 2013, p.10). It remains largely as the structure of the 

present sector.  

 

The National Cultural Policy: a postscript 

In March 2013, the Australian Government published Creative Australia National Cultural Policy 

(NCP).  The document was published after a series of public and sector consultations, 

communiqués and commissioned reviews formally began in 2011, inspired by a proposal raised in 

former Prime Minister Rudd’s 2020Summit (2008). This process was underway when I conducted 

the research interviews for this thesis. Many of the participants were enthusiastic about the 

potential changes the NCP could offer the conditions of the theatre sector.   

The NCP would have been the first national cultural policy since Creative Nation (Department of 

the Prime Minister and Cabinet 2011, p.3). It was cast aside after the federal Arts Minister Simon 

Crean initiated a leadership spill against Prime Minister Gillard one week after its publication. 

Crean was subsequently sacked and the policy he steered through its final stages forgotten. Gillard 
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was defeated in the 2013 federal election leaving the policy’s proposals largely uninitiated.  

Nevertheless, some of the plans outlined in the policy provide an indication of recent attitudes 

towards arts policy and funding. A review process undertaken during the policy’s consultancy stage 

and reported in Creative Australia found that Coombs’ original vision for the Australia Council was 

still “relevant but should be updated to reflect its place in 21st century Australia and the evolving 

contemporary arts sector”(2013, p.52, p.131). To facilitate this, Creative Australia prioritised 

modernising “funding and support” infrastructure through private sector support, reviewing the 

purpose of the Australia Council and funding work of the “greatest artistic excellence regardless of 

artform” (Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet 2013, pp.51 – 59).   

In 2015, Arts Minister George Brandis allocated $104.7 million to The National Programme for 

Excellence in the Arts [sic].  Brandis proposes this program “will allow for a truly national approach 

to arts funding and will deliver on a number of Government priorities including national access to 

high quality arts and cultural experiences” (in Mendelssohn 2015a). 

Part Two: scholarly contexts 

 

The second part of this chapter reviews literature from the cultural policy, arts leadership and 

Australian theatre fields, providing a scholarly context for this research.   The artistic director 

position is an under researched area; hitherto a large component of discussion and analysis of this 

role has typically been conducted within niche forums such as industry-based publications, panels, 

social media sites and published opinion pieces. Little scholarly research has been published on 

the position, particularly in the Australian context.  My research contributes to filling this gap.  For 

this review however, as my research proposes that the artistic leadership position is shaped by 

political, economic and artistic forces, I have focused on literature that reveals the contexts the 

position operates in as well as reviewing analysis of the position itself. For this reason this review is 

primarily concerned with supporting areas of academic inquiry, drawing analysis from literature on 

Australian arts policy, arts leadership and Australian theatre history. As these contexts were formed 

by specific historical conditions and the concept of postwar national culture, I am primarily 

concerned with Australian scholarship, referencing international work to expand points of 

discussion in some places. This review provides a foundation for my research questions examining 

the forces affecting agency of the artistic director position. 

I present this review in four thematic sections. The first part builds upon the previous section of this 

chapter that outlined the historical development of Australian arts policies relating to the major 

subsidised theatre sector. It reviews three themes in the literature of Australian arts policy that 
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inform my research. These themes are: the critical analytical position adopted by scholars in 

literature analysing postwar arts policies; the concept of ‘excellence’ and how it shaped the 

historical structures of the sector; and the relationship between individuals and policy. The second 

part of this review defines the artistic director of subsidised companies as an artistic leader. The 

third part discusses the postwar movements within Australian theatre, observing how they 

responded to the structures upholding “excellence” and national political and economic transitions.  

This section discusses these historical conditions as ongoing issues continuing to influence artistic 

leadership within the sector.   I conclude this review by briefly discussing Bourdieu’s field of cultural 

production as a theoretical and methodological framework within the literature from the Australian 

theatre field. These reviews, in conjunction with the outline of arts policies provided in the previous 

section, provide an historical and scholarly context for my research. 

Analysing arts policies 

Analysis of Australian arts policies tends to concentrate on specific aspects of individual policies. 

This approach follows the narrow focus of the policies themselves, as Makeham, Hadley and Kwok 

observe “performing arts policies in Australia have concentrated on singular elements in a system” 

(2012, n.p). Hunt and Shaw perceive this to be a critical failure of arts policies, as they tend to 

address distinct aspects of the sector rather than attending to the sector as a whole (2008, p.43). 

This approach is reflected in the objectives of post-Whitlam era government-led inquiry and the 

“review cycle” that, in turn, addressed issues of funding (IAC Assistance to the Performing Arts, 

1975), accessibility (Patronage, Power and The Muse 1986), the creative industries (Creative 

Nation 1994) and company administration (MPAI, 1999) (Strickland in Craik 2005, p.14). This 

method, described as a “fix-it” approach, equates “the “health” of singular elements … as a sign of 

the “health” of the system” (Makeham, Hadley and Kwok 2012, n.p; Craik 2005, p.15) and avoids 

the complex issues relating to the instrumental nature of the arts-government relationship.  As 

Ferres, Adair and Jones observed, these inquiries were commissioned in response to conditions 

and their adverse affect on discrete sections of the sector rather than proactively planning for 

sustainable futures (2010, p.268).  Meyrick’s account of this system exudes frustration, “there is a 

sense of repetition, of the same struggles being reappraised, of insights hard-won then 

relinquished in fits of collective amnesia – of Australian theatre being caught in the hell of a 

Nietzschean eternal return” (2014, p.139).  Arguably a more longitudinal and whole-of-sector 

approach to arts policy would require a depth of historiographical and critical analysis of arts 

policies that government agencies are not equipped or inclined to explore in short terms of 

government.  
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In terms of research and analysis, interest in arts and cultural policies was popular in the 1990s 

and was recently renewed in the years leading up to the publication of the short-lived National 

Cultural Policy (NCP), published in 2013 (Glow & Johanson 2006, p.262). Much of this analysis 

however is also one-dimensional, Meyrick claiming that work in this genre typically puts forward 

arguments under the premise that “changes in cultural policy cause isomorphic changes in the 

cultural field” (Meyrick 2014, p.140).  Similarly, Craik describes analysis that promoted a subtext of 

mendicancy as being at the expense of rigorous unbiased analysis, going further to categorise 

literature into cases for or against government support (2007, p.xiv). Meyrick is also critical of the 

academicisation of the arguments, drawing from his industry and scholarly expertise to conclude, 

“they assume that analyzing policy provisions provides an authoritative guide to what happens, and 

can happen, in the sector” (Meyrick 2014, p.140). Makeham, Hadley and Kwok also put a case for 

a more complex methodology, advocating for an “ecologies approach” to research that 

“concentrates on engagements, energies, and flows as signs of health”(2012, n.p).    Nonetheless, 

some of these recent arguments offer an understanding of current aspects of arts policy and their 

affect on the theatre sector and I will review these towards the end of this section.  The body of 

literature I firstly address in this review provides the main pathways for my research questions and 

is typically more sociological, historiographical and analytical of the government-arts relationship 

(Glow & Johanson 2006, p.267).   

 

Before the NCP era prompted a renewed interest in arts and cultural policies, there was no “simple 

summary” of the policies or the main conduit for such policies, the Australia Council for the Arts 

(Herd 2012, pp.381 – 382; 2007, p.66).  More recently, Margaret Seares and John Gardiner-

Garden provided such précis in their Cultural Policies in Australia report (2010) commissioned by 

the Australia Council. The research draws heavily from Gardiner-Garden’s briefing paper for 

federal parliament Commonweatlh Arts Policy and Administration (2009), prepared in his role as a 

government researcher. This background note outlined developments and key publications 

throughout successive eras of government, withholding scholarly analysis.  Similarly, Cultural 

Policies in Australia (2010) is comprehensive but light in its evaluation of the Council’s initiatives.  

This quality is partly due to the document’s purpose: to catalogue policies, reviews, agencies and 

services as content for a database of international policies curated by International Federation of 

Arts Councils and Culture Agencies (IFACCA) launched in 2011 (2010, p.3). While prepared 

squarely from the point of view of the Australia Council, the document provides a comprehensive 

summary of Australian arts policies, offering a chance to review the quantity and range of 

government support to the arts since federation. As such, the report provides an opportunity to 

reflect on their efficacy.  Notably, the content is largely “abandoned cultural policies”: programs that 

were discontinued through changes in government or shifting priorities (Enoch 2014, p.54). 
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Arguably, their success is debatable. The report provides only a particularly brief summary of the 

MPAI, in contrast to it representing a critical moment in literature from the subsidised performing 

arts sector (Caust 2010, 2003; Burton 2003). The divisive nature of the Inquiry’s recommendations, 

specifically elevating the major companies to a separate class of organisation, was summarised 

from the perspective of the Australia Council as  

 

The new Major Performing Arts Board would be dealing with a funding envelope that was 

significantly larger than those of any of the other boards, including the Music Board. 

Concern was expressed that the Council would be too focused upon these major 

companies, a concern that has raised its head from time to time ever since (2010, p.34).  

 

A more critical analysis spanning postwar arts and cultural policy is found in Craik’s Re-Visioning 

Arts and Cultural Policy: Current Impasses and Future Directions (2007).  This monograph is 

significant as it evaluates the central tension informing the arts-government relationship: the arts’ 

claim of providing a public good against a rigorous assessment of their case for government 

support. Craik conducts this analysis by applying measures of evaluation drawn from a public 

policy framework to assess their effectiveness.  This work consolidates Craik’s previous research, 

in particular two publications that are seen as advancing methods of analysis and arguments in this 

field. The first, Cultural Policy Case Studies (1996), is an edited collection of papers that uses a 

qualitative case study approach to evaluate the efficacies of arts policies at the nexus of industry 

and art. These essays trace the impact of singular policies on their focus, typically a sector such as 

museums or community.  The second, ‘Dilemmas in policy support for the arts and cultural sector’ 

(2005), evaluates the tension between the instrumental value of the arts and the “glow” – or cultural 

capital – it provides government (p.6). This paper questions why governments continue to favour 

the elite arts over supporting more accessible (and popular) art forms (p.9), noting the real dilemma 

for these organisations is that they need “a performance regime…to keep government involved” 

(p.16). This observation is significant for my research as it summarises the extent arts policies 

influence an organisation. Moreover, it proposes organisations will strategically modify their 

programming to retain key sources of funding. Rentschler supports this proposition, noting although 

conditions afflicting the sector are perceived as being imposed or controlled by government, such 

conditions are often upheld through the actions of arts leaders themselves (2002, pp.17 – 42). 

Caust too sees arts policies as curbing artistic risk-taking to achieve instrumental outcomes (in 

Glow & Johanson 2003, p.263).  Craik concludes, “inconsistent policy logics” dominate government 

agendas, effectively relegating the value of cultural policies as “invisible” (2005, p.16). Thus, the 

behaviour of organisations in responding to such a body of policy could also be perceived as 

illogical by betraying the original intentions of the organisation or artistic product. This position is 
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starkly contrasted in arguments presented in an opposing body of industry-based literature that 

advocates for a national cultural policy and greater government subvention based on a continuation 

of the argument of ‘public good’ (see Eltham & Verhoevan 2015; Pledger 2015; Throsby 2006).  

 

While the tone of Craik’s earlier work is explorative, Re-Visioning adopts a firm critical and 

analytical stance, presumably to counteract the “special pleading” she claims characterises much 

of the literature in this field (2007, pp.xiv – xv).  Her findings dismantle claims of both the arts and 

government. On one hand, arts policies and government inquiries can only be seen to change the 

emphasis of policy and funding to the sector. While reviews and inquiries can be seen as forcing 

adjustments in the methods organisations use to report outcomes, the patterns of funding 

essentially remain the same (p.xv, p.13, p.17). On the other hand, while government rhetoric 

surrounding arts policies purports to increase audience accessibility and support a diverse range of 

arts organisations, the majority of funding is consistently awarded to the major, elite organisations, 

more capable of generating the cultural capital governments desire (p.22, p.52, p.56).  Craik claims 

this “‘arts club’” rationalises its funding by “relying on self-serving arguments reminiscent of old-

style lobbying”, suggesting they don’t offer the ‘public good’ they claim to provide (p.xvi). In 

summary, her research identifies conflicting government objectives and policy outcomes, and she 

continues to characterise the efforts of arts policies as mostly inefficient. Her summary of the 

“review cycle” and advances in arts and cultural policies over the past 50 years is dismal: “despite 

all the changes in policy models, strategic planning, accountability and rhetoric, the arts and 

cultural sector still has no clear policy road to follow” (p.23). These inconsistent values and 

changing priorities are seen as contributing to short-term visions of artistic leadership and policy. 

 

Prior to Craik’s research, Macdonnell’s Arts Minister? Government Policy and the Arts (1992) and 

Tim Rowse’s Arguing the Arts (1985) began a course for rigorous critical analysis of the 

government-arts relationship.  Both books were written prior to the transitions introduced by the 

creative industries, Creative Nation and the MPAI, but offer historiographical insight suggesting – 

among other observations – the problems inherent in arts policies more recently observed by Craik 

and Meyrick have scarcely changed over the decades. After reviewing the role of patronage, 

subsidy, the systematically flawed processes of the Australia Council and the role of the Arts 

Minister, Macdonnell’s position accords with Craik’s conclusions.  Interestingly Macdonnell 

confirms Coombs’ earlier worries about the best structure to support the sector where he reflected 

upon the merits of the Keynesian model: 
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I believe it proper that the main support should come from government sources but there 

are advantages of economy in public funds and in restraint on monopolistic tendencies if 

government support is supplemented and qualified by private donation (1971, p.46).  

 

Macdonnell explicitly claims arts policies are little more than guises to defend “personal patronage 

and bias” of the presiding Arts Minister (1992, p.3). His arguments are particularly compelling in the 

current policy environment where Liberal Arts Minister, George Brandis, recently announced a 

divestment of funds away from the Australia Council and into a “National Programme for 

Excellence in The Arts” [sic], coinciding with his well-documented preference for elite artforms 

(arts.gov.au 2015; Pledger 2015; Eltham 2015). Interestingly, a contraction of the role and funds of 

the Australia Council is a recommendation Macdonnell strongly advocated in the findings of his 

research published more than twenty years ago (1992, pp.397 – 411). Notwithstanding this present 

relevance however, Macdonnell’s research provides a point of reference to this present study by 

reflecting on the legacy of the McLeay report Patronage, Power and The Muse (1986). He notes 

that the review introduced further problems for the sector, outlining difficulties facing the ABC 

orchestras, the Australia Council and the Australian Music Centre (AMC) as a result of the review 

(1992, p.398). Macdonnell’s observations are strikingly similar to Craik’s as he concludes arts and 

cultural policies as largely ineffectual and mostly disruptive to established systems (pp.397 – 411). 

Devoting much of his discussion to reconciling the relationship between patronage and subsidy, 

Macdonnell describes the government’s unresolved position on whether “funding” equates to 

patronage or support as a “monster”, responsible for the turbulent state of the sector (p.2; p.397).   

I agree with Macdonnell’s summation, finding that the quest for financial security forms as much of 

a priority for artistic leaders as the pursuit of quality, meaningful theatre.  

  

Similarly, Rowse’s most significant publication in this field, Arguing the Arts (1985), provides an 

historical and critical analysis of Commonwealth cultural policies. Like Macdonnell, Rowse 

discusses the concept of state patronage and support of the arts, however he does so within a 

framework that examines the issues federal arts and cultural policy historically sought to address. A 

large part of Rowse’s discussion is concerned with matters affecting the arts sector after the IAC 

report destabilised its position in 1975 and throughout the culturally reflective and technologically 

progressive 1980s. The thirty years since its publication have resolved many issues the book 

details: questions of how to manage pluralism in funding, embrace digital channels for wider 

distribution, and recognise Australia’s multicultural, multi-nuanced societies are no longer at the top 

of the agenda for arts policy discourse (1985, pp.72 – 75). However, several critical issues Rowse 

identifies remain prevalent.  For example, questions about how to foster and fund a national culture 
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that is both “excellent’’ and “accessible” buttress much of Rowse’s exploration as it does in present 

cultural policy discussion.  For these reasons, the work remains significant.  

 

Rowse provides a foundation for this debate through substantial discussion dedicated to examining 

Coombs’ and the committee’s motivations to form the Trust. His evaluation builds upon Coombs’ 

own (and at times disputed) account of these times within a sociological framework (Jones 2003 

p.24, p.33; Coombs 1981, pp.240 - 257; Rowse 1985, pp.34 – 35).  In this discussion, he unravels 

the socio-political, cultural and personal incentives surrounding the Trust’s emergence in a 

politically resistant environment, and in doing so pinpoints the chasm between “excellence” and 

“accessibility”, “entertainment” and “art” as emerging in these early planning stages (Rowse 1985, 

pp.25 – 36).  This argument establishes the structure of the field as one that became bifurcated into 

sections nominally referred to as “elite” art and popular “entertainment” through the divisions 

introduced by the Trust.  

 

Rowse proposes that Coombs promoted two assumptions to plead the case for support of a 

national theatre. The first argued that there was a critical difference between ‘entertainment’ and 

‘quality’, the latter represented by the ‘legitimate theatre’. In agreement with Guthrie’s earlier 

proposal, Coombs suggested that entertainment was for the wider public, derived from existing 

work, and an audience required no particular skill or refined aesthetic to enjoy it (Rowse 1985, 

p.25; Coombs 1971, pp.33 – 34). ‘Quality’ work on the other hand, required a high degree of 

originality and talent to produce and audiences needed a cultivated understanding of the arts to 

appreciate it. Coombs’ second presumption claimed ‘entertainment’, crudely curated and 

effortlessly consumed by the general population, could be produced to make profit. ‘Quality’ theatre 

however, needed substantial time and skill to be developed making it vulnerable to market failure 

(1971, p.35). Through this economic logic, the ‘elite’ arts needed government support to fulfil its 

role in advancing a national culture.  

 

The original intention of such subsidy however was that it would provide access to the ‘elite’ theatre 

for “all Australians”. Rowse cites a 1949 news article, quoting “admission would be kept at a level 

to bring it within the reach of all sections of the community”, thus distributing its benefit as a public 

good (anon in Rowse 2001, p.117; Hunt 1957, n.p.).   Coombs rationalised “when provided for one 

person, (the arts) automatically become available to the community as a whole…they are “public 

goods” at least in part and warrant the use of public funds to meet a part of their cost”(Coombs 

1972, p.39; Coombs 1971, p.46).  Suggestions the ‘elite’, legitimate theatre was favoured as it was 

personally preferred by Coombs and his committee were reconciled through the benefits such 

funds would purportedly provide the full spectrum of the arts sector,  
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it is fair to emphasise an essential degree of dependence and derived benefit …they 

would each be the poorer without the other even if they could survive alone… The 

relationship between the separate parts of the industry is therefore genuinely symbiotic 

(Coombs 1971, p.34).  

 

In later work Rowse examines this line of reasoning further, arguing in ‘Commonality and 

Difference: The Arts Advocacy of H.C Coombs’ that Coombs’ logic worked to suppress class 

distinction of postwar Australia as the ‘elite’ arts became available for all to engage with (2001, 

pp.114 – 115, p.127). Notwithstanding this outcome, it was the educated and well-connected 

emerging professional classes of postwar Australia that Coombs targeted to realise the national 

theatre. Rowse notes that each of the Trustees was strategically positioned in social, political and 

business circles, possessing “respectable associations with the owners of capital and their political 

and judicial representatives” (Rowse 2001, p.122). Similarly, Johanson’s unpublished thesis The 

Role of Australia’s Cultural Council, 1945–1995 notes patronage of “high brow” arts was 

considered a social indicator during the postwar years (2000, p.66). Johanson and Rentschler note 

that this mentality continued to drive the establishment of the Australia Council in 1968, where in 

the interests of advancing British cultural and social values, its leaders were “socially respectable, 

well educated and politically engaged; examples of the culturally engaged citizen to which 

Australians might aspire” (2002, p.172). Structuring these organisations around social, political and 

economic elite firmly established the sector within the “high brow” class. While much of the rhetoric 

surrounding historical and present arts policy promotes accessibility, the embedded structures of 

the field favour an elite theatre of excellence.  As Craik subsequently observed, later acts of policy 

and inquiry only served to ingrain this division further into the field (2005, pp.14 – 16). Stevenson 

also noted ‘the arbitrary hierarchy of arts practices that government funding programs and 

organisations have developed’ (in Meyrick 2014, p.140). 

 

The relationship between the “elite”, “independent” and “popular” sections of the performing arts 

field remains an area of tension. Drawing from Rowse’s examination of these early years, I propose 

that the Trust’s division of the sector into sub-fields provided the preconditions that fulfilled 

Bourdieu’s “field of cultural production” where energies of agents in the field are consumed by 

traversing the independent/elite divide and in preserving their positions once obtained (Rowse 

2001, p.116; Bourdieu 1983, pp.345 – 346, pp.351 – 353).  Thus, the “symbiotic” relationship 

between the sub-sectors is realised, as foreseen by Coombs. Still, it remains problematic. 

Fotheringham perceives this divide in the subsidised theatre sector – arguably discerned by taste 

of audiences as much as by acts of policy – as “boundaries”, effective in keeping competitive 
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parties out of the elite set and therefore protecting their own interests (1998, pp.25 – 28). 

Furthermore, while the sub-sectors may be interdependent, they are not equal: the “elite” sub-

sector being far better off (see Meyrick 2014; Seares & Gardiner-Garden 2011, p.34; Craik 2005, 

2007). 

   

Despite Rowse’s detailed exploration of the problems in the sector and the inadequacies of arts 

and cultural policies to redress them, his position regarding the efficacy of arts and cultural policy 

differs from Craik’s and Macdonnell’s. Where the latter authors remain sceptical over the role of 

arts policies, Rowse emphasises the capacity of such policies to respond to and shape 

contemporary culture. For Rowse, “social philosophy” informs analysis arts policy and his work 

profiles this aspect over instrumental considerations (1985, p.5).  In recognition of social forces that 

shaped the strategies of arts and cultural policy movements, he classifies programs of government 

subvention into three historical phases “voluntary entrepreneurship” (exemplified by the Trust from 

1965), “statutory patronage” (from the commencement of the Australia Council) and “decentralised 

patronage” from 1978 to 1985 (pp.6 – 25). This analysis informs the later scholarly inquiry of Craik 

(2007, pp.7 – 8), Rentschler (2002, pp. 21 – 32), Throsby (2001), Radbourne and Fraser (1996) 

and Radbourne (1993) and my own understanding of the relationship between policy and the arts. 

 

Economic returns and quantifiers are often used to rationalise government support of the arts. The 

research of Throsby in particular, brings legitimacy to the case for arts funding and cultural policies. 

His work is frequently cited in industry, scholarly and policy cases that advocate for continued or 

increased subsidy. However, in some regards his work is used to conveniently support the “loosely 

disguised special pleading” of which Craik is sceptical (2007, p.xiv). In a historical review however, 

Throsby’s work is important for broadening the understanding of the public value of the arts by 

evaluating it through an economic framework. The Economics of Cultural Policy (2010) advocates 

for policy to be informed by cultural and economic values rather than a purely instrumental 

framework (p.i; pp.34 – 41; Glow & Johanson 2006, p.262). For this present research, his 

investigation into ‘Perception of quality in demand for the theatre’ (1990) is valuable as it applies 

economic models to an analysis of four Sydney theatre companies (STC, Nimrod Upstairs, Nimrod 

Downstairs, and The Ensemble). This research concluded that STC’s audience “is the most 

conservative and middle class of the four, accustomed … to paying top prices for theatre tickets” 

where the audience for Nimrod Downstairs (an alternative theatre company) demonstrated greatest 

resistance to higher priced tickets and a more relaxed approach to programming (p.79). These 

findings provide understanding of the market position of the companies, rationalising programming 

choices and supporting Bourdieu’s theories of taste put forward in Distinction (1979).  Additionally, 

they confirm the continuation of the field as being bifurcated into the “elite” and “independent” 
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sections that are firmly embedded into the mindsets of the companies, audiences and policy 

makers. 

 

In a similar manner, his article ‘Economics and the arts: a review of seven years’ (1982) 

documented the transition of the sector from Keynesian ideology to economic rationalism, tracing 

changes to the sector after the tumultuous IAC report was published in 1975.  Drawing from 

Coombs’ work, this research found that the “arts have at least an a priori claim for assistance” 

(p.243). Throsby’s findings were expressed through economic concepts, identifying concerns as 

being issues of supply and demand, consumer behaviour, quality, and Baumol and Bowen’s “stable 

productivity” dilemma (1966). For public policy to resolve these issues, Throsby recommended they 

“should aim at first for the right pattern of resource allocation” (p.247), essentially the path of action 

taken by Coombs and the current theory that rationalises government subvention of public goods. 

However, Throsby recognised this approach as being theoretical and optimistic, concluding in 

accord with what Coombs’ determined in 1971: that the “cost disease” would remain an obstacle to 

achieving an economically balanced arts sector (Coombs 1971, p.46; Throsby 1982, p.250).  While 

Throsby’s research is sympathetic to the arts and advocates for government intervention, he too is 

wary of the limitations of arts and cultural policies in overcoming these critical issues in the fabric of 

the sector’s structure. 

 

Finally, Throsby’s influential Platform Paper, Does Australia Need A Cultural Policy? (2006) 

prompted interest and research into Australian cultural policy and symbolised a shift in the qualities 

regarded in Australian artistic leadership. The essay presents a compelling case for a national 

cultural policy by drawing from historical and international examples. Throsby makes extensive 

reference to statistics that demonstrate the cultural and economic value of the arts (pp.34-35). 

What is significant about this work however is that it was launched and endorsed by Cate Blanchett 

just prior to her appointment as co-Artistic Director of STC. Blanchett’s celebrity ensured the paper 

and the case for a national cultural policy received wide attention in the general media. This event 

arguably set in motion the first Rudd government’s mission to realise a national cultural policy. The 

concept of a national cultural policy was later proposed through Blanchett’s ‘Creative Australia’ 

committee during the ‘2020 Summit’ in 2008, and a period of research and consultancy actioned 

shortly after (Responding to the Australia 2020 Summit 2008, p.198).  

 

The nexus of arts policy and arts leadership 
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Meyrick argues that literature “rarely considers the intersection of the government and the artist as 

a fault-line worthy of close inspection” (2014, p.141).  This observation extends to the area of arts 

leadership where a connection between policy and its effect on individuals working in the sector is 

not often examined. The small body of research that analyses this relationship in the subsidised 

Australian arts sector tends to adopt the singular, isomorphic approach disputed in the more critical 

facets of this literature.  These arguments assume a bilateral relationship: that policy can and does 

have an affect on the individual arts leader and in return, that arts leaders can shape the direction 

of policy.  While my research proposes that the relationship is far more complex and not 

necessarily favourable to the arts organisation, leader or the interests of government, this body of 

work does offer insight into the critical issues pertaining to arts leadership positioned within the 

policy environment. More specifically, it introduces a line of reasoning that establishes social forces 

as being influential on arts policies, in turn shaping the agency of individual leaders within this 

framework (Rowse 1985, 2001). Rentschler emphasises this transition in The Entrepreneurial Arts 

Leader, where she suggests a link between the “arts leader’s role and cultural policy” noting 

“responses to cultural policy have become an increasingly significant component of arts leaders’ 

rhetoric” (2002, p.222; p.215). 

 

Radbourne’s unpublished thesis, Commonwealth Arts Administration: An Historical Perspective, 

1945–1990 (1992) examines the formation of the Trust, the Australian Council for the Arts (1968-

1973) and the Australia Council (1973 to 1990) investigating the “impressive individuals linked to 

political structures whose goals are public support for public benefit” (Radbourne 1992, pp.289 – 

290). Radbourne argues it was individuals such as Coombs, Battersby, Pascoe and Donald Horne 

who ushered these institutions through their formative stages and later critical points of 

development. These leaders – administrators of these institutions – responded to complex political, 

economic and social conditions to persuade government of the importance of supporting the arts. 

Radbourne claims, 

 

in every phase of growth a particular individual … has stimulated thought and action in 

government decision-makers and gathered momentum in funding support to encourage the 

Australian arts community to act and grow in performance and management function 

(Radbourne 1992, p.viii).   

 

Emerging from this central premise are two assumptions that challenge my present inquiry: that 

historically, individuals administering arts institutions had a “transformative capacity” to affect 

change in the sector (Giddens 1981, p.28), and the positioning of the arts leader as an interlocutor 

between government and organisation. Radbourne’s argument presents a subjectivist 
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understanding of arts leader’s capacity to influence the structures of the field (Giddens in Sewell 

1992, p.4). While it is clear that these individuals championed the structures of a subsidised sector 

and kept the interest of government, the research of Rowse, Macdonnell and Craik undermines 

Radbourne’s sentiment and repositions the balance of this equation firmly with the interests of 

government. Enoch also perceives government interest in the arts as protecting its own interest 

rather than advancing the arts (2014, p.14).  The more complex issues including the bias of 

government interests as outlined by Macdonnell (1992), the specious agendas of arts policies and 

the organisations’ willingness to comply with them as proposed by Craik (2005, 2007), and the 

numerous cases where the efforts of individuals were not able to enforce change (the closure of 

Old Tote, the demise of Nimrod, the removal of Community Cultural Development and New Media 

from the Australia Council in 2005 are some examples) suggest that the individuals who drove 

these agencies and form the subject of Radbourne’s inquiry were the exceptions rather than the 

norm.  

 

Radbourne’s research however, observed a defined period of time that concluded as the creative 

industries model provided an economic rationalist approach to funding the arts. Notably, in the 

years following the conclusion of her research (1990) there is a palpable absence of renowned arts 

leaders. (Enoch 2014, p.1; Brisbane 1999, p.5). There is an argument to suggest that these 

economic changes, and the emphasis on economic outcomes shifted the attention of artistic 

leaders to be more focused on short-term, quantifiable outcomes to respond to the agendas of 

policy than long-term strategic planning.   

 

Johanson and Rentschler outline a more objectivist relationship in their examination of successive 

chairs of the Australia Council between 1972 and 2000 (2002, p.167). They identify that the role 

and leadership qualities of the agency’s leaders changed throughout the observed period, noting 

that this affected the leader’s transformative capacity. Such changes reflected the “changing 

concept of culture and its function in Australian society” and the changing leadership concepts in 

arts organisations (p.167, p.177). They present the evolution of leadership of the Council into 

stages: “visionary” to establish it, “statesman” to act as a public spokesperson and “reform and 

restructuring” to meet changing demands in new paradigms towards the end of the millennium 

(p.167; pp.171 – 175). While my research finds leaders of subsidised arts organisations losing 

some transformative capacity during the advent of the creative industries in the 1990s, Johanson 

and Rentschler propose that leaders of the Australia Council received greater agency as the body 

distanced itself from the artistic agendas of governments (p.177). This independence thus changed 

the skills needed by leaders of the Australia Council. Additionally, the manner in which leaders 

were selected altered as a preference for strong government connections (as seen with Coombs) 
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gave way to skills and leadership experience from other areas (p.177).  Consequently, chairs of the 

Australia Council during the 1990s were appointed from the arts, academia and economics. 

Johanson and Rentschler argue the Council was shaped by “political and social developments 

occurring outside the Council’s orbit, in which the leaders of the Council were engaged… such 

discussion fed back into cultural policy in Australia” (p.179).  While this conclusion suggests an 

enlarging of the framework of the Australia Council, as this period coincides with economic 

rationalism and the creative industries, cultural and artistic agendas are however perceived as 

giving way to the economic (Rentschler 2002, p.215). Throsby’s research becomes important in 

this environment as it equips arts leaders with statistical evidence to meet the language of 

economic rationalism.  

 

The progression towards economic rationalism is also seen as changing the emphasis of artistic 

leadership of organisations over a similar period. Caust notes that the emphasis on “managerial” 

values at this time changed both the leadership profile of funding bodies and arts organisations 

(2005, p.154). More specifically, Fotheringham observes that the economic rationalist paradigm 

contributed to changes in the artistic director role: the distribution of power within the sector altered, 

resulting in an evident “loss of authority by theatre company artistic directors over both repertoire 

and the direction of the industry” (Fotheringham 1998, p.33). Hibberd also noted how these shifts in 

the landscape changed the personnel appointed to artistic leadership roles, writing “there is an 

accompanying robust tendency for gifted, visionary and maverick directors to be excluded from 

employment, walled out” (1999, p.52).  These observations were made in the late 1990s and 

provide an indication of the shifts taking place in the MPAI environment.  The conditions appear to 

have settled in the sector with Enoch recently suggesting boards appoint artistic directors to uphold 

economic rationalist values in preference of assertive leadership (2014, p.19).   

  

The artistic director as an artistic leader 

 

As previously stated, the artistic director position is an under researched area of arts leadership. I 

have derived a conceptual understanding of the position from literature from the arts management 

field, the organisational leadership field and from non-scholarly arts literature.  

 

In arts management literature the position is conceptualised as both an organisational figurehead 

and a transformative leader for the artform and the field.  This body of literature draws from the 

business leadership field where successful leadership is described as a “process of social influence 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Social_influence
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where one person exerts maximum influence over members” (Conger & Kanungo 1987). Chemers 

expands this definition to include an outcome, describing leadership as "a process of social 

influence in which one person is able to enlist the aid and support of others in the accomplishment 

of a common task" (2001, p.27). Furthermore, Rossi, Brown and Baas state that an effective leader 

should be able to incite its community to embrace change required for a field to advance (2000, 

p.273). Similarly, Rentschler sees artistic leaders as being “advocates of change, both for their 

profession and for public attitudes to the arts” and essential for the “vitality and viability” of the arts 

organisation (2002, pp.16 – 42).    

 

These qualities are in accord with research findings from the sector. DiMaggio and Stenberg (1985) 

and Castañer & Campos (2002) describe the artistic leader as one of “most powerful formal 

positions in arts organizations”, exercising a “high degree of decision-making power” over the 

artistic and managerial direction of the company  (DiMaggio & Stenberg in Castañer & Campos 

2002 p.41 & p.43). This view is shared by Caust who places the role of arts leadership with the 

artistic director, and the task of ‘management’ as being provided by the administrator or manager 

(2010, p.570; 2005, pp.153 – 154). However, the constricted environment artistic leaders operate in 

is also recognised. DiMaggio and Stenberg perceive the arts company manager as a conservative 

force against the more visionary artistic leader (2002, pp.40 – 43). Caust also sees the managerial 

paradigm as being restrictive over the artistic leader who “is engaged in a perpetual struggle 

against the normal and legitimate tendency of management to apply a logic of organization, 

bureaucratization and rationalization” (Lapierre in Caust 2005, p.155). The locus of leadership and 

the dynamic between artistic director and arts manager role is similarly accentuated in literature 

from the industry. While Enoch sees artistic directors of theatre companies as arts leaders (2014, 

p.21, p.67) he resists attempts to theorise the role claiming, “most cultural leaders reject the term 

because it has more to do with management” (Peel in Enoch 2014, p.51).  He adds, “the very 

attempt to define a set of skills or perspectives that pertain to cultural leadership slides away into 

jargon and management speak and corrupts the endeavour” (Enoch 2014, p.51).   

 

Fittingly, references to the position in literature and non-scholarly material resist using managerial 

or leadership terminology to describe the position. Lyn Wallis, in her previous role as the Director of 

the Australia Council’s Theatre Board (2009 – 2014), described artistic leaders in everyday terms, 

“they are the ‘go to’ people…They bring cool ideas to the big table, and have the strategies to 

make those ideas play out” (Wallis 2014, n.p.; also in Enoch 2014, p.52). McNeill and Tonks 

perceive the position as “embodying the essence of the organisation’s entire rationale” (2009, 

p.395). Landry similarly describes the artistic director as the “heart and soul of the organisation” 

(2011, p.53). Wherrett, reflecting on his time as the Artistic Director of STC and Melbourne Festival 
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was aware of such perceptions but recognised there were difficulties that accompanied such a 

position, writing “the (artistic) director sometimes holds, dangerously I think, guru status” (Wherrett 

2000).  The problems Wherrett alludes to are embedded in the structure of the sector and the 

organisation, where the position of artistic director is imbued with “heroic connotations” (McNeill & 

Tonks 2009, p.395).  This is a problematic perception: while it is a leadership role, its leadership 

capacities are informed by the structure of the sector and in upholding the values of arts policies. 

 

Postwar artistic eras of Australian theatre  

 

Postwar Australian theatre is defined by periods of momentum and decline.  This section is 

concerned with reviewing literature that examines the forces shaping this trajectory, providing both 

an industry and scholarly context for my research. While it is largely recognised that the activities of 

the Trust from 1954 and the Australia Council from 1968 spurred initial periods of theatrical activity, 

the literature I review in this section expands this assumption by addressing the roles of the funded 

organisations and artistic leaders in directing this transition (Meyrick 2014, pp.133 – 137; Milne 

2004, p.5. pp.277 – 286; Milne 2003, pp.121 – 149). This section reviews historical accounts of the 

theatre sector and its organisations.   

 

Milne’s contemporary history of Australian theatre, Theatre Australia (un)limited: Australian theatre 

since the 1950s addresses the concepts of ‘alternative’ and ‘mainstream’, noting “the story of 

Australian post-war theatre is largely the story of subsidy” (2004, pp.1 – 3). This research follows 

the development of Australian drama, from “English directors who dominated our theatre in the 

1950s and 1960s…through to the larrikin style of the 1970s”.  Milne contributes to the disciplines of 

drama studies and theatre history by asking, “what is the effect of the constant incorporation of 

each new “alternative” style into the mainstream?” (McCallum in Milne 2004, p.1).  

 

This research positions the structural transformation of Australian theatre as a phenomenon led by 

the organisations of the sector (p.2, p.6).  This conceptual relationship then, defers much of its 

power to overarching policies as organisations are largely dependent on their funding to operate 

and realise artistic visions. However, Milne’s research exposes a chronographic pattern illustrating 

“waves of change” that is defined by both movements at a policy level and forces countering 

established art forms and companies (pp.5 – 7). Milne categorises these movements as the first 

wave (1954 – 1966) that “professionalised the repertory theatre movement in Australia along 

largely British lines”, the second wave, also referred to as the New Wave (1966 – 1981) that 

“Australianised Australian theatre” and the third wave (from 1980 -1997) as one of “consolidation, 
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repositioning and decline” (p.6, pp.121 – 124, pp.234 – 286). I found this modelling persuasive as 

not only a means of responding to Milne’s research question but in its exploration of artistic 

energies ultimately perceived, in Bourdieusien fashion, as seeking a dominant position in the 

theatrical artistic landscape.  It also confirms a transitioning environment at the end of the 1990s, 

bordered by the MPAI.  

 

Meyrick examines the energies of the sector in the post third wave environment.  He argues in 

Trapped by The Past: Why Our Theatre Industry is Facing Paralysis (2005) that “a series of 

disconnections” in the sector has prompted a “generational fracture” (Meyrick 2005, p.6, p.27). He 

identifies two generations of postwar theatre artists: the “Anglo” and “New Wave” (p.27).  These 

generations correspond to Milne’s theatrical eras of the first and second waves. The “Anglo” 

represented by artists who began their careers in the newly established British repertory-style 

theatre institutions in the 1950s and 60s.  The emerging generation, the “New Wave” rejected the 

inherited aesthetic of British drama and “struggled for a self-consciously national drama” in the late 

1960s (Meyrick 2005, p.7, p.27, p.30). Central to Meyrick’s premise is that the Anglo generation 

upheld their leadership of public organisations for too long, most of these leaders retired in the 

1980s and 1990s. Additionally, their leadership was seen as being exclusory, denying training, 

opportunities and product to develop a future artistic generation (Meyrick 2005, p.6). The effects 

were felt by an emerging generation, expressed by playwright Jack Hibberd in his response to the 

MPAI recommendations, 

 

The artistic directors of our drama companies during the 1960s and seventies…These 

artistic directors adhered deeply to a shallow, anachronistic and obsolete theatre mode, 

and in doing so, most tragically, deprived, starved, their audiences of the most wonderful 

innovations. They cultivated an untutored audience, an audience profoundly ignorant of 

the theatrical artforms of their own time (Hibberd 1999, p.51). 

 

Meyrick’s monograph recognises that, in the mid-200s, the artistic directorships of major theatre 

organisations were held by artists of the New Wave generation. He proposes that for the theatre 

sector to evolve, this generation needed to consider their succession to an emerging generation 

responsibly to avoid the problems of stasis witnessed within the Anglo era. With this in mind he 

asked, “How will they see out their remaining years in the industry?” (Meyrick 2005, p.58). My case 

studies offer a response to this question.  

 

Theses definitions of artistic generations conveniently organises the differing attitudes and 

aesthetics of historical artistic leadership and I have used them throughout this thesis.  Additionally, 
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the tensions Meyrick observes between “generations” is also one that is neatly supported by 

Bourdieu’s observations of the field, described as being between  

 

the consecrated avant-garde and the avant-garde, the established figures and the 

newcomers, i.e. between artistic generations, often only a few years apart, between the 

“young” and the “old”, the “neo” and the “paleo”, the “new” and the “outmoded”, etc., in 

short, cultural orthodoxy and heresy (Bourdieu 1993, p.333). 

 

There is a significant lack of published, comprehensive histories of Australia’s major theatre 

companies and its institutions (Herd 2012, pp.381 – 382; McCallum in Milne 2004, p.1; 

Fotheringham 2002). Some of the concepts Meyrick puts forward in his essay were enlarged from 

his revised doctoral thesis, published as See How it Runs: Nimrod and The New Wave (2002).  

This research provides a case study of an organisation’s development and demise as it originally 

sought to counteract the British aesthetic of Old Tote to become synonymous with the New Wave 

(Fotheringham 2002). However, the rise of New Wave energy that Nimrod exemplified also 

contributed to its downfall.  The success of its leaders John Bell and Richard Wherrett and of its 

productions, such as David Williamson’s The Club (1977), overshadowed the confines of the 

institution as a new state theatre company, STC, sought purchase of their artistic capital. The 

structure of the theatre sector, still engineered by original plans of the Australia Council could not 

practically support an organisation of equal or near equal status to its “elite”, flagship organisation 

(Meyrick 2002, pp.250 – 253). This case prompts consideration about the locus of artistic capital as 

being stretched between individual artistic leaders and the institutionalisation of the organisation.  It 

is a fascinating account profiling tensions within and without a theatre company. 

  

Milne provides a comparable account of Playbox, where he notes “power structures within the 

company establish themselves” (2012, p.174).  Here he also suggests that there is more than 

political or artistic forces affecting an organisation stating, “closer analysis of the internal and 

external pressures on the company… would be a valuable means to understand how Playbox 

came to such a point of perceived moribundity” (2012, p.180).   Like Milne, Reid also sees periods 

of transition in the sector, noting that the artistic energies of theatre companies tend to occur in 10-

year cycles (Radic in Reid 2012, pp.173 – 174). After such time he claims  

 

most theatre groups, companies or enterprises have lost their original drive and impetus. 

The freshness wears off, the ideas grow stale, and what was once a source of vitality 

becomes a pale, predictable run down shadow of itself (Radic in Reid 2012, pp.173 – 

174).   
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This observation challenges the foundations of the state theatre company network and the 

agendas of policy inquiry that seeks to maintain such organisations. This is an argument that was 

put forward in Make it New?, a series of industry communiqués facilitated by the Theatre Board of 

the Australia Council between 2006 and 2008. The intention of the paper was to put forward a 

number of provocative suggestions in recognition of this cycle. Designed to stimulate discussion, 

one proposition suggested companies be wound up when they reached a period of artistic decline, 

another suggested that elite individuals be funded to realise artistic visions rather than invest in 

costly company infrastructure (2006, pp.14 – 18).  Katharine Brisbane has made similar 

suggestions in various speeches and opinion pieces (see 1999, pp.19 – 20; 2003). These ideas 

were radical but in historical contexts provided legitimate solutions for addressing the issue of 

artistic vibrancy in the sector.    

Bourdieu’s ‘field of cultural production’ as a framework for research in the arts sector 

I conclude this chapter with a brief review of Bourdieu’s methodologies in literature from the 

theatre, arts and cultural disciplines.  An outline of the rationale for using Bourdieu’s space of 

possibles is provided in the following methodology chapter, the intention of this section is to 

establish my research within an established, but small body of Bourdieusien-inspired inquiry into 

the Australian arts sector.   

Bourdieu’s work has been criticised as being “complex, literary and difficult” (Sulkunen 1982, 

p.106) and “unsystematic and vague” (DiMaggio 1979, pp.1466 - 1468).  Furthermore, some 

arguments propose an absence of a central theory uniting the core concepts of field, capital and 

habitus makes meaningful application to real-life phenomena difficult (Bennett 2005, p.144; 

Ostrower 1998, p.52). In some cases, more substantive connections between these theoretical 

concepts are resolved in Bourdieu’s later work however this makes constructing a theoretical 

framework cumbersome (Fowler 1997, pp.17 – 18). Like Hesmondhalgh however, despite the 

apparent difficulties of the theoretical framework I was “struck by the familiarity of the worlds he 

(Bourdieu) described”: the terminology and the structures that were inherently connected with 

larger political and economic frameworks resonated with the subsidised Australian theatre sector 

(2006, p.217).  

Theoretical constructs from “The field of cultural production” have been used as methodologies for 

three empirical studies with similar aims to this present research. These studies also adopt a dual 

approach, analysing their subject and investigating the value of Bourdieu’s theories as a 

methodology in the arts and cultural sector.  In the context of the United Kingdom’s creative 
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industries sector, Hesmondhalgh (2006) evaluates the effectiveness of Bourdieu’s analysis of 

cultural production in contemporary Anglo-American media production (2006, p.211).  In Italy’s 

popular music industry, Santoro and Solaroli examine the boundaries between opposing sub-fields 

of the canzone d’autore, a culturally significant singer-songwriter that was prominent in the 1970s, 

and 1990s “transnational” rappers (2007, p.464). In the Australian visual arts sector, Sanders 

(2011) examines the processes required for a field to achieve “autonomy” and consecration.   

Santoro and Solaroli (2007) emphasise the more subjective aspects of Bourdieu’s ‘field of cultural 

production’. This study charts the emergence of a new field of cultural production, determining that 

it is through the “struggles organised around the two axes of new/old and commercial/artistic” that 

artistic identities, including movements, genres and fields are realised (pp.463 – 464; p.466).  This 

research proposes that a series of critical moments also determines the creation of a field, resulting 

in “a structural transformation”. Some of these processes include the “adoption of a shared artistic 

language to name the works and the social agents in the field” (Bourdieu in Santoro & Solaroli 

2007, p.471), the recognition of key individuals as “icons” (p.468), and the formation of institutions 

to uphold the interests of the artform (p.470). This research also examines the relationship of the 

sub-fields, questioning whether it is possible for one to displace the other in historical and cultural 

terms.  

Hesmondhalgh proposes Bourdieu’s theories are useful in deconstructing the systems behind the 

production of art and cultural products, elevating them from instrumental goods and revealing a 

sub-text of social and historical moments (2006, p.212). Like Santoro and Solaroli, the concept of 

the field being divided into competing sub-fields is central to Hesmondhalgh’s analysis. 

Hesmondhalgh however emphasises the distinction between the sub-fields as being formed 

through varying autonomy from the field of power rather than through the actions of individuals 

(p.214).  These sub-fields are characterised by varying degrees of economic and cultural capital, 

diametrically contrasting in quantity and value to its opposing field.  Hesmondhalgh posits that the 

“small-scale” sub-field concisely represents the ‘alternative’ genre in contemporary cultural 

production and its market position against the larger commercial sector (p.217). This conceptual 

mapping rationalises the dichotomy of the tensions in the field outlined by Santoro and Santaroli 

(2007) and provides an additional understanding of the gap between the popular and the 

elite/“excellence” aesthetic discussed by Rowse (Bennett 2005a, p.144; 1985, pp.34 – 35).  I have 

followed this analogy in my analysis of the Australian theatre sector, where the major organisations 

receive more funding than their small-medium counterparts. However, the artistic agendas of the 

small-medium sub-field remain more flexible; their greater distance from the field of power allowing 

greater agency within their programming and thus potential to accumulate greater artistic capital.  
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Sander’s unpublished doctoral thesis, The Mildura Sculpture Triennials 1961-1978: An 

Interpretative History (2010) takes an objectivist approach to examining the importance of this 

event as “developing a complex system of institutions and agents that emerge, expand and interact 

within the Australian art world” (p.xvi). Like Santoro and Solaroli (2007), Sanders observes the 

transition of this structure through autonomous and heterogeneous markets to form an 

“autonomous field of professional activity”. She also notes that this process was marked through 

the professionalisation of artists, institutions and arts education programs (p.340). Thus, these 

studies concur that a shared language, acceptance of professionalisation and the recognition of 

institutions consecrates an artform’s status as a field. These processes are unifying, Bourdieu 

proposing “the fate of groups is bound up with words that designate them: the power to impose 

recognition depends on the capacity to mobilise around a name” (in Sanders 2011, p.240).  

Bourdieu’s field of cultural production is used more indiscriminately in other research from this 

sector. Nonetheless, the following brief references to Bourdieu’s theories suggest scholars have 

considered their significance in offering a relevant framework with which to examine the sector.   

Fotheringham (1998) considers the field a metaphoric landscape for the Australian theatre sector, 

populated with fences keeping institutions in the right place and competitors out. The mechanisms 

that divide the sector into distant sub-fields form the basis of most of Fotheringham’s analysis. He 

describes the major theatre companies as territorial, a “hill in the landscape” piled with more 

resources than others in the field (p.23). Additionally, they are described as being defensive of this 

position because their “power base undoubtedly is being eroded” by the “boundary riders…those 

who are resisting the reshaping and redefinition of their sphere of influence” (p.33). Despite this 

portrait of the major theatre organisations as being rigid, fixed institutions, Fotheringham’s 

observations suggest some structural transformations of the MPAI-era sector were occurring. He 

notes, “the different agendas of other major agents are starting to reshape the field, not principally 

from without but from within” (p.36).  Fotheringham’s extended metaphor is convincing, and 

referenced by scholars suggesting it is “feasible to conceive of Australian theatre as a field of 

cultural production, with the various sub-fields – mainstream, community, student, avant garde”, 

and thus supporting the field as an analytical framework (Forgasz 2010, p.217; Meyrick in Forgasz 

2010, p.217).     

More recently, Meyrick argues against suggestions the alternative theatre sector was able to 

influence the field as it was restricted in its position opposing and responding to the major theatre 

sector.  He proposes that progress in the alternative sector was stymied in the post-Whitlam years 

(1972 – 1975). This timing also coincides with the IAC report and the beginning of the end of the 

New Wave in Sydney and Melbourne (Milne 2004, pp.123 – 150). For Meyrick, an irreversible 



 73 

consequence of post-Whitlam policy is the deepening of the fissure in the field that originally sought 

to present national theatre  

Australian theatre shifted from being a ‘whole’ constantly divided …to a ‘totality’ 

incessantly counted (by object-differences competing for scarce government resources). 

In becoming a suitable object for democratic provision, it lost its status as a universal 

symbol and became just another option for taxpayer largesse. Theatre became theatres. 

The art form was reduced to its component parts (2014, p.150).  

In this sense, Meyrick’s research examines the consequence of the discrepancies Craik observed: 

that policy rhetoric promoted accessibility while the allocation of funding promoted excellence. 

While he does not refer to Bourdieu, his analytical framework is irrefutably Bourdieusien, referring 

to the failings of the “logic of culture” and referencing the habitus that is formed through the junction 

of policy and the field (2014, p.142). An examination of the application of such policy is important to 

Meyrick in his capacities as scholar and artist as it illuminates the secondary outcomes of policy 

reviews and interventions that are largely ineffectual in achieving their intended goals. He expands 

the typical focus of arts and cultural policies from isomorphic, instrumental analysis so as to take 

into account its subjects, proposing “studying culture at a policy level is only ever half the story. 

What matters is how this intersects with the field and the new habitus it gives rise to – the ‘policy–

practice fit” (2014, p.142). 

Conclusion 

 

This chapter provided an historical and scholarly background for my research into the agency of 

artistic directors in subsidised Australian theatre organisations.  The first section provided a review 

of significant arts policy and inquiry that established the subsidised theatre sector and informed its 

architecture.  These policies were shown to have responded to broader political economic and 

social forces and they exerted forces upon the sector. Importantly though, they divided the 

subsidised sector into sub-fields: the ‘elite’ major performing arts companies and the small-medium 

organisations. While these changes took place, the organisational structure of the major theatre 

companies and their reliance on government subvention meant they were not fluid in their capacity 

to adapt to political, economic and artistic forces. This review of policy brought to the foreground 

historical conditions that shaped and continue to influence arts leadership, providing an analysis of 

the “position of the field vis-à-vis the field of power” and reconstructing an interpreted historical 

space of possibles, for the research and research methodology (Bourdieu & Wacquant 1992, 

p.104).  
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The final section of this chapter identified themes in literature from the field of Australian arts policy, 

arts leadership and the artistic director and the historical and artistic eras of the Australian theatre 

sector. This section places this present research within the nexus of these scholarly contexts. This 

section reviewed arts and cultural policies as specious: while effective in introducing boundaries, 

they were not as successful in resolving the problems of the sector. This review also discussed the 

postwar movements of Australian theatre, observing how these eras were shaped in response to 

policy agendas continuing to uphold notions of “excellence” through the major performing arts 

organisations. 

This chapter reviewed policy and literature that revealed the contexts the artistic director position 

operates in and it analysed literature pertaining to the position itself. This review provides a 

historical and scholarly foundation for my research questions examining the forces affecting agency 

of the artistic director position. 
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Chapter Four 

 

 

An Empire of The Field: 

A case study of artistic leadership at Sydney Theatre Company 

 

   

Introduction 

This chapter and the following chapter outline historical tensions within the space of possibles 

(Bourdieu 1983, p.333). These chapters reveal how tensions between the two components of the 

field, the major state theatre companies and the small – medium (non-state) organisations have 

organised the forces and capital within the field of subsidised Australian theatre and shaped the 

transformative agency of its artistic leaders. These processes are shown in this present chapter 

through an analysis of “artistic generations” of leadership at Sydney Theatre Company (STC). This 

analysis emphasises each generation’s struggle for artistic legitimacy and leadership, “between the 

consecrated avant-garde and the avant-garde, the established figures and the newcomers, i.e. 

between artistic generations” (Bourdieu 1993, p.333). Examining the historical relations and 

tensions between successive artistic directorships at STC provides an insight into the forces of the 

field at the point of each leadership transition. My account of the way these forces shaped the 

space of possibles available to artistic directors at these moments reveals how the transformative 

agency of the artistic director was constrained.  

 

STC is the exemplar state and major subsidised theatre company in the national field.  The 

company provides a germane case to examine the transition between “artistic generations” of its 

leaders as it shows a reproduction of artistic tensions occurring in successive artistic directorships.  

The historical career pathways of the company’s artistic directors illustrate that the possibilities 

presenting to these artistic leaders are determined by political, economic, artistic and social forces 

in conjunction with the habitus of the individual leader (Jenkins 2002, p.85; Bourdieu 2000, p.245; 

Bourdieu & Wacquant 1989, p.52).  The initiatives of the Trust and The Australia Council and later 

recommendations of political inquiries such as the IAC report (1976), Creative Nation (1994) and 

the MPAI (1999) were significant in shaping these possibilities. This case study demonstrates how 

shifting forces within the field have enabled individuals within artistic generations to seek dominant 
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positions of power. Through these struggles, the bifurcated structure of the field is maintained, 

separated by “two economies, two timescales, two audiences” (Bourdieu 1983, p.333). 

 

The case study in this present chapter reviews generations of artistic leadership at STC as each 

leader struggles for legitimacy against the dominant aesthetic of previous generations.  It examines 

the courses of action taken to achieve dominance and its counterpart phenomenon, “social 

ageing”, or decline of artistic currency (Bourdieu 1983, p.333, p.339). This chapter presents these 

transitions as two episodes. The first section discusses artistic leadership in the pre-MPAI sector, 

commencing with a review of the historical conditions that led to the formation of STC in 1979 as a 

replacement for the Anglo generation’s Old Tote theatre company (1963 – 1978). It then analyses 

the appointment of its inaugural Director, Richard Wherrett in 1980 (to 1990), who was a significant 

artistic leader in the New Wave movement. This section concludes by reviewing the transition of 

STC under Wherrett’s direction to 1990. The second section of this chapter reviews the transition of 

leadership in the post-MPAI company under the direction of Robyn Nevin (1999 – 2007). This 

section notes how her leadership brought a changed aesthetic and extended market reach to the 

newly managerialised company in this realigned artistic, political and economic landscape.  It then 

reviews the transition of her artistic leadership to Cate Blanchett and Andrew Upton between 2006 

and 2008, and discusses this episode of co-leadership (to 2012). The final part of this chapter 

describes Blanchett and Upton’s struggle to assert artistic legitimacy against Nevin’s artistic and 

leadership legacy, and concludes after the couple dissolve their co-artistic directorship into Upton’s 

current position as solo Artistic Director (2013 – present). The transition of leadership at STC 

provides a concise case in which to examine the consecration of new artistic generations as they 

seek artistic legitimacy.  

 

This chapter presents the first case study of this thesis.  It is supported by a second case study 

examining Aubrey Mellor’s career path and role as the final Artistic Director of Playbox Theatre 

Company (1993 – 2005). A discussion chapter then follows where I outline additional findings of 

the research that reveals tenure length as symptomatic of several forces in the field, a finding that 

is significant to my understanding of the artistic director role and the constraints within the sector. 

The Playbox case study offers a counterpart to this present chapter: the case study of STC 

analyses the transition between artistic generations of leaders within one company, while the case 

study of Aubrey Mellor and Playbox provides a detailed account of how critical turning points in a 

career shapes the habitus and informs artistic leadership of one company. Both case studies and 

the discussion of tenure chapter present artistic leaders as struggling against the forces of the field 

to achieve artistic legitimacy and dominance. 
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Sydney Theatre Company: building the empire 

 

Sydney Theatre Company was formed in 1979 as the state theatre company of New South Wales. 

It is the youngest of the state theatre companies, championed by the New South Wales (NSW) 

Premier, Neville Wran (1976 – 1986) to replace Old Tote theatre company, the proxy state theatre 

company, on its demise in 1978 (Sydney Theatre Company 2014; Milne 2004, p.165; Meyrick 

2002, p.107, pp.135 – 138; Wherrett 2000, p.103). The Australia Council’s rationale for establishing 

the state theatre company network was for each company to be a theatrical nucleus in its region. 

Under this plan, it was proposed the state theatre company would tour throughout its state, nurture 

its theatrical culture and emerging talent, produce stories of local significance and provide 

opportunities for local artists and audiences.  Through these means, it sought to achieve the 

‘national theatre culture’ keenly advocated by previous policy makers.  

 

What the state theatre companies became was quite different to this model.  Changes in economic 

and political agendas prompted the companies to adapt. Rather than employing their resources to 

foster the theatrical interests of the state, the state theatre companies protected their incomes and 

their artistic territories, predominantly performing in city venues and programming to maximise box 

office income.  Fotheringham observed this phenomenon, noting 

  

In spite of their declared role as ‘flagship’ companies, not only have they established an 

aggressive and competitive dominance in their own market, but they have colonised 

and/or suppressed other areas such as youth or community theatre as soon as that other 

activity became a significant area of energy and influence.  Their interests are against 

diversity; they seek to destroy alternatives, not to assist or lead them; not to sail proudly 

guarding a fleet of smaller ships, but to blow them out of the water (1993, p.26).   

 

This is a metaphor that continues to resonate with industry-based perceptions of STC. In my 

research interviews the company was often upheld as the premier national theatre company, but 

one that was distinct from the national theatre sector. More critical responses described it as 

Sydney-centric, conservative and overly concerned with gratuitous programming to satisfy an elite, 

wealthy Sydney set (personal interviews 2011; see also Attard 2006).  Several artists referred to 

the company as unapproachable, believing they would never work there or have their work viewed 

by its artistic director unless they knew someone in the “inner circle” (2011, personal interviews). In 

this vein, STC was frequently described through the metaphor of a theatrical ‘empire’. How did a 

company with its roots in the radical Sydney New Wave and egalitarian philosophies come to this 

position? What was the role of its Artistic Directors throughout this transition?  
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The statistics compiled in the Securing the Future report (1999) indicate that at the end of the 

1990s STC’s productivity was prolific when measured against national and international 

counterparts (1999, p.207). As part of its effort to secure a market and artistic position for each 

major performing arts company, the MPAI report recommended STC be assigned the exclusive 

role of the “Australian Flagship Company” (1999, p.27). Under this banner STC’s primary 

responsibility was to produce work of national significance; the company was not obligated to tour 

extensively, train or educate artists or meet regional or niche markets (1999, p.27).   

 

Leadership transition at Sydney Theatre Company 

 

In its thirty-five year history STC has had five artistic directorships. After Wherrett’s departure, 

Wayne Harrison was Artistic Director from 1990 to 1999, followed by Robyn Nevin between 1999 

and 2007. In 2006 Nevin announced that Andrew Upton and Cate Blanchett would commence as 

co-Artistic Directors.  They remained co-Artistic Directors for two, three year terms from 2008 (to 

2010 and 2011 to 2013), followed by Andrew Upton’s solo appointment in 2014 for a proposed 

three year term concluding in 2016 (STC Annual Report 2014, n.p; STC Annual Report 2012, 

p.13).  

 

The appointments of Wherrett, Harrison and Nevin were expected: their experience matched the 

status and position of the company.  During Wherrett’s artistic direction, both Harrison and Nevin 

developed a deep involvement with the company. Both participated in milestone productions: Nevin 

performed in STC’s opening production under Wherrett’s direction (1980), and Harrison directed 

the production that opened The Wharf, the company’s purpose built venue in 1985 (Wherrett 2000, 

p.147). Prior to his appointment as Artistic Director, Harrison had been employed as a full time 

literary associate with the company (1984 – 1987). Similarly, Nevin was employed as an artistic 

associate while also fulfilling her contract work as an actor and director with the company between 

1980 and 1995.  They were artistically and personally invested in STC’s history and its future.  

Additionally, both maintained pathways independent of STC, cultivating careers in nonprofit and 

commercial theatre sectors. These experiences shaped the habitus of each, contributing to their 

artistic and social capital (Bourdieu 2001, p.99) and preparing them for the role of leading 

Australia’s largest subsidised state theatre company. At the time of their appointments to the 

leadership position of the national flagship theatre company, Harrison and Nevin were established 

theatre artists and perceived as leaders in their field.  
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Appointments to the position were historically made to established company-based theatre artists 

and administrators. The appointment of Upton and Blanchett was different. In 2006, when Nevin 

announced their impending roles at STC, Blanchett and Upton arguably did not have the same 

level of company experience or career history. They emerged in a sector characterised by “crisis” 

in the late 1990s, representing a new generation of artists emerging as the previous generation of 

the “golden” New Wave (1966 – 1981) took leadership positions of significant companies (Brown-

Watt 2011, personal interview). Like many artistic directors of Australian theatre companies, 

Blanchett and Upton had been educated at elite drama schools: Blanchett graduated from NIDA in 

1992 and Upton studied directing at the Victorian College of Arts (VCA). They had, at times, 

worked as contracted artists at STC, Blanchett as an actor and Upton as a playwright. However, 

unlike Harrison and Nevin, neither had ongoing employment in artistic or administrative capacities 

within STC or another performing arts company. At the time of their appointment, Blanchett was an 

internationally successful film actress and Upton was described as “at best, emerging” (McCallum 

in Neill 2007, n.p). This atypical appointment to STC’s artistic leadership position provides an 

important point of difference in their artistic leadership of the company.   

 

A further point of difference can be found in the manner their appointment was made and 

communicated to the public. Unlike previous appointments, and as has become expected of new 

appointments to the artistic directorship position of major theatre companies, there was no 

advertising of the position’s forthcoming vacancy or a publically transparent recruitment process. 

Significantly, Nevin announced her resignation and the appointment of Blanchett and Upton in the 

same media release (2006).  These differences, while initially met with wide criticism from media 

and industry commentators, provided pre-conditions for their co-artistic leadership to be 

distinguished in comparison to previous artistic generations. However, they also embarked on a 

struggle against the dominant aesthetics and sensibilities of the previous generation of artistic 

leader. The history of leadership at STC demonstrates this progression.  

 

The demise of the ‘Anglo’ Old Tote (1963 – 1978) 

 

STC’s history begins with Old Tote, prior to the formation of the Australia Council’s state theatre 

network. Old Tote’s early years are embedded in the history of the National Institute of Dramatic 

Arts (NIDA), the first organisation funded by The Trust in 1958 (Parsons 1997, p.31).  NIDA was 

established as a department of the University of New South Wales (UNSW) in inner Sydney and 

was generously subsidised and resourced with respected artistic and administrative staff to 
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facilitate its programs (Rowse 1985, p.13). The institution was responsible for recruiting and 

training the best Australian talent, promulgating The Trust’s vision for a national theatre culture.  Its 

first director, British born Robert Quentin, formed Old Tote as a resident company for the school in 

1963 (Milne 2004, pp.103 – 106).  This semi-detached company would offer training experiences 

for NIDA’s actors and stage artists alongside professional (at the time often synonymous with 

‘international’) actors and directors, preparing students for careers at home and overseas.  Under 

Quentin’s and its resident director, Robin Lovejoy’s direction, Old Tote exemplified the model of 

high-class, high-brow British repertory theatre and teaching style that the Anglo generation of policy 

makers and theatre artists had been keen to espouse (Milne 2004, p.106; Rowse 2001, p.24). 

From its earliest years these values were at odds with its location in the progressive university 

sector. In the 1960s, increased access to university education changed Old Tote’s local audience; 

this educated, diverse crowd wanted to see their own stories, values and culture reflected on stage 

(Parsons 1997, p.29; Milne 1993, p.124). Despite a few attempts at innovation, its directors largely 

upheld their own traditional methods and artistic values rather than embracing the possibilities 

presented within Old Tote’s immediate surrounds (Sharman 2008; Milne 2004, p.124). 

 

The partnership between the Old Tote and NIDA continued until the Australia Council provided a 

subsidy to fund the company’s independence in 1968.  Plans were underway to crystallise Old 

Tote’s identity as the state’s leading theatre company that included relocating the company to the 

proposed Sydney Opera House (SOH) on its completion.  This landmark venue would provide a 

more suitable home for the company’s plays and it was more amenable to an audience broader 

than the younger, edgier demographic emerging at UNSW and inner suburban Sydney. Through 

these means, Old Tote came to assume the unofficial position as the New South Wales state 

theatre company (Meyrick 2013; Meyrick 2005; Milne 2004, p.99; Wherrett 2000; Parsons 1997, 

p.207).   Aubrey Mellor, one of few individuals appointed as an Artistic Director of multiple 

subsidised major Australian theatre companies (Queensland Theatre Company 1988 – 1993 and 

Playbox Theatre Company 1993 – 2004), and a past Director of NIDA (2004 – 2008), worked as an 

associate artist at Old Tote in its later years and has earlier memories of the company that illustrate 

the importance of Old Tote’s status in the NSW theatrical landscape. As a student at NIDA in the 

late 1960s (graduating in 1969), Mellor remembers his cohort being transported to a watery hole in 

the ground on the construction site of the Sydney Opera House.  Here, the students were told that 

the new home of Old Tote – ‘their’ theatre – would soon exist (interview with Aubrey Mellor, 2011). 

The residency of The Old Tote company in the Sydney Opera House was symbolic of its stature as 

NIDA’s resident company: students of the elite drama school would soon have an equally 

significant venue in which to perform. Mellor and his student peers had considered themselves 

fortunate to study acting and directing under the tutelage of Quentin who had worked with 



 81 

“theatrical royalty”, J.C Williamson and the Oliviers in Britain (Mellor 2011). This sentiment 

however, perceptibly changed during Mellor’s time at NIDA as the newly educated theatre makers, 

like their audiences, wanted to create and present Australian stories that showed their own, 

contemporary issues on stage (Mellor 2011; Milne 1993).  

 

Old Tote moved to the SOH on its opening in 1973.  Quentin and Lovejoy’s commitment to the 

British model of repertory theatre continued to lose popularity with contemporary Australian 

audiences in the new venue. The company had introduced the model of professional “mainstream 

subsidised” theatre to Australia, but against the background of the nascent New Wave movement, 

its artistic sensibilities were waning and decidedly old fashioned (Sharman 2008, p.153, p.156).  

This outmoded model contributed to a deterioration of the company’s morale, public dissatisfaction 

and poor box office returns. After weathering the internal conflict, Richard Wherrett and John Bell 

were among the instigators of an artistic leadership coup against Quentin and Lovejoy.  The 

Australia Council and the NSW Premier’s Department withdrew funding in 1978 (Sharman 2008, 

p.153; Parsons 1997, p.277; Wherrett 2000). Old Tote was an important institution in fulfilling the 

agendas of The Trust: it pioneered the professional, subsidised model and by providing training 

and professional opportunities for future leaders in Australian theatre, it opened a pathway for the 

realisation of the national theatre culture. Its collapse represents a significant moment in Australian 

theatrical history (NIDA.gov.au 2014; Sharman 2008, p.153; Parsons 1979; Milne 2004, p.22. 

p.115, p.179; Wherrett 2000, p.152).  

 

The failure of Old Tote only five years after it took residency in the Drama Theatre of the Sydney 

Opera House marks the end of the dominance of the ‘Anglo’ era in Australian theatre (Meyrick 

2002, pp.4 – 12, pp.207 – 210; Wherrett 2000, p.50). Quentin had worked alongside Coombs and 

The Trust’s Chairman Hugh Hunt to establish NIDA and Old Tote and the cessation of the 

company is seen as marking the end of The Trust’s direct involvement with the way Australian 

theatre was administered. Reviewing the company’s decline shows the process of “social ageing” 

that consumed the Anglo artistic generation, taking place in tandem to the rise of “New-Wave 

nationalism” in Australian theatre that fostered a new generation of artistic leader (Milne 2004, 

p.165; Wherrett 2000, p.50; Bourdieu 1983, p.333). 

 

While much of the focus of postwar arts policy and funding was directed at institutions such as 

NIDA and Old Tote, from 1968 through the 1970s the aesthetic transformation of the New Wave 

was occurring in the independent sub-field of Australian theatre (Sharman 2008; Milne 2004, pp. 

123 – 149; Wherrett 2000). The New Wave is defined by the changing of values from those upheld 

by Hunt, Quentin, Lovejoy and their Anglo counterparts, to a nationalist, locally relevant aesthetic 
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(Meyrick 2005, p.7, pp.27 – 35; Meyrick 2002, pp. 4 – 11, p.214). Milne sees this activity as 

increasing momentum from 1971, concluding with the demise of two significant institutions, the 

Pram Factory or Australian Performing Group (APG) in Melbourne and Nimrod in Sydney, and 

coinciding with the rise of the state theatre company network between 1980 and 1982 (Milne 2004, 

p.165).  During this period, political and economic frameworks were adjusting to a new 

understanding of the subsidised theatre field outside of its original framework as a ‘public good’ 

(Craik 2007, pp. 91 – 193; Caust 2003; Galloway & Dunlop 2007).   In the first part of this era, the 

IAC was gathering evidence for its Assistance to the Performing Arts report (1976). While 

subsidised companies such as Old Tote were struggling, the independent theatre sector was 

thriving. The Assistance to the Performing Arts report concluded there was no merit in continuing 

the ‘existing’ program of government subsidy of performing arts organisations. Furthermore, the 

organisations could no longer claim they offered the ‘public good’ that rationalised their subsidy 

(Craik 2007, p.91). As is outlined in chapter three, the federal government did not implement the 

recommendation (Macdonnell 1992, p.204). Despite such an unfavourable recommendation 

hovering over the subsidised arts sector for the next decade, it was in this uncertain funding 

environment that the NSW government established STC, a state company wholly dependent on 

subvention to launch it, and needing subsidy to provide at least 49% of its operating funds in its first 

few years (Nevin in Attard 2006). 

 

After the demise of Old Tote, Wran determined that NSW should have an official ‘state’ company 

following the manner of other states. Without the proxy of the Old Tote, New South Wales was 

without a flagship theatre company at the peak of the most significant artistic movement in 

Australian theatre. Furthermore, without Old Tote the theatre in the iconic building of the Sydney 

Opera House was without a resident drama company, an omission that Wran was keen to keen to 

correct.  In such turbulent political, economic and artistic times, it was critical that the right person 

was appointed to lead the new company. 

 

Consecrated ground: the appointment of Richard Wherrett   

 

The administration of STC began in 1979. Wran appointed NIDA’s executive staff Elizabeth 

Butcher and John Clarke to establish the infrastructure of the new state theatre company and take 

charge of appointing an ongoing Artistic Director (Rowse 1985, p.13). Through this connection, a 

sentimental link to NIDA and Old Tote was retained. It was a volatile environment in which to 

launch a state theatre company: artists who were schooled in the ‘Anglo’ methods of theatre upheld 

the classical values of repertory theatre and were bitter towards the government for not offering a 
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financial rescue package to Old Tote, implicitly allowing it to fail (Sharman 2008, p.153; Meyrick 

2002, pp.131 – 133, p.137). Additionally, the findings of the IAC inquiry and the impassioned 

debate that followed (Throsby 1982, p.242) lingered against the threat of ongoing inquiries into 

federal subsidy of the arts. The emotional response to the IAC report and the nascent vocalism of 

the New Wave artistic generation suggested that the sector might have resisted impositions of 

political or managerial logic into the new state company of NSW (Mellor 2011; Wherrett 2000).    

 

Wran, Butcher and Clarke carefully approached the process of forming the new company, giving 

ample consideration to how it would be positioned in the unsettled Sydney theatre scene.  Wherrett 

recalls a series of public meetings where these issues were raised (Wherrett 2000, p.105). These 

meetings signalled artistic leadership as the most important aspect of the new company and 

attendees asserted that the chief executive should be an artistic director rather than a general 

manager (Mellor 2011; Wherrett 2000, pp.105 – 108).   Significantly, and symbolic of the resistance 

towards the Anglo artistic generation, the meetings also concluded that the artistic director must 

always be Australian (Nevin in Attard 2006; Wherrett 2000, p.105).  The founding directors of the 

state theatre companies in Queensland, Victoria and South Australia were British-born and 

classically trained in British institutions, and still in command of their respective companies in 1979. 

The manifesto proclaimed at these meetings was political and artistic: STC would not embrace the 

‘Anglo’ model of repertory theatre nor appoint its directors, but advance the “New Wave 

nationalism” in its theatres.     

 

The STC was formed to step in to the Australia Council’s network of state companies. It was 

intended that STC would serve as a flagship company for the state: promoting the theatrical talent 

of Sydney, profiling Australian work and nurturing the local theatrical cultures in NSW.  The 

creation of a new, dedicated state company was seen as a way of abolishing the acrimony directed 

at Old Tote rather than attempting to repair it. Furthermore, the appointment of Richard Wherrett  – 

an Australian born, locally established theatre director and leader of the Sydney New Wave 

movement– as the inaugural Director demonstrated that the NSW state government was 

progressive and supportive of the vibrant artistic energy of the New Wave.     

 

The appointment of Wherrett affirmed STC’s position as an avant-garde newcomer to the 

conservative field of the major state theatre companies (Bourdieu 1993, p.313). This was an 

important milestone in an artistic environment tiring of the British aesthetic. Two independent 

theatre companies were driving the New Wave: Sydney’s Nimrod, a producer of new, challenging 

work described as “middle class nationalism” (Parsons 1997, p.202), and Melbourne’s Australian 

Performance Group (better known by its acronym, APG) (Meyrick 2002; Parsons 1997, p.202).  



 84 

Nimrod’s co-Artistic Directors, Wherrett, John Bell and Ken Horler were approaching the age of 40 

at the time of STC’s formation. Their theatrical training and artistic values bypassed indoctrination 

into the ‘Anglo’ aesthetic: their artistic vision was uniquely Australian and contemporaneous with 

the social transitions at the time.  After their failed coup against the British leadership at Old Tote, 

Bell and Wherrett had been dismissed as artistic associates of the company and they deliberately 

positioned Nimrod to oppose ‘mainstream’, conservative programs and sensibilities (Wherrett 2000, 

pp.48 – 50). Bell, Wherrett and Horler avoided reproducing the techniques and aesthetics of this 

older generation in their own “artistic generation”, and created an aesthetic that was ‘new’ 

(Bourdieu 1993, pp.332 – 333). The three directors actively rebelled against the dominant, 

orthodox aesthetic (Parsons 1997, p.203) and were successful in forging a position in the field as 

the avant-garde of Sydney theatre.    

 

Nimrod was a successful small company, however when the inaugural position of Director at STC 

was advertised, Wherrett, Bell and Horler agreed that each should submit an individual application 

for the new position (Meyrick 2005, p.24; Wherrett 2000, p.105).  This tactic ensured that they 

would “have no justification for complaint if a non-Australian was appointed” (Wherrett 2000, 

p.105).  That they were now legitimate candidates for leading the state company justified their 

earlier struggles at Old Tote. Meyrick however, questions why they considered this step: taking up 

the position would mean leaving a flourishing company, abandoning a successful artistic 

partnership, and the alternative movement they fought so hard for (2005, p.24). Furthermore, it 

would mean complying with a state, policy-led, subsidy-dependent system they publically, actively 

rejected at Old Tote and that went against the essence of the New Wave. The state theatre 

companies in other states were typically conservative and committed to upholding the postwar 

values of an elite artistic sensibility. The trio, burnt by earlier experiences were anticipating a return 

to a conservative aesthetic should an unsuitable director be appointed. By increasing the chances 

of ‘one of their own’ receiving the state job, they were ensuring a legitimate path for the New Wave 

aesthetic to dominate the field, the habitus maximising opportunities presented in the space of 

possibles (Young 2006, p.29; Bourdieu 1998, p.25; Bourdieu as cited in Kelly 2005, p.32).  

 

Wherrett began at STC in 1980 (Sydney Theatre Company 2014; Wherrett 2000, p.106). Meyrick 

observes that he was selected over Bell and the more managerial Horler as his artistic style 

bridged the alternative/mainstream divide.  His strength was in recognising then breaking with the 

prevailing artistic aesthetic – ignoring the ‘Anglo’ era and its rules – thus providing a contemporary 

legitimacy for Wran’s agenda for a progressive, exciting new state company (Milne 2004, p.165; 

Weber in Bourdieu 1993, p.321). Wherrett’s artistic capital positioned him as an ideal conduit 

between generations of theatre makers and audiences. Bell was more traditional in his artistic 
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style, providing a risk for the state government determined to avoid a replica of Old Tote. True to 

this assessment, Bell established the Bell Shakespeare Company in 1990 and Horler left Nimrod 

shortly after this episode to practice law.  

 

The appointment of Wherrett – Australian, well travelled, and apprenticed in Sydney’s smaller 

companies and larger UK theatres – represented a milestone for The Trust.  At the age of 40, he 

was the first Australian born artistic director of a state theatre company, confirming the mission that 

began in 1954 to create “a theatre of Australians by Australians for Australians” (Hunt 1957, n.p) 

was fulfilled. The Trust’s objective to form a thriving theatrical culture was underway, one 

generation after it set out to do so. 

 

Wherrett’s leadership commenced harmoniously. The original administration, Wran and the Sydney 

theatre scene welcomed this new institution. Wherrett’s first artistic policy statement for STC 

indicated that the new state theatre company would: 

 provide the highest quality of theatre at the lowest possible price 

 discover a theatre company that is light, flexible, committed, spirited and interacting 

 discover and develop new audiences (Wherrett 2000, p.108),  

 

He further articulated the role of the company as being 

 

To provide first-class theatrical entertainment for the people of Sydney – theatre that is 

grand, vulgar, intelligent, challenging and fun. That entertainment should reflect the 

society in which we live, providing a point of focus, a frame of reference, by which we 

come to understand our place in the world as individuals, as a community and as a nation 

(Sydney Theatre Company 2013, p.5; Brisbane in Milne 2004, p.245; Wherrett 2000, 

p.108; Parsons 1997, p.277).   

 

The statement reflected Sydney’s artistic zeitgeist of 1980 and is a philosophy that continues to be 

printed as an important vision statement in the company’s official documents. It is often referenced 

by STC Artistic Directors in interviews, speeches and company memoranda (Upton 2011, personal 

interview; see Nevin in Attard 2006).  

 

Wherrett’s appointment however was not without consequence for the alchemy of Sydney’s 

dynamic theatre sector.  A redistribution of positions and their relationships took place on the 

introduction of a new company to the field, initiating a new struggle for dominance between the 

“consecrated avant-garde and the avant-garde, the established figures and the newcomers” 
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(Bourdieu 1983, p.331, p.338). STC was ultimately fully supported by the state government. As 

such, it had obligations beyond Wherrett’s vibrant artistic mission and glittering theatre productions. 

Despite the energy of the New Wave leaders and assuming they could transform the position of a 

‘state theatre company’, the mechanisms of state funding and costs associated with theatre 

production meant STC’s position in the field would naturally comply with the ‘mainstream’ or 

conservative sub-field.  

 

The shape and opportunities of the field were reordered by Wherrett’s New Wave artistic 

leadership of a state organisation (Bourdieu 1983, p.314, p.333). In the avant-garde sub-field, 

Nimrod were considered an established institution, and Wherrett’s former co-collaborators and 

peers had to adjust their programming to accommodate the activities of the new capital-rich state 

theatre company (Young 2006, p.26; Bourdieu 2001, pp.98 – 105; Bourdieu 1983, p.321). 

Supported by Wran’s political agenda, the “deep-seated changes in the audience” fostered during 

the New Wave, and Wherrett’s established artistic legitimacy, STC was immediately a legitimate 

institution in the field (Bourdieu 1993, p.338). This position and conversely, the consequences of 

Wherrett’s departure from Nimrod, had adverse effects on the New Wave company. 

 

Throughout the 1970s, Nimrod successfully challenged and provided an alternative to the 

dominant, Anglo Old Tote. Wherrett’s transition from an avant-garde producer to the leadership 

position of the state theatre company changed this. Mellor, who began working at Nimrod on 

Wherrett’s departure, noted that although Wherrett had moved to the ‘state’ theatre company, he 

did not immediately abandon his alternative aesthetic.  Mellor recalls a period of artistic confusion 

in the Sydney theatre sector during STC’s first few years and remembers asking his fellow Nimrod 

directors, Bell and Neil Armfield (also new to the job), “if the state theatre is trying to be avant-

garde then what are we to be?” (Mellor 2011, personal interview).  With one of its own overseeing 

the direction of the ‘state’ theatre company, and the absence of a conservative, dominant Old Tote 

to rally against, Nimrod’s position as the avant-garde producer in the field faltered. Nimrod folded in 

1985 in its fifteenth year of operation. At the time it was considered a professional, mainstream, 

established producer against which the ‘new’ STC shone (Mellor, 2011; Parsons 1997, p.203).  

 

Despite Wherrett’s, Wran’s and the theatre community’s initial enthusiasm towards STC, the 

company was not immune to the process of “social ageing” (Bourdieu 1983, p.314). Wherrett’s 

popular avant-garde aesthetic could not protect it from financial difficulties or social and political 

obligations. After Wherrett’s initial two seasons (1980 and 1981) featuring innovative productions of 

new Australian and international plays and musicals, STC’s Annual Report for 1981 recognised 

future seasons would need to depart slightly from this programming mix to incorporate more 
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traditional productions and classics into the annual season to appeal to a wider audience and 

philanthropic funding sources (Sharman 2008, p.157, p.272; Wherrett 2000; Parsons 1997, p.277; 

Sydney Theatre Company 1981). Through these means, STC also came to be regarded as a 

producer of conservative middle class theatre. If solely a vehicle for Wherrett’s artistic vision, STC 

might have continued to produce work that was spectacular in its scope and execution, innovative 

and avant-garde in its aesthetic (Sharman 2008, p.157). However, Wherrett too was feeling the 

“growing pressure of diverse public responsibilities” that are inherent in running a state theatre 

company (Parsons 1997, p.277). He reflected on the changing nature of this directorship role, 

noting that the artistic duties of the position were comfortable for him, but that the managerial 

responsibilities were often not sympathetic to his artistic nature, conceding “many tasks were 

managerial and administrative and very much outside of my experience” (Wherrett 2000, p.111; 

Wherrett 2000, p.27).     

 

The transition to a more conservative program appears to have been a fairly swift one: in 1982 

Throsby noted that STC’s audiences were the more “conservative and middle class” of Sydney’s 

significant theatre companies, and were “accustomed to paying top prices for theatre tickets” 

(Throsby 1990, p.79).  This shift in Wherrett’s programming was also not without consequence in 

the theatrical field. While reception of the new company and Wherrett was typically enthusiastic, 

Wherrett was not without his adversaries.   Two outspoken opponents to Wherrett’s direction were 

Australian author and playwright Patrick White and British playwright David Hare.   Both writers had 

work staged by the company during Wherrett’s tenure but were critical of the limitations evident in 

the structure of the company.  Hare claimed that STC’s operations were hindered by political and 

artistic agendas, believing the ‘state company’ only provided opportunities to a very narrow field of 

Wherrett’s preferred friends and artists. He claimed that the programming and casting choices 

neglected the abundance of Sydney talent emerging from smaller companies and drama schools 

(Hare in Wherrett 2000, p.158).  Patrick White –esteemed and highly influential – was an 

outspoken critic of STC throughout Wherrett’s eleven-year tenure.  His dissatisfaction was publicly 

voiced in several letters to the Sydney Morning Herald, and he openly stated his dislike of Wherrett 

in behind-the-scenes altercations (Armfield 2012, p.25; Wherrett 2000, p.71).   

 

Neil Armfield, Artistic Director of Company B/Belvoir Street theatre between 1994 and 2008 and a 

mutual friend of both, suggests that while White’s vendetta may have been personal his claims 

resonated with broader criticisms of STC circulating in the 1980s (Armfield 2012, p.19). White 

supported Hare, also claiming that the company constricted its reach and artistic vision by offering 

work to a mere few of the state’s excellent artists (Wherrett 2000, p.114, p.250).  A consequence of 

White’s disapproval was his withholding all but one of his plays from production at STC during 
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Wherrett’s directorship. Defiantly, he permitted Wherrett’s friends, Armfield and Sharman, to direct 

his plays at smaller, lesser grossing companies.  White’s grudge against Wherrett was fortunate for 

Armfield and Sharman: both recognise having had opportunity to direct White’s plays was 

instrumental to their career development and success (Armfield 2012, pp.19 – 26; Sharman 2008, 

p.; White 1981 pp.245 – 246). After finally permitting Wherrett to direct a revival of The Ham 

Funeral in 1989, White refused to acknowledge him in his opening night speech to the company 

(Armfield 2012, p.26; Wherrett 2000). Armfield recalls Wherrett spent the remainder of the night 

crying in his dressing room (2012, p.26). Wherrett, exhausted after eleven years of leading STC, 

identifies White’s refusal to acknowledge him as one part of the catalyst for his departure from STC 

(2000, p.252). He resigned shortly after the opening night of The Ham Funeral.  

 

Wayne Harrison was appointed as Wherrett’s replacement and he commenced as the Artistic 

Director of STC in 1990. Harrison had been one of the preferred pool of artists Wherrett had been 

criticised for repeatedly employing: he was Wherrett’s artistic associate between 1981 and 1986 

and worked as a dramaturge and director on many productions.  While White and Hare perceived 

repetitive artistic appointments as detrimental to the vibrancy of the city’s artistic life, this 

experience gave Harrison a long history with the company and experience across most of its 

administrative and artistic operations (Wherrett 2000). His appointment was seen as a natural 

succession for the company.  His leadership was credited as changing the artistic and financial 

“tone” through “reduced design costs and increased output” (Parsons 1997, p.278). This strategy 

was needed to steer the company through the economic difficulties and policy reviews of the 1990s 

and to maintain STC’s position as the national flagship organisation.  

 

Australia was in recession in the early 1990s and the productivity of the mainstream theatre 

companies was in decline (Milne 2004, p.250).  The number of productions reduced and the 

subscriber base that had grown during the previous decade was proving difficult to maintain 

(Fotheringham 2014, p.11; Milne 2014, p.25; Nevin in Attard 2006).  Sydney Theatre Company was 

the only company to record growth during this time. Harrison’s commercially oriented programming 

guaranteed a ‘good night out’ and was a good fit for the typically conservative subscribers.  During 

this time STC became more entrepreneurial, producing work that would sell tickets and have a long 

production life (Milne 2014, p.21). Plays by known and bankable writers such as David Williamson 

and Hannie Rayson were frequently programmed alongside STC-commissioned shows with wide 

audience appeal such as Tap Dogs (by Dein Perry 1996) and Two Weeks With The Queen (by 

Mary Morris 1992). Both types of production enjoyed long national and international tours (Parsons 

1997, p.278). The MPAI report noted that STC programmed popular repertoire featuring more 

“names” than other state companies (1999, pp.170 – 171).   



 89 

 

This change in the programming of STC was symptomatic of the broader economic issues of the 

time. Following STC, the other state theatre companies began programming along more 

commercial lines. Anticipating similar financial success, they bought-in to STC’s larger productions 

or programmed them as known artistic and financial entities after their Sydney seasons. This box-

office oriented programming contributed to the financial and artistic ‘crisis’ that the MPAI observed 

in the major performing arts companies in the mid-1990s (Brown-Watt 2011, personal interview; 

Mellor 2011, personal interview; 1999, pp.1 – 3). The repetition of work within the state theatre 

company network wearied audiences and the type of work reduced the scope of theatre being 

presented.  An additional consequence of this pattern positioned STC’s programming decisions as 

monopolising national theatre, reducing the number of artistic contracts available for those outside 

of the STC network (Mellor 2011). Similar faces and names appeared across seasons and states. 

Thus, the perception of STC as an artistic ‘empire’ continued throughout Harrison’s term.   

 

Despite the increased productivity, commercial and international success during Harrison’s 

leadership, STC continued to rely on approximately 40% government subsidy to support its 

operations throughout the 1990s (Nevin in Attard 2006). Harrison remained as Artistic Director of 

STC for nine years, before moving into commercial theatre and event production in 1999. When the 

position was advertised, Nevin applied and was invited to pitch for the directorship (Waites 2010, 

p.4).  She commenced as the third Artistic Director of STC in 2000.   

 

An Empress state: the directorship of Robyn Nevin  

 

Nevin was a logical appointment to the artistic director position.  Her appointment continued the 

pattern of leadership succession seen between Wherrett and Harrison, and like Harrison her career 

was similarly formed through significant institutions of the field. Nevin trained as an actor in NIDA’s 

first intake of students (1959 – 1960), learning her craft from the ‘Anglo’ teaching generation and 

later at Old Tote.  She worked with Wherrett, Bell, Mellor, Sharman and Cramphorn in both Sydney 

and Melbourne New Wave movements.  After performing in Wherrett’s first production at STC she 

maintained a strong connection to the company, directing and acting in many performances and 

working as Wherrett’s Artistic Associate between 1984 and 1987. Outside of STC, she accrued 

significant managerial and artistic experience.  Between 1996 and 1999 she was the Artistic 

Director of QTC, overseeing the smaller state company throughout the review process of the Major 

Performing Arts Inquiry. Reflecting on her career trajectory, Nevin recognised that she was the 
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"absolute product of the government's subsidised system of theatre” (Nevin in ABC.net.au, 2007; 

Bourdieu & Wacquant 1992, p.105; Wacquant 2006, p.6). 

 

The graduation of NIDA’s first student cohort symbolised the arrival of a young, professionally 

trained generation of artists in Australian theatre, film and radio who were willing to take risks and 

find their version of the national theatre ideology. At La Mama, Melbourne’s pioneering New Wave 

company, she met playwright David Williamson. This introduction developed into a significant 

creative partnership that would shape the canon of Australian theatre throughout the 1990s and 

2000s. Their partnership forms a point of reference for this section of the case study as it 

exemplifies the constrictive ‘empire’ that emerged from the New Wave movement, replicating the 

pattern of resistance towards the Anglo generation, and becoming the conservative force against 

which a new artistic generation would assert itself.  As a freelance artist Nevin frequently acted in 

or directed Williamson’s plays.  When she became the Artistic Director of QTC and later STC, 

Williamson’s plays were programmed frequently in annual seasons (compiled from 

ausstage.edu.au). Such was their regularity that the General Manager of STC in 2005 proclaimed 

that the company’s annual programming of a Williamson play was a “community rite”, eagerly 

anticipated by its local audiences (Brookman in Blake 2009).   

 

In the early 1970s Williamson’s plays were considered cutting edge.  They drove the oeuvre of the 

New Wave, presenting stories of “middle class suburban Australia” and showing audiences for the 

first time “that they were important enough to be shown” on stage (Williamson in Tobin 1975, p.39).  

The content and naturalistic style of his plays were perfectly positioned as a counterpoint to the 

programming of “legitimate” English repertory drama in postwar Anglo companies and the smaller, 

highly experimental theatre movement of the time (Kiernan 1975, p.315).  Williamson’s first play, 

The Coming of Stork  (1970) and later plays The Removalists (1971) and Don’s Party (1971) were 

critically and financially successful for La Mama and their later producers.  Williamson’s artistic 

energy was apparently inexhaustible and he wrote, on average, one play a year throughout the 

1970s and 1980s (Kelly 1998, p.4). This productivity amassed a volume of work that became staple 

product for the state theatre company network. The laconic, satirical tone of Williamson’s plays 

resonated with the educated, nationalistic audiences and this was reflected in the box office sales 

(Williamson in Tobin 1975, p.39). His work became entrenched in the annual programming of state 

theatre companies working within a conservative funding environment “tied” to outcomes and 

reliant upon an established repertoire. A Williamson, a classic, a Shakespeare, a new work and a 

play with local resonance became the standard annual programming of state theatre companies 

(Mellor 2011, personal interview; Ross 2011, personal interview; Upton 2011, personal interview; 

Craik 2007, p.20). This comfortable method of programming delivered financial results, but for 
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critics longing for state theatre companies to advance theatre, cultivate a new audience and be 

creatively “vibrant”, this programming was seen “as a way of meeting (not challenging) audience 

perspective” (Meyrick 2014, p.72). For the state theatre companies, programming a Williamson 

play was as “bankable” as Shakespeare (Kelly notes that Williamson was programmed more than 

Shakespeare in STC’s first 20 years) while also fulfilling vital artistic and financial criteria to comply 

with the reporting requirements of funding agencies (Hallett 2005; 1998, p.7). In summary, 

Williamson’s work embodied the synthesis of the New Wave and the state theatre company 

network in economic rationalist times: he was an Australian, his work was new, contemporary, and 

topical for its audiences, and practically guaranteed to perform well at the box office. For Nevin, 

programming Williamson’s work at STC offered the convivial good night out that Wherrett originally 

promised the company would provide audiences.  

 

Williamson retired in 2005 leaving his catalogue of plays in circulation. At this point in time, the 

audiences who embraced Williamson’s satirical comedies as progressive Australian drama during 

the 1960s and 70s were older, financially secure and typical of the subscribers that historically 

provided STC with its earned income base (see Throsby 1982). The audience of the radical New 

Wave became the middle class audience of the ‘noughties’. By then, Williamson’s plays were 

considered overly nationalistic in tone, out-dated in form and content and had been, perhaps, too-

frequently performed. They represented an aged theatrical era. By continuing to program the 

‘bankable’ Williamson, the state theatre companies were committing to a conservative agenda, 

confirming an aversion to financial and artistic risk. This was particularly incongruous at STC 

where, as a well-funded and protected national flagship company, it was favourably positioned to 

take risks on the main stage. Williamson’s retirement proved temporary and he returned to writing 

new plays a few years later.  

 

After the implementation of the MPAI recommendations from 1999, the Australia Council monitored 

the performance of the major performing arts companies by analysing each company’s annual 

data. These reports were also published as Securing the Future reports. The data was assessed 

against the three criteria that the MPAI report addressed: artistic vibrancy, breadth of access and 

financial results (Securing the Future 2007, p.3).   During the first six years of reporting (published 

annually 2001 – 2007), the financial robustness of the major theatre companies was typically 

reported as being healthier than prior to the implementation of MPAI’s recommendations.  

Audience participation also increased over the same period. Results against the criteria of artistic 

vibrancy however showed declining activity in the production of new theatrical work and in the 

presentation of new Australian work by the major companies (Securing the Future 2007, pp.7 – 8). 

Nevin argued that it was difficult for STC to be artistically vibrant when government subsidy 
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remained stable and production costs were increasing (Nevin in Attard 2006; Nevin STC Annual 

Report 2006, p.1). 

 

In 2007, the three largest state theatre companies had long term Artistic Directors.  Nevin had been 

at STC for eight years and planned to stay for another twelve months before retiring at the end of 

2007, Michael Gow had been at QTC since 2000 (to 2010) and Simon Phillips at MTC from 2000 

(to 2011). These artistic leaders were artists of the New Wave generation who, beginning with 

Wherrett’s appointment in 1980, dominated the state theatre company network for almost three 

decades.  Milne observed the leadership of this elite set of companies was effectively held by a 

small group of artists, noting succession plans were not in place.  He asked, “where is the new 

blood to come from, or the new ideas and repertoires?” (2004, p.400).  Dissatisfaction with the 

stranglehold these leaders had over these companies and the national theatrical activity was 

apparent in critical commentary and social media (see Meyrick 2014; Fotheringham 2013; Croggan 

2010, Lyall-Watson 2010).  

 

The leadership style of this artistic generation was described as one of bureaucratic gatekeeping 

(Eckersall in Archer 2005, p.56). As noted earlier, Fotheringham saw that they effectively worked to 

lock out emerging generations from the company (1998, p.26).  Andrew Upton remembers feeling 

excluded from the nuclei of the theatre companies, and being frustrated by the leadership of the 

main theatres of Sydney and Melbourne in the 1990s as he tried to establish himself as a writer. He 

recalls that the Artistic Directors of the subsidised companies “focused on their own empires … 

they made their spaces and they didn’t share that information with each other or anyone else” 

(Upton, personal interview 2011). By doing so, these leaders were criticised for alienating the 

emerging artistic generations and preventing development of audience, theatre and the companies 

(Meyrick 2014, p.71; Meyrick 2005, p.6, pp.40 – 41). There was a striking parallel between these 

sentiments and those expressed by the New Wave towards the dominant Anglo artistic leaders 

during the 1970s and 1980s.   

 

The Australia Council committed to working with the state and major companies to address the 

issues of artistic vibrancy (Allert & Grybowski in Securing the Future 2007, p.3). This commitment 

manifested in a number of reviews and inquiries analysing the structure of the theatre sector. 

Significant publications included Make it New 2006 – 2008 that mapped the structure of the sector 

and the production of new work (Baylis 2006), a review of creative workforce conditions and 

succession in the major theatre companies titled Love Your Work (Bailey 2008, p.4) and an 

examination of threats to the companies’ futures that were considered risks to the proliferation of 

artistic vibrancy called Anticipating Change (2008). These reports – among other findings – 
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identified a strong relationship between the activities of the major theatre organisations and those 

in the small–medium field.  While providing many points of discussion, these reports had little 

influence in the daily operations of the state or major theatre companies. They were effective in 

enhancing only a few aspects of the Australia Council’s process of governance over both sub-fields 

until a later review in 2009. This review cemented funding and administrative arrangements and 

provided the major companies with an increase of funds from 2010 (personal interviews, 2011). 

The issue of artistic vibrancy remained a point of concern until the transition of leadership positions 

at the state theatre companies was completed between 2008 and 2011.  

 

The announcement of Nevin’s resignation from the artistic directorship of STC in November 2006 

was momentous.  Like Wherrett, Nevin cited exhaustion as the reason for leaving the company 

(Waites 2010, p.25; in Attard 2006).  She considered her milestone achievements as opening the 

Sydney Theatre in 2004, gaining three years of NSW government funding to support a resident 

ensemble, The Actor’s Company, and touring a production of Hedder Gabler  – an adaptation of 

Ibsen’s play by Andrew Upton starring Cate Blanchett  – to New York in 2006 (Waites 2010; Hallett 

2006). She was the first of the New Wave artistic directors to resign from their long-held positions. 

In her resignation statement she announced the celebrity couple had been appointed as co-Artistic 

Directors from 2008, allowing a period of time for Upton to work as an artistic associate and 

transition the company.  At the time it was understood that she personally selected Blanchett and 

Upton as her successors, reinforcing the perception of STC as an ‘Empire’ state company (Upton 

2011, personal interview). This was later attributed to being a decision made by the board of 

directors, however without a public recruitment process it was assumed that she championed the 

appointment of the couple to the role. While the manner of this appointment was largely criticised, 

in a Bourdieusien framework it can be seen as radical: breaking away from the company’s 

historical pattern of appointing from a small pool of in-house, New Wave artists.  Like Wherrett at 

the beginning of the company in 1980, Upton and Blanchett represented a nascent artistic 

generation yet to make their mark on the state theatre company network. Analysing this transition 

provides an example of a new artistic generation asserting their legitimacy against an outgoing 

dominant generation. 

    

Descendants of the New Wave: The directorships of Cate Blanchett and Andrew Upton (2007 

– 2013) and Andrew Upton (2014 – present) 

 

The relationship between Nevin and her successors was portrayed as being close: the feature 

image of STC’s 2007 marketing campaign was of Upton and Blanchett standing against The 
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Wharf’s signature blue wall, and Nevin positioned between them. In the manner of previous STC 

Artistic Directors, the couple embarked on an apprenticeship at the company: Upton began working 

as Nevin’s Artistic Associate in 2007 and Blanchett was scheduled to direct Nevin in Joan Didion’s 

one woman play, The Year of Magical Thinking in 2008.   The transition to their independence as 

co-Artistic Directors was measured: because of planning timelines, Nevin had programmed most of 

the 2008 season and committed to some productions scheduled for 2009 (Blanchett and Upton in 

Sydney Theatre Company Annual Report 2007, p.1). The new artistic directors were bound to her 

artistic vision for almost the first half of their initial three-year term.  With limited scope to take new 

directions in the immediate programming of the mainstage program, it could be expected little 

would change at the company. Blanchett and Upton however, asserted their leadership of the 

company through other means. 

 

Blanchett and Upton’s appointment represented a new era for STC and the subsidised field of 

Australian theatre. Their career paths were atypical of the career paths of artistic directors 

previously appointed to STC and other major companies. The most comparable appointment was 

Kevin Spacey’s artistic directorship of Old Vic in 2004, however he had a long association with the 

London company.  Nonetheless, the Blanchett-Upton appointment was controversial for the 

Australian theatre sector (see Lahr 2007; Neill 2007; Croggan 2006).  During my research, several 

respondents cited this appointment as being symptomatic of a flawed sector, suggesting the 

couple’s celebrity was harnessed as ‘star power’ to generate philanthropic income sources. This 

was perceived as being to the detriment of honouring the duty that the STC had to Australian 

theatre, a slightly misinformed position as artistic directors of STC exercised entrepreneurial 

programming to advance the financial interests of the company from 1982. 

 

There were two, more logical reasons underpinning industry criticism of the Upton and Blanchett 

appointment. Firstly, in bypassing the recruitment process typically practiced by publicly funded 

state theatre companies, STC denied established individuals in the socially older artistic generation 

the opportunity to apply for leadership of the national flagship company.  These artists had been 

developing their careers through previous decades and were positioned as likely candidates for 

STC’s directorship.  This highly sought, elite position would have provided one senior artists with a 

career milestone, an opportunity to contribute to the flagship organisation – and recognition of their 

lifetime’s work – prior to retirement (Mellor 2011, personal interview; Ross 2011, personal 

interview; Gow in Neill 2007).  Secondly, it was claimed Blanchett and Upton did not have enough 

experience or industry knowledge to take leadership of the national flagship theatre company.  It 

was perceived that the couple had not achieved significant, independent milestones in their 

theatrical careers or contributed to the field of Australian theatre to the same extent more 
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experienced artists had.  Furthermore, the couple had not experienced the transition of a company 

through the complete process of a production or a funding cycle as an artist or administrator and 

lacked this essential knowledge.  

 

The appointment of Blanchett and Upton challenged the field’s understanding of what an Artistic 

Director of a major or state theatre company needed to be.   While both had notable successes in 

their independent careers (arguably Blanchett more than Upton), in the context of the state theatre 

company network, their careers were considered “young” (Bourdieu 1993, pp.333 – 334, p.339). As 

members of an emerging generation they had not struggled to attain the artistic or leadership 

experience that would position them as the natural successors to STC. As relative outsiders to the 

company, they had not internalised the processes or standards of the role. As such, they could not 

be accepted as legitimate leadership figures by the consecrated leaders and artists of the field 

(Santoro & Solaroli 2007, p.471; Bourdieu 1993, pp.331 – 332; p.312). While these criticisms were 

directed towards the couple’s qualifications for the appointment, they proved only to represent the 

attitudes of a confined field. I argue that the couple’s habitus being independent from the 

internalised patterns of leadership and attitudes of the company allowed them an objective 

detachment, and therefore an ability to exercise transformative agency during their leadership term.  

 

At the time of this study, STC continues as the largest state theatre company in Australia.  It still 

resides at The Wharf, the venue on Sydney Harbour built under Wherrett’s direction in the first 

years of the company’s operations.  Over the years, the venue has been redesigned and updated 

with modern theatre fixtures, a restaurant and additional rehearsal and event spaces. The uniform 

grey-blue walls that were painted Nevin’s favourite colour, the former signature colour of STC, have 

been replaced with a bespoke brightly coloured geometric design.  Each function of the building is 

energy efficient in keeping with the ‘Greening The Wharf’ project that Blanchett and Upton 

introduced in 2009.  The Wharf is an ultra-modern fit out in a rugged, rustic finger-wharf extending 

out over Walsh Bay.  The building now forms the hub of an upmarket residential and cultural 

precinct, a vastly different surrounding to the “gulag” end of town where Wherrett and Harrison 

opened the venue in 1985 (Wherrett 2000).   

 

In addition to programming two theatres at The Wharf, the company also presents work in the 

independently administered Sydney Theatre (opened by Nevin in 2004) and the Drama Theatre at 

the Sydney Opera House (opened by Old Tote in 1973).  Access to multiple theatres allows the 

company to present several productions concurrently: between 2007 and 2013 it produced more 

than 60 plays and events each year (Meyrick 2014, p.33).  This capacity maintains STC’s position 

as the most productive of the state theatre companies. Following on from this productivity, STC has 
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the highest financial turnover and largest number of full-time staff of the state theatre companies 

(see Australia Council 2013; Sydney Theatre Company 2013). Additionally, STC has continued to 

remain internationally relevant by attracting high-profile artists and producing work of international 

significance.  Thus, the company continues to uphold the responsibilities of the Australian flagship 

theatre company by being an “extensive” producer, contributing to the international theatre domain, 

and continuing as a leader in the field as outlined in the MPAI report (Securing the Future 1999, 

p.25, p.27). 

 

The network of state theatre companies remains the dominant structure in the field of Australian 

theatre. It remained relatively unchanged until a scheduled Securing The Future review in 2009.  At 

the end of this process in 2010 state and federal agencies agreed to guarantee ongoing funding to 

the organisations that were the subject of the Major Performing Arts Inquiry, now categorised as 

the Australian Major Performing Arts Group (AMPAG). In the consultation phase of the NCP, this 

provided an assurance of ongoing funding to the major organisations against anticipated changes 

to the sector.  No longer needing to invest energies in “protecting their position” (Fotheringham 

1998, pp.22 – 23), this security slightly adjusted the competitive financial environment artistic 

directors operated in and provided some relief from conservative financially driven programming.    

 

For Blanchett and Upton, this respite was combined with the enhanced sponsorship their celebrity 

brought to the company.  Additionally, their programming proved successful, many shows quickly 

reaching budgeted ticket sales targets. Analysis of financial statements published in Sydney 

Theatre Company reports between 2009 and 2012 shows the financial position of the company 

greatly improving over these years (also see Hallett 2011). While Sydney Theatre Company had a 

long history of substantial corporate sponsorship and an active fundraising foundation prior to their 

artistic directorship, growth in this area is particularly notable given that their leadership began the 

year after the Global Financial Crisis (GFC). Comparable arts companies reported difficulty 

obtaining corporate support for several years after this event (see Malthouse Annual Report 2009, 

p.3). Prestigious brands Audi and Armani, joined new and existing corporate partners supporting 

the company, committing financial support much greater than previous individual sponsorship 

agreements (Gonski in Sydney Theatre Company Annual Report 2009, p.2).   

 

This favourable financial position allowed Upton and Blanchett to take risks that advanced the 

company through means other than programming works to appease subscribers (Upton personal 

interview, 2011).  The frustration of trying to access the company as a young and emerging theatre 

artist had a profound effect on Upton who summarised previous achievements of the company as 

“making plays for a group of people who weren’t that interested” (2011, personal interview).  In the 
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early stage of their co-leadership Upton recalls that an immediate priority was to open up STC to 

the city and reach new audiences, abolishing the perception of STC as a closed empire. To 

achieve this goal, the couple abandoned formulaic programming and pursued collaborations with 

companies and artists whom they admired. They chose to produce work that interested them or the 

artists they wanted to work with, thereby deserting the process of predicting what would mollify the 

company’s typical ticket buyer. Importantly, they did not pay heed to the notion of the state theatre 

network or STC’s role in it. Upton acknowledges that Blanchett’s success as an actress enabled 

them to take programming risks that fellow artistic directors could not:  they were not concerned 

with their decisions tarnishing their professional identity or future ability to earn income.  This 

purposely indulgent, almost reckless approach to theatre programming was an intentional return to 

Wherrett’s original vision for STC to produce “grand, vulgar, intelligent, challenging and fun” theatre 

(Sydney Theatre Company 2013, p.5; Brisbane in Milne 2004, p.245; Wherrett 2000, p.108; 

Parsons 1997, p.277).  

  

Blanchett and Upton’s own programming commenced towards the end of the 2009 season and 

these productions featured high-profile international artists.  Artists such as Liv Ullman (A Streetcar 

Named Desire in 2009), Phillip Seymour-Hoffman (True West in 2010), William Hurt (Long Day’s 

Journey into Night in 20I0), and Isabelle Huppert (The Maids in 2014) joined productions that often 

featured the writing, directing or acting talents of Blanchett or Upton, along with highly regarded 

local artists in plays that frequently sold-out prior to their season commencing.   Prestigious 

international theatre companies such as Steppenwolf (Chicago), The Abbey (Dublin) and 

Ontroerend Goed (Ghent) also committed time and money to partnering with STC on productions 

that were produced in Sydney. Through these means STC became more relevant, appealing to a 

wider population of the city.  A significant extension of the company’s programming reach was the 

increased exportation of STC productions.  The company toured one or two productions to 

overseas venues each year between 2008 and 2012, significantly improving upon the irregular 

international touring of previous directorships: four productions toured internationally in Nevin’s era, 

five in Harrison’s period which included the world wide tour of Dein Perry’s Tap Dogs, preceded by 

five tours in Wherrett’s directorship. 

 

While Blanchett and Upton’s goal to open STC up to a more diverse audience base saw a 

proliferation of programming activity, there were also constrictions in the company’s artistic 

programs.  Casualties of Blanchett and Upton’s leadership were two projects that were symbolic of 

Robyn Nevin’s time as Artistic Director: The Actor’s Company (TAC) and the programming of David 

Williamson’s plays.  The couple chose to abolish TAC at the end of its initial funding cycle and they 

did not program a Williamson play during their co-tenure.  These decisions are significant to their 
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leadership as they exemplify their commitment to departing with the former artistic methodologies 

of the company they perceived as being ‘closed’, distinguishing their tenure from that of Nevin’s 

succession programming.  

 

The establishment of TAC was Nevin’s magnum opus for STC. She lobbied the NSW government 

from the beginning of her leadership to obtain the large grant needed to establish and maintain a 

group of twelve full-time employed actors for an initial three-year period between 2007 and 2009 

(Waites 2010, pp.3 – 4).  These ensembles were considered the ultimate way to produce theatre: 

they allowed actors to develop individual skills and were conducive to producing strong creative 

relationships (Olivier in Gillett 2014; Waites 2010, pp.4 – 7; Milne 2008, p.42).  Two Australian 

exemplars of this model were Jim Sharman’s Lighthouse Theatre Company, operating in place of 

STCSA during 1982 and 1983 (Sharman 2008; Milne 2004) and Rex Cramphorn’s Performance 

Syndicate that operated from 1969 to 1975 with Nevin as an actor (Waites 2010, p.5; Sharman 

2008). The productions and partnerships that developed within this later ensemble formed the 

spine of Sydney’s theatrical New Wave. It was this kind of chemistry that Nevin sought to emulate 

with her vision for TAC (Waites 2010, p.52).  There are however, known difficulties involved in 

facilitating such a company: the wages become prohibitive, the work is limited to suit the range of 

the actors, and personality clashes can erode the benefits of group trust. Waites’ Platform Paper 

(2010) identifies these issues as being rife in TAC (made particularly difficult after Nevin’s 

resignation), presenting them in compelling terms that are beyond the scope of this present 

discussion.   

 

Nevin intended that TAC would produce multiple main stage productions throughout the year using 

the same artists. Blanchett and Upton felt that both the artists and audiences would tire of this 

repetitiveness and found the inability to employ other actors to augment this group restrictive and 

elitist. It was an actor’s company and the couple considered this to be a narrow and unfair 

representation of the scope of artists required to produce theatre (2011, personal interview; Waites 

2010). Furthermore, TAC sought to emulate a form of theatre making that was characteristic of and 

idealised by the former artistic generation. Ensemble companies are an indulgent model of theatre-

making that require large budgets to sustain, for Upton and Blanchett this did not seem a sensible 

investment of the company’s funds. For the co-Artistic Directors the benefits Nevin sought in the 

ensemble model were considered flaws, emblematic of an old artistic ideal and contributing to 

STC’s image as an elitist closed shop (Upton personal interview 2011). They did not seek to 

continue the NSW government grant beyond the initial three-year commitment and TAC was 

closed in 2009. It was replaced with The Residents, a flexible in-house program that aimed to 

develop artistic skill and new products and was sympathetic to Blanchett and Upton’s vision. It 
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provided professional opportunities to a range of artists from theatrical disciplines with less rigid 

restrictions.    

 

The decision not to program a Williamson play was one also determined through Upton and 

Blanchett’s central goal to open up STC to new artists and audiences and progress from New 

Wave aesthetics.  After inheriting Williamson’s The Removalists as the first production of their 

tenure in January 2009, the artistic leaders vowed his work would not be programmed during their 

directorship. By May of the same year Williamson became aware that his work would not be 

enjoying an annual production in STC’s 2010 season.  He voiced his concerns to a Sydney 

Morning Herald journalist, claiming that the new directors at STC were only interested in “dazzle 

theatre” with a “capital T” (in Blake 2009). Williamson’s work had earned the company over $20 

million since 1980, and while the prospect of this ‘bankable’ income was once alluring to the 

company in financial need, in Blanchett and Upton’s regime they were free from such necessarily 

financially-driven programming. Their artistic rationale was articulated in more philosophical terms.  

Upton believes interesting theatre is the domain of the “young”. He believes it has to keep 

changing: it has to play with new ideas in new ways to maintain the art form’s duty to remain vital 

and interesting. To continue programming Williamson’s plays would not “expand the artistic growth 

of the nation”, would not benefit Williamson’s craft and finally, would keep STC wedded to an out-

dated aesthetic and an old audience (Upton 2011, personal interview).    

 

Despite accruing artistic successes and improving the company’s financial position, Upton 

considered ‘Greening The Wharf’ the most important project of the co-directorship. This project 

stemmed from their artistic philosophy that asserted the “art-form is only interesting if it is engaged 

with the world that it lives in” (2011, personal interview).  The project aimed to power The Wharf 

through renewable energy sources and use ethically sourced, environmentally conscious 

production materials. The project was designed in consultation with the University of New South 

Wales. It received $5.8 million in combined funding from the federal government, state government 

and private philanthropic sources.  These funds exceed the annual budgets of many subsidised 

theatre companies.  Through this project, the company hoped to be “a leader in environmental 

sustainability in the arts industry”  (Noonan in Sydney Theatre Company Annual Report 2009, 

p.23). The physical changes to the building and theatre design needed to advance this ideal were 

just one component of the program however, and the couple encouraged their staff and other 

theatre companies to follow its leadership and “green” their practice and personal activities (Gonski 

in Sydney Theatre Company Annual Report 2009, p.2).  
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The 2011 Sydney Theatre Company Annual Report shows  ‘Greening The Wharf’ was successful 

in substantially reducing in the company’s use of non-renewable energy and materials by 

approximately 70% (p.23).  The success of the project was widely celebrated: it formed the topic of 

one episode of ABC television’s Q&A program in 2010 and won a NSW Premier’s Award for 

Sustainability in the same year.  Additionally, the project – and STC’s The Wharf – was discussed 

within disciplines not typically associated with the arts such as building conservation, urban 

planning and environmental design. It inspired the ‘Greener Live Performances’ project across 15 

Queensland performing arts companies and venues between September 2011 and March 2013 

(Live Performance Australia 2011) and prompted other environmentally sustainable programs. 

These programs used low-tech, low-cost measures to reduce the carbon footprint of theatre 

production, and most major theatre company annual reports during this period boast transferring to 

energy efficient lighting (Payne in theatrepeople.com.au 2012). The scope and longevity of other 

initiatives was limited however: Malthouse Theatre operated ‘Greenlight’ in 2011, however a 

collective of professional Melbourne based performing arts companies including Victorian Opera, 

Circus Oz and Malthouse attempted to fundraise for an equivalent broad-scope greening project in 

2012, only receiving a small portion of the funds needed to start the project 

(http://www.pozible.com/project/204880). La Boite Theatre’s ‘greening La Boite’, part of the 

Queensland pilot program, ceased after funding concluded in 2013 (La Boite.com.au 2014).    

 

The national ‘greening the theatre’ movement illustrates Blanchett and Upton’s influence on the 

Australian theatre sector.  However, it also confirms STC’s continued position as a giant of the 

field. It was difficult for other theatre companies to replicate the scale of “greening” their venues: 

the federal grants available for implementing such initiatives were withdrawn shortly after STC gave 

it prominence, and the increased labour and cost of obtaining ethically sourced materials were 

prohibitive to many production budgets (Payne in theatrepeople.com.au 2012).  In this context, 

‘Greening The Wharf’ remains a one-off case for a privileged company. While this example 

demonstrates Blanchett and Upton’s significant influence on the field, it also shows the field as 

being restricted in its capacity to fully accommodate the changes they introduced.   Notwithstanding 

the limitations of the sector in responding to their transformative agency, in the context of 

Australian theatre the project demonstrates Upton and Blanchett’s genuine commitment to 

improving the wellbeing of its local and national theatre ecology (Upton 2011; Waites 2010, p.65).    

  

An Empire of one’s own: the transition to Upton’s solo directorship 
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Upton was critical of the structures that maintained STC’s position as an elite producer of theatre 

(2011, personal interview). He recognised previous leadership of the company failed to open up to 

emerging artists and audiences. STC, and consequently, the theatre sector had stagnated under 

the New Wave leaders who stayed in their positions too long to keep the company vital.  Such was 

the impact of these long directorships that compulsory statements on succession planning were 

required in the major company reports from 2009 (Australia Council 2009). This was a pattern 

Upton and Blanchett were determined not to replicate at STC. It was publically known that they 

would resign from the company at the end of their second three-year term in 2013, and STC annual 

reports between 2010 and 2012 outlined plans for the couple’s departure. True to their promise, the 

couple resigned in 2012.  The position was advertised and the process was coordinated by an 

executive recruitment agency.    

 

In August 2012 STC Chair David Gonski announced that Upton would resume as the solo Artistic 

Director for three years from 2014 (to the end of 2016).  Gonski’s media release claimed 

outstanding national and international candidates had been identified in the process. Ultimately 

though, the recruitment panel determined Upton was the best person to advance STC to its next 

stage.  In the same release, Blanchett supported Upton’s appointment saying “it was a great way to 

bring all of our initiatives at the Company to fruition”. Upton looked forward to the “opportunities for 

change and growth ahead”.  The 2014 season would be his first as solo Artistic Director (Sydney 

Theatre Company 2012). This succession of artistic leadership was reportedly seamless, with the 

company continuing its very strong financial position (Gonski in Sydney Theatre Company Annual 

Report 2012, p.10). Upton inherited a company in excellent artistic and financial condition. His 

continuation in the position however, can be seen as reproducing two patterns of succession at 

STC: the continuation of an artistic generation and, longevity in the role. At the end of his term, 

Upton will have been artistic leader of the company for nine years, equalling the length of Wherrett 

and Harrison’s tenure and exceeding that of Nevin’s directorship. 

 

Upton commenced as Artistic Director in January 2014, slightly more than two years after I 

interviewed him. The first production he programmed was David Williamson’s Travelling North, 

originally written in 1979.  Previously outspoken about the irrelevance of Williamson’s work, it was 

a remarkable choice for Upton to communicate his first statement as the company’s solo Artistic 

Director. It is a work with deep connections to the New Wave and STC’s history: the first production 

was directed by John Bell at Nimrod in 1980, the year of STC opening and marking a period of 

transition for Sydney theatre.  The play follows the journey of a newly married middle-aged couple 

as they retreat from the city, seeking a quieter lifestyle in a smaller town; a story pitched more 

towards the middle-class audiences who emerged during the New Wave than previous productions 
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of the co-leadership era. The programming asserted the longevity of Williamson’s writing, 

suggesting it still has a vital role to play in the programming of state theatre companies in artistic 

and financial terms. Moreover, it confirms the permanence of the New Wave artist in Australian 

theatre repertoire. While Upton considers theatre the domain of youthful, fresh ideas that connect 

with its contemporaneous environment, this programming alludes to the pattern of Wherrett, 

Harrison and Nevin, who relied on Williamson’s ‘bankability’ to steer the company through times of 

artistic or financial transition.  

 

The vigour and liberal approach to the company’s artistic programming, so clearly referencing the 

“grand, vulgar and intelligent” ethos in the Blanchett and Upton era, may have also yielded to 

economic or artistic forces.  As I observed in with the ‘Greening the Wharf’ project, a similar pattern 

is noted in their artistic programming. While the co-leaders’ transformative capacity over the artistic 

and theatrical verve of Sydney was profound, the longevity of such effect is compromised by larger 

restraints of the field. Since his first season, Upton’s programming has included a few new and 

extant Australian works among contemporary and classic American and European plays.  They 

feature many of the same well-known, Sydney-based artists and a few artists from outside of this 

pool, but perceptibly less celebrities than the productions of the Upton-Blanchett leadership era. 

Upton’s is a more modest style of programming, suggesting a departure from the “razzle dazzle” 

and a return to the fundamental productions of a state theatre company.   

 

Conclusion 

  

This chapter presented a case study of leadership transitions at Sydney Theatre Company.  The 

case study focused on two episodes of transition, between inaugural director Richard Wherrett 

(1980 to 1990) to Wayne Harrison (1990 to 1999) and from Robyn Nevin (2000 to 2007) to Cate 

Blanchett and Andrew Upton (2008 to 2103) to provide an overview of the social, economic and 

political forces that shaped the appointment and tenure of the artistic director position at the 

national flagship theatre company.  

 

In summary, Wherrett’s inaugural artistic directorship of STC symbolically confirmed the departure 

of Australia’s subsidised theatre organisations from the grip of previously dominant Anglo 

generation exemplified by Old Tote. Wherrett was a leader of the avant-garde New Wave 

movement and an artistic director of Nimrod. His artistic style however, became consumed by the 

large company’s need to fulfil the obligations of the state theatre company and maintain paying 

audiences. STC became more conservative in its programming, attracting a typically conservative 
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audience. Wherrett’s directorship attracted criticism as a closed empire at the expense of 

promoting the cutting edge of Australian theatre. The second artistic directorship of Wayne 

Harrison (1990 – 1999) was necessarily entrepreneurial as the company needed to weather difficult 

economic and political times.  The leadership transition of Robyn Nevin (from 2000) to Andrew 

Upton and Cate Blanchet (from 2008) showed how complacent programming settled at STC and 

other state theatre companies attempting to secure box office income. The artistic leadership of 

New Wave artists was ageing, becoming tired and predictable and contributing to a lack of artistic 

vibrancy.  Upton and Blanchett’s directorship represented the first of a new generation of artistic 

leaders in the major theatre company network. They asserted their generational authority by 

disregarding previous patterns of artistic leadership and programming. 

 

Analysing these episodes of artistic leadership at STC shows the struggle artistic generations 

engage in to attain legitimacy against dominant position holders. Once emerging leaders obtain 

these positions, their aesthetic is also seen as undergoing the process of social ageing.  In the 

manner of Bourdieu’s theories, dominant leaders protect and defend their positions against 

ambitious, ‘emerging’ and upcoming social agents of the field (Hage 2009; Jenkins 2000; Bourdieu 

and Wacquant 1992; Bourdieu 1983).  The nascent artistic generation comes to succeed in the 

space of possibles by addressing the potential of critical moments and interpreting the possibles 

and constraints in the field (Maclean 1993, pp.284 – 285; Bourdieu 1983, p.344).   
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Chapter Five 

 

 

Dystopian Fields: 

A case study of Aubrey Mellor  

and the last artistic directorship of Playbox Theatre Company  

 

 

Introduction 

 

This chapter presents a case study of artistic leadership at Playbox Theatre Company (1975 – 

2005). Playbox was regarded a ‘major’ organisation of the MPAI, medium in size and located 

outside of the state theatre company network.  This chapter reviews the pathway of its final Artistic 

Director, Aubrey Mellor prior to and throughout his time at the organisation (1993 – 2004). It 

examines the social, political and economic forces present at “various critical turning-points” of 

Mellor’s career as they came to shape his transformative agency in the space of possibles 

(Bourdieu 1997, pp.345 – 346).  These “critical turning-points” provide foci for this case study.  

Examining the convergence of the habitus and leadership position provides an understanding of 

the opportunities presented to the artistic leader within the space of possibles. This chapter 

provides an analysis of artistic leadership complementary to the case study of leadership at Sydney 

Theatre Company (STC).  It expands the scope of the research, Playbox being a significantly 

smaller company led by an experienced director but not able to adapt to changing artistic 

conditions after MPAI.  

 

This case study examines the ending of an organisation and the last stages of a prolific career in 

Australian subsidised theatre. Mellor resigned as Artistic Director of Playbox in 2004 after an 

eleven-year term.   His habitus had been shaped via a long career in postwar theatre 

organisations, beginning as a student at NIDA in 1968 and Old Tote between 1968 and 1978.  He 

later became Assistant Director of NIDA (1985 – 1987), then its Director between 2004 and 2008. 

As an artistic leader he was co-Director of Nimrod with John Bell and Neil Armfield (1980 – 1984), 

Artistic Director of Queensland Theatre Company (1988 – 1993) and Artistic Director of Playbox 
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(1993 – 2004).  His time at Playbox was significant as it became his final position within a 

subsidised Australian theatre company, and marked the symbolic end of Playbox’s 28-year history.  

At the time of his resignation, Playbox was struggling for artistic and financial legitimacy. Mellor’s 

successor, Michael Kantor (2005 – 2012), abandoned Playbox’s artistic legacy and chose to 

reinvent the company: changing its name to Malthouse Theatre and introducing a new artistic 

vision and structure to the company.  

 

The “critical turning-points” in Mellor’s career can be seen as consequences of his struggle to 

obtain dominance and distinction in the field.  The objective of artistic directors in the space of 

possibles is to “assert their difference, get it known and recognized, get themselves known and 

recognized” [sic] (Bourdieu 1993, p.338), achieving this by accruing artistic capital that can be 

exchanged for economic and political capital for themselves and their organisation.  On attaining 

positions of dominance, they become the target of nascent artistic generations and subject to the 

process of social ageing.   While the STC case study presented the struggle artistic leaders engage 

in to assert their legitimacy against dominant generations, this chapter shows that artistic leaders 

outside of the protected state theatre company network exert a dual struggle against the forces of 

the field: one to assert the legitimacy of the company, and one against the dominant position of the 

state theatre companies.  Against such conditions, the actions of artistic directors struggle to 

protect, maintain or attain positions in a field that favours the larger, more financially robust state 

theatre company (Fotheringham 1998, pp.22 – 23; Bourdieu 1993, pp.311 – 313).  These struggles 

are outlined in this present chapter, showing the artistic leader as both transforming and 

constricting the conditions of the space of possibles but ultimately constrained by the structures of 

the field (Bourdieu 1993, p.311, p.333). 

 

Playbox Theatre Company: from New Wave to ‘niche’ 

  

Playbox Theatre Company began with the purpose of promoting new writing for Australian theatre. 

It emerged as a splinter group of the Australian Performance Group (APG or Pram Factory) in 1976 

(Reid 2012, pp.170 – 171; Larkin in Reid 2012, p.171; Parsons 1997, p.222). APG (1968 – 1981) 

was the pioneering force of the New Wave movement in Melbourne: the company was radical, 

political and experimental, presenting mainly Australian plays in a bold, physical manner (Milne 

2004, pp.223 – 224; Parsons 1997, p.33).  Its organisational model was established as a 

“participatory democracy”, however by 1976 there was dissatisfaction amongst its membership who 

were concerned about the limited artistic scope and structure of the group (Parsons 1997, p 33).  

Margaret Williams, a member of APG in its early years, claims that despite APG promoting 
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egalitarian beliefs, the writers were considered “privileged bourgeois ‘elite’ oppressing the 

performer ‘proles’” (Williams in pramfactory.com 2002, n.p). One outcome of this conflict was the 

formation of Hoopla! in 1976, a group resisting the agenda of APG and intending on placing writers 

and writing central to the process of theatre making (Reid 2012, pp. 170 – 174; Milne 2004, pp.145 

– 147).  The founding directors of the company, Carrillo Gantner (to 1984, also Artistic Director 

1987 – 1994), Graeme Blundell (to 1980) and Garrie Hutchison (to 1979) sought to establish a 

company that would “keep alive the sense of creative possibility that the Whitlam era had 

promised”, reigniting the New Wave energy (1966 – 1982) that was beginning to decline within the 

conflict at the ageing APG (Reid 2012, p.170).  Hoopla! became known as Playbox Theatre 

Company in 1978, its new title reflecting the name of its venue (Blundell 2008; Milne 2004, p.146).  

 

The founding Artistic Directors, Gantner, Blundell and Hutchison, deliberately positioned Playbox 

as a middle-ground alternative to APG’s left-wing political theatre and Melbourne Theatre 

Company’s (MTC) conservative mainstream productions (Larkin in Reid 2012, p.171; Milne 2004, 

p.145; Parsons 1997, p.171).  Although the 1970s were the peak of the productive and 

adventurous New Wave, observations made by Hutchinson at the early stage of forming the 

company suggest opportunities within Melbourne’s theatre sector were then limited, particularly in 

terms of obtaining funding. He stated, “the situation seems to be set up so that nothing can change 

… Two established drama companies are sucking up a lot of the public subsidy available” 

(Hutchison in Reid 2012, p.171). His observations proved partially correct. The situation did change 

on Playbox’s arrival to the scene: internal conflict plagued APG throughout the late 1970s, and in 

1982 – the recognised end of the New Wave – the company wound down. Melbourne’s capacity to 

sustain two companies however remained intact. As a result of the demise of APG, Playbox 

became the only alternative company to MTC’s mainstream program (Milne 2004, pp.146 – 147, 

pp.271; Parsons 1997, p.222.)  

 

Like Sydney’s Nimrod, Playbox was considered avant-garde rather than experimental. While it 

staged new, contemporary interpretations of classics, its artistic mission was primarily concerned 

with advancing nationalistic aims and programming mainly new Australian work. David Williamson, 

Alma deGroen and Dorothy Hewitt, then aspiring writers, premiered new plays with the company 

during its first few years (Reid 2012, pp.171 – 173; Mellor 2011, personal interview; Meyrick 2005, 

p.44). While the nationality of the writers and nationalistic content was paramount to the company, 

for Blundell it was the elocution of the dialogue that provided Playbox with its distinction: actors 

used their natural accents rather than the “received pronunciation” (RP) of the Anglo mainstream 

theatre. Playbox takes credit for introducing “Australian English” to the Melbourne stage, a 

development that would become a landmark moment for theatre artists and audiences in the New 
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Wave era (Blundell 1997, pp.109 – 111). Through its APG lineage and its commitment to 

continuing the New Wave agenda through new writing, Playbox became recognised as a company 

of “national importance” (Kippax in Reid 2012, p.170).  It retained this position through the New 

Wave and subsequent third wave era (1980 – 1998) (Milne 2004, pp.260 – 277; Parsons 1997, 

p.222). 

 

The company remained under the leadership of its foundation directors until Hutchinson left in 1979 

and Blundell resigned in 1980. Blundell claimed weariness had settled over the Melbourne scene 

(Reid 2012, p.174) and he moved to the vibrant Sydney theatre sector where Wherrett was 

producing exciting work at the new, capital-rich STC. Rex Cramphorn joined Playbox after 

Blundell’s departure, supporting Gantner’s management-oriented Artistic Director role by becoming 

the company’s Resident (stage) Director in 1981 (to 1985). Cramphorn was a peer of Bell, Mellor 

and Nevin and had just completed co-directing a season with Sharman (as The Paris Company) for 

Wherrett’s inaugural season at STC (1980).  His move interstate may have seemed out of step with 

his Sydney bound colleagues, but he considered his time at Playbox to be amongst his most 

creative (Potts 2010).  His artistic productivity was supported by the funds Blundell, Gantner and 

Hutchison secured from state and local sources keen to support the vibrancy the group brought to 

inner Melbourne (Reid 2012, pp.174 – 176; Milne 2004, pp.88 - 271).      

 

On Cramphorn’s commencement, the company’s artistic programming broadened to include 

contemporary productions of classics, Shakespeare, and challenging, new international work in 

addition to the company’s ongoing commitment to Australian plays (Reid 2012, pp.174 – 176; Milne 

2004, pp.88 – 271; Parsons 1997, p.222). The decision to diversify programming was Cramphorn’s 

choice as its stage director, notably not one made to redress financial difficulties as Wherrett 

needed to do at STC. Playbox avoided ‘commercialisation’, retaining its position as the alternative 

theatre to MTC.  Gantner resigned in 1984 several months after the Playbox Theatre was 

destroyed by arson. At the time, the company was prolific in the national field: it had three plays in 

production in Sydney, a full year’s program scheduled in Melbourne, and four national tours 

planned for the remainder of the year (Auslit.edu.au, 2014; ‘Fire destroys Melbourne Theatre’, The 

Canberra Times, 8 Feb, 1984). Notwithstanding the effects of this disaster, the last of the 

foundation directors left the company in sound financial shape, and flourishing under Cramphorn’s 

vision.    

 

Playbox spent the mid-1980s in a nomadic state. Without a venue, it relied on the support of 

Victorian and interstate theatres to continue staging its productions and management operations.  

Additionally, after Gantner’s departure, two brief appointments, James McCaughey (1984 – 1986) 
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and Peter Oyston (1986 – 1988), to positions that perplexingly combined artistic director 

responsibilities (shared with Cramphorn to 1985) with management responsibilities shared with a 

co-General Manager, Jill Smith (who remained as General Manager of Playbox from 1984 to 2005) 

saw the artistic leadership of the company flounder (Milne 2004, pp.270 – 271; Parsons 1997, 

p.222). Cramphorn left in 1985, disappointed the board of directors hadn’t offered him a full Artistic 

Director position and unsure of his ongoing role in the company (Reid 2012, p.176). Confusion 

about the company’s artistic leadership and the absence of Cramphorn’s visionary programming 

compromised the company’s artistic identity that had withstood the transition to the final wave.  

Without a long-term leader, a physical venue, or the artistic flair of Cramphorn, the company 

needed new qualities with which to distinguish itself in the local and national field.  In these 

tumultuous years, the company sought familiar ground and economical modes of production.  After 

employing a dramaturg in 1987 (one of few Australian companies to do so), it returned to its 

original mandate to produce mainly new Australian plays, riding on a renewed interest in 

nationalism in the lead-up to the bicentenary (Reid 2012, p.178).     

 

Gantner returned to Playbox as Artistic Director in 1988 and facilitated the company’s transition to 

a new venue in 1990, six years after its original theatre was destroyed.  The inner-city Carlton 

United Brewery (CUB) Malthouse was donated to Playbox by John Elliott who also funded the old 

building’s transformation into a functional theatre space (Reid 2012, p.177). At the time he was the 

managing director of IXL Elders, President of Carlton Football Club (located a short walk from the 

company’s burnt theatre) and former Federal President of the Liberal Party. That the company was 

the recipient of such a donation is indicative of its significance within Victoria’s cultural field. That it 

survived for so long until this gift indicates its artistic relevance: throughout its “gypsy phase” 

Playbox survived through the support of other companies (including MTC) raising funds and 

lending office space and theatre venues so that it could continue functioning (Litson in Reid 2012, 

p.176; Parsons 1997, p.222). With Playbox again in a stable home and comfortable artistic 

position, Gantner resigned in 1992.  Mellor commenced in 1993, leaving his position as Artistic 

Director of QTC (1988 – 1993) to take the role.  

 

When Mellor began at Playbox (1993 – 2004) he was advanced in his career.  Like many artists 

who came to prominence during the New Wave, Mellor trained in the Trust’s postwar institutions 

and worked in both avant-garde and conservative companies. In 1993 he had worked in artistic 

leadership roles at three significant theatre institutions: NIDA, Nimrod and QTC. These were 

important, sought-after positions. Mellor however, considers these experiences as being 

characterised by compromise. His role was beholden to the artistic charter of the organisation. 

Additionally, the financial conditions of the company restricted his capacity to facilitate immediate, 
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significant changes.  At Nimrod he witnessed how little investment in new playwrights – the next 

generation of theatre writers – brought the New Wave to an end. At QTC he felt obligated to the 

comfortable aesthetic preferred by the conservative subscriber-base, but was restricted by the 

limited range and quantity of Australian plays available for mainstream programming.  He 

concluded this latter problem was the result of his observation at Nimrod. What could be done? 

Mellor’s recognition was crucial in informing both episodes of artistic leadership, leading him to 

believe that investing in new writing and writers was imperative for a productive, quality Australian 

theatre culture.    

 

Through these experiences, Mellor came to view the subsidised theatre sector as an ecology. He 

concluded that emerging and independent artists required both financial and moral support – a 

more tolerant environment – than what the established and elite organisations could provide. This 

view characterised his leadership oeuvre. As a teacher at NIDA he inadvertently began mentoring 

artists, continuing to do so through formal and informal programs in his later positions.  He relished 

this accidental aspect of his work, listing many writers, directors, actors and administrators as 

recipients of his guidance through their early working life (Judy Davis signed a letter claiming Mellor 

to be “Australia’s finest acting teacher” on his dismissal as Director of NIDA in 2008) (Lawson 

2008, p1). Many respondents during my research interviews supported this: Mellor was frequently 

referred to as a mentor, with several respondents acknowledging that he personally provided them 

with opportunities or pathways to facilitate their careers in theatre.  The importance of Mellor’s 

commitment becomes more meaningful when contrasted against other New Wave artistic 

leadership described as “building empires” and “locking out” aspiring theatre artists (personal 

interviews, 2011). Thus, Mellor was distinguished from others in his artistic generation.  His 

capacity to mentor and his commitment to playwriting was considered an ideal fit for the artistic 

mission of Playbox as it emerged from Gantner’s final artistic leadership. 

 

“Critical turning-points”: Aubrey Mellor’s career 1968 – 2004 

 

Mellor grew up in a vaudeville family. As a child he toured through Queensland, performing in 

chorus with his siblings to his mother’s piano accompaniment. As the oldest child, his duties 

included caring for their travelling menagerie and providing the “tricks” in his father’s magic show. 

Here, he learnt showmanship. Theatre was in Mellor’s blood but he craved something more 

disciplined than variety concerts in country towns. With hindsight, he believes that he needed to 

understand the craft, assert his own artistry and seek his own understanding of the importance of 

performing and the value of theatre.  As a young adult he followed this calling, participating in 
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theatre workshops and theatre education tours offered by the University of Queensland (UQ). He 

was encouraged by the staff there to audition for NIDA, which he did half-heartedly because he 

knew a rejection wouldn’t alter the course of his career. He believed he was predestined for the 

theatre or film (personal interview, 2011).  The audition made this choice for him.  

 

Mellor was accepted into the Production Management course (1968 – 1969), a multidisciplinary 

course that encompassed all stagecraft other than acting. He worked professionally from the first 

day of his studies.  At night he worked for Old Tote, during the day he completed his classes and 

taught some acting courses at NIDA, accepting assistant director jobs in the smaller theatres when 

they were offered (Mellor 2011, personal interview). Mellor recalls NIDA as “very old fashioned and 

rather dull”. However, there were exciting things happening in the industry and it was during this 

time that he forged a strong network with Bell, Cramphorn and Sharman, key figures of the New 

Wave who would influence each other’s careers and shape the history of Australian theatre (Mellor 

2011, personal interview).   

 

Despite the revolution in Australian theatre between 1966 and 1981, Mellor rejects the New Wave 

label. He claims the movement was part of a pattern observed in Australian theatre from the late 

nineteenth century (personal interview 2011; Milne 2004, pp.123 – 217). He concedes however 

that the late 1960s and 1970s were very important for Australian playwrights and their contribution 

to the development of theatre companies.  As an assistant director at Old Tote, he remembers the 

frisson on reading a draft of Don’s Party by an unknown David Williamson. The play had previously 

performed at APG (1971), and Old Tote’s production in 1972 first brought the playwright’s work to 

Sydney. Mellor worked as an assistant director on the production, reinforcing Blundell’s recollection 

of a landmark moment as being “putting the Australian accent on stage, I witnessed it!” (Mellor 

2011, personal interview). The play was a revelation, but Mellor notes how quickly Williamson’s 

success established the expectations of what an Australian play should be: “the okka accents and 

people swilling beer on stage, it became the Don’s Party syndrome” (Mellor personal interview 

2011).  After Williamson’s style became standard repertoire expected by audiences Mellor 

struggled with challenging the form to evolve recalling, “I wanted to look for an aesthetic that most 

Australian playwrights didn’t want, them seeking the yobbo (instead)” (Mellor 2011, personal 

interview; Varney 2011, p.19). This agenda dominated his artistic directorship at Playbox. Until 

finding a solution however, Williamson’s plays continued to represent the benchmark Australian 

play, regularly featuring in Mellor’s programming and teaching repertoire.   

 

In 1980, Mellor joined Bell and Armfield at Nimrod after Wherrett left to direct STC. Notwithstanding 

a period of travel provided by a Churchill Scholarship (1972), after graduating Mellor continued 
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teaching at NIDA (1970 – 1978), and continued to work as an assistant director at Old Tote where 

he successfully produced seasons of student and professional work at the institutions’ shared pro-

am Jane Street theatre (1978 – 1979). As a teacher he trained a new generation of directors and 

actors, singling out teaching acting students Mel Gibson and Judy Davis as highlights of this era. 

The position at Nimrod was his first departure from the security of NIDA, one that Meyrick recalls 

Mellor being initially hesitant to accept (Meyrick 2002, p.190).  Although a close colleague of Bell, 

the departure of Wherrett and the formation of STC changed the landscape of Sydney theatre and 

Mellor arrived as Nimrod was entering a new, uncertain era.  

 

Nimrod’s foundation Artistic Director ‘triumvirate’ of Horler, Wherrett and Bell disintegrated around 

the time STC was forming (1979 – 1980). Horler left due to disagreement about his role and the 

company direction (Armfield in Meyrick 2012, p.203) and Wherrett left to direct STC, after which 

time Bell partially retreated from artistic and managerial direction of the company (Mellor, personal 

interview 2011; Meyrick 2002, pp.180 – 190). These leadership changes took place in concert with 

concern over the company’s financial position, prompting the board to assume direction of its 

management and artistic program (Meyrick 2002, pp.182 – 189). The board’s withdrawal of power 

from the Artistic Directors was an unusual course of action, but Wherrett’s departure was a 

significant change for the company: his energy had effectively been transplanted to STC, 

redistributing the capital and power embedded across the sector’s sub-fields. The appointment of 

Mellor was seen as providing the company a stable, scholarly presence in a time of change 

(Meyrick 2002, p.190). Meyrick perceives it was a difficult time for the director who was “relatively 

inexperienced” outside of the protected, institutional confines of NIDA (2002, p.190). When Mellor 

commenced, the company was feeling the effect of the transitions taking place. Their position at 

the frontier of the avant-garde that previously distinguished the company was ageing. Armfield left 

the company feeling disillusioned after two years (Meyrick 2002, pp.189 – 192). Mellor summarises 

the mood at Nimrod as one of glib resignation 

 

by the time we got to the 80s, the so-called novelty of the New Wave had worn off 

because the good plays were not coming.   What happened throughout the 70s is that we 

never helped train our playwrights.  It was a big disaster, none of us realised until later of 

course, looking back. People would go along (to Nimrod) in the hope that a new play 

would be exciting and thrilling but we were running out of newness. So that’s what was 

happening (there) and it was hard to be alternative (2011, personal interview). 

 

Further complicating the struggle of the artistic leaders to maintain Nimrod’s identity were the 

personal lives of Bell and Mellor.  Both had young families to support: Mellor’s children were infants 
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during the 1980s, Bell’s only slightly older.   Taking risks – in subsidised theatre the risks were 

financial, artistic and intrinsically personal – was not conducive to family life. Mellor admits, “I could 

never get risky enough to gamble my house, as many producers did on something” (Mellor 2011, 

personal interview). Full-time employment in Sydney theatre was hard to come by and with 

exceptions at NIDA and Nimrod, many key leadership positions were held by individuals without 

the time restraints and financial obligations raising a family required (personal interviews, 2011). 

Working in an environment constrained by tight budgets and tied to a finite timeframe was just 

more practical alongside people with similar expectations, responsibilities and routines around 

family life.  Nimrod needed a quick influx of money but with moderate artistic and personal 

investment of its leaders.  

 

Without the Artistic Directors’ inclination to take artistic risks or a promising pool of new talent to 

draw from, Nimrod’s identity as the avant-garde counterpoint to the mainstream faltered as 

Wherrett led STC. Nimrod was made bankrupt in 1982.  The following year, the Australia Council 

placed the company on notice, informing them that their funding was in jeopardy (Meyrick 2002, 

p.191 - 195). Despite reaching this dire financial position, Meyrick credits the continued operation 

of the company for two more years to the “successful partnership between Bell and Mellor” (2002, 

p.191).  Mellor however, recalls this time in administrative rather than artistic terms, describing 

numerous proposals and meetings, negotiations and planning sessions with the board (see also 

Meyrick 2002, pp.192 – 204). The future of Nimrod was in doubt and debates about whether it was 

time for the company “to move on” and wind up were played out in public and private meetings 

(Mellor 2011, personal interview; Meyrick 2002, pp.192 – 195).  These discussions forced the co-

Artistic Directors and board to consider issues of artistic heritage, company, personal identity and 

institutional continuity: in summary, they needed to decide whether the theatre company could 

change its position in the realigned artistic and economic field.  If not, the company needed to 

cease completely. With the consent of Premier Wran, the board of directors opted to continue, 

seeking ways to expand and reposition the company (Meyrick 2002, pp.194 – 195). Nimrod had a 

large debt to clear: the board programmed a season of productions designed to sell large quantities 

of tickets so that it may quickly return to a sound financial position.  This income-led programming 

however compromised the last of the company’s avant-garde identity. Revival seasons of Bell’s 

acclaimed King Lear, the popular A Midsummer Night’s Dream and the ‘bankable’ Williamson’s 

Travelling North and Celluloid Heroes in the early 1980s returned poor box office results, not 

enough to solve its financial predicament and badly damaging its artistic position (Meyrick 2002, 

p.202; pp.282 – 233).  
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Under increasing pressure from the Australia Council to resolve its financial problems, Nimrod sold 

its inner city venue in Belvoir Street, Surry Hills, in May 1984 (Milne 2004, pp.292 – 293; Meyrick 

2002, p.198; Parsons 1997, p.38).  A contributing factor to Nimrod’s poor financial state was 

ongoing maintenance of the venue and the development surrounding the site (Mellor 2011, 

personal interview; Meyrick 2002, p.198, p.246). Without the venue, Nimrod’s financial obligations 

could be reduced.  The sale was made to the ‘Understudies Consortium’, a collective of theatre 

workers who used personal funds to buy shares in the building (belvoir.com.au 2014; Meyrick 

2002, pp.198 – 199). Patrick White purchased eight $1000 allotments (supporting competition for 

Wherrett at STC perhaps), and well-known actors including Sam Neil and Nicole Kidman also 

contributed to the fund (Cousins 2011; Meyrick 2002, pp.198 – 199). It is a fascinating episode in 

Australian theatre, demonstrating the capacity of the Australian theatre community to mobilise to 

protect important institutions.  Despite its contributions to Australian theatre and the New Wave 

however, by the mid-1980s the Nimrod theatre company wasn’t held in such regard. The loss of 

Nimrod’s building represented another significant upset to its identity (Meyrick 2002, p.200). 

Following the pattern of new movements in Australian theatre rising in the wake of failure, Belvoir 

Street/Company B (Company A being the ‘Understudies Consortium’) took over programming the 

venue, later appointing Neil Armfield as its Artistic Director (1994 to 2010) (Cousins 2011; Meyrick 

2002, pp.198 – 199) (Milne 2004, pp.292 – 293; Parsons 1997, pp.38 – 39).   

 

At the invitation of the University of Sydney, Nimrod moved to its Seymour Centre Theatre in Glebe 

in 1985 (Meyrick 2002, p.282). Despite occupying a new, larger capacity theatre, the grim financial 

state of the company combined with Mellor’s conservatism and Bell’s emotional and artistic 

distance could not renew Nimrod’s position in the field.  The New Wave had passed. While Nimrod 

withstood many changes other organisations could not, it no longer had artistic currency. The 

remaining co-Artistic Directors resigned in March 1985, marking the symbolic end of Nimrod 

(Meyrick 2002, p.202). It was the first of two companies that Mellor would see collapse in similar 

conditions. After Nimrod, Mellor returned to NIDA as its Deputy Director (1985 – 1987), before 

commencing as the Artistic Director of Queensland Theatre Company on the retirement of its 

founding Artistic Director, “the very British” Alan Edwards AM MBE in 1988 (Mellor 2011, personal 

interview).   

 

The Royal New Wave: transitioning QTC (1988 – 1993) 

 

Mellor sees his role as Artistic Director of QTC presenting similar struggles to his time at Old Tote, 

NIDA and Nimrod stating, “my entire life in the theatre has been fighting that British colonial view” 
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(personal interview 2012).  As the second artistic director in 21 years, Mellor brought the New 

Wave of the southern states to the conservative state company. He was more confident after a 

productive term at NIDA, determined his experience at Nimrod would be a useful legacy for his first 

independent leadership of a company. In 1984 Edwards lobbied for QTC to be renamed Royal 

Queensland Theatre Company (RQTC), attaining this distinction the same year. It was firmly 

written into state legislation so that “no one actually knew how to (legally) remove it” (Mellor 2012 

personal interview).  In lieu of accessing more legal pathways, Mellor’s first task as QTC’s Artistic 

Director was deleting the ‘Royal’ from company letterhead and signage. This was a defiant act 

reminiscent of the agenda the New Wave pushed against Old Tote.  It asserted his legitimacy and, 

by renewing the identity of the company, confirmed the Anglo leadership was over: the company 

was under welcome new direction by a fellow of the New Wave, although well after the movement 

had transformed national theatre culture.  

 

The importance of cultivating an Australian voice and developing future audiences were personal 

priorities for Mellor at QTC.  The problematic issue of Williamson’s popularity continued to vex him.  

He programmed several of his plays during his five-year term at QTC: as part of the state theatre 

company network it couldn’t be avoided. Audiences purchased tickets to Williamson’s catalogue of 

work and his new, untried productions. His plays were a reliable programming choice for the state 

theatre company network to tour or co-produce, sharing minimal risk but guaranteeing good returns 

for individual companies (see also Varney 2011, pp.19 – 22).  But as he had witnessed at Nimrod, 

Mellor saw how this programming placed an extraordinary investment in one person’s artistry while 

also, more importantly, hampering the development of new talent and evolution of new forms of 

playwriting.  

 

To begin the process of future-proofing Australian drama, Mellor implemented a long-term strategy 

to renew the identity of the ‘Australian play’ (2011, personal interview).  He anticipated that this 

plan would also generate new work for the company.  In his first years at QTC he commissioned 

younger emerging writers, including Elaine Acworth and novelist Andrew McGahan, to write full-

length plays and introduced a major playwriting award (Parsons 1997, p.236).  This award was only 

for Queensland-based emerging playwrights, initially supported by QTC and named in recognition 

of George Landen Dann. Landen Dann had been a Brisbane playwright prolific between the 1920s 

and 1970s, and very popular with local amateur theatrical societies (Comans 2006, p.26; Parsons 

1997, pp.80 – 81). He was a radical, writing of Indigenous characters and inter-racial relationships 

long before they were socially and politically accepted (Comans 2006, pp.54 – 63; Milne 2002, 

p.78). More than providing a sentimental link to the state’s literary past, naming this award in his 

honour lay down a challenge for writers of the state to expand their boundaries.  Following this 
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agenda, winners of the award were typically younger, their plays pushing the frontier of Australian 

playwriting. Mellor’s vision was realised fairly quickly: several winning plays were programmed for 

mainstage seasons at QTC, two considered too risky for the state theatre company and were later 

programmed by the edgier La Boite. Recipients of the award were celebrated. The first winner, 19 

year old Daynan Brazil was subsequently short-listed for Cleo magazine’s Bachelor of the Year; 

Ackworth was commissioned by STC, Solitary Animals premiering at STC in 1996. Moreover, these 

writers launched from their success at QTC to collaborate with other local theatre artists, forming 

independent theatre companies that further contributed new work and new talent to the sector. 

McGahan continued writing novels film scripts and plays, writing Bait for the independent 

Renegade Theatre 1995. He later won the Miles Franklin award in 2004 for The White Earth, the 

novel’s stage adaptation co-written and directed by his Renegade collaborators at La Boite in 2009. 

It was a small cluster of work and artistic connections but it represented a significant push towards 

a local writer-led movement. The Landen Dann award continued for fifteen years, varying slightly 

every few years before being modified and renamed as the somewhat less inspirational 

Queensland Premier’s Drama Award, reflecting the state government’s sponsorship and quest for 

locally themed work and possibly less challenging work.  

 

Through these programs, Mellor’s contribution to local and national playwriting was significant. He 

considers his other successes also in terms of building opportunities for future generations of 

theatre artists.  He established a producing youth theatre company, Brolgas (1989 to 1992), and 

provided more opportunities for local artists across the spectrum of arts-skills needed in theatre 

production. Some of these initiatives resulted in Mellor mentoring several assistant directors, 

including Wesley Enoch (currently Artistic Director of QTC to October 2015) and David Berthold 

(presently the Artistic Director of Brisbane Festival, previously Artistic Director of La Boite Theatre 

Company and Griffin Theatre Company).  These milestones however, were set against the 

predictability of programming and running a state theatre company.  

 

For Mellor, eager to expand his artistic contribution, his leadership at QTC was “all about 

compromise” (Mellor 2011, personal interview).  While there were certainly other ways to enhance 

the artistic productivity of the company, the responsibility of meeting box office targets had to be 

prioritised. He recalled, “though you may want to do Coriolanus, you know it is going to die in the 

box office so you’ve got to do Taming of The Shrew instead. It is a real dilemma” (2011, personal 

interview). Making brisk work of the programming process, Mellor (and other respondents to my 

research interviews) recognised programming a successful season at a state theatre company 

really meant meeting the expectations of its audience (Meyrick 2014, p.72).  Typically, Mellor’s 

seasons at QTC included a Williamson, a classic, a Shakespeare, a new work and a play with local 
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resonance. This programming formula worked: QTC typically achieved good financial results during 

Mellor’s five-year directorship (Milne 2004, p.247).   For Mellor, these outcomes were pleasing but 

not inspiring. Although not inherently a risk taker, the limitations of the role were confining his 

personal artistic agenda. He found “running a state theatre company was really easy”, 

remembering feeling “bored” with the restrictions of the role and duties of managing the company 

(Mellor personal interview 2011).   

 

On his resignation, QTC was in good financial condition and artistic shape (Milne 2004, p.247). 

Mellor’s last programmed and directed production at QTC was Williamson’s Brilliant Lies (1993). 

He had commissioned the play, touring it to MTC, STCSA and regional areas of Queensland, 

South Australia and Victoria, momentarily reversing the traditional Sydney-centric power base of 

state theatre company repertoire. His replacement at QTC was former colleague, Chris Johnson 

(1994 – 1995). He personally recommended Johnson for the position, considering her energetic 

and visionary and believing that she would continue the successful programs delivering artistic 

returns. Her tenure did not play out this way. In her first year she dismantled Brolgas and stopped 

several more of Mellor’s initiatives (Milne 2004, p.247). Johnson’s time at QTC was plagued with 

artistic and administrative problems; her contract was terminated at the beginning of the second 

year of a three-year term (Milne 2004, p.247). Programs Mellor had taken such pride in during his 

tenure however would not return. He recalls the “terrible feeling” on learning these programs were 

terminated by someone so early in their tenure and apparently sympathetic to his own artistic 

sensibilities (Mellor 2011, personal interview).  He was disappointed by this experience, vowing to 

not be involved in future recruitment of his successors. This decision would become significant in 

his later career as he resigned from Playbox. Robyn Nevin, described as a “dear friend and 

colleague” of Mellor’s commenced as the Artistic Director of QTC in 1996 (2011, personal 

interview).  

 

When he was offered the artistic directorship at Playbox in 1993, Mellor relished an opportunity for 

more artistic control over a company. Managing a smaller company appeared to be less 

bureaucratic and less reliant on the large income provided by the subscriber set at state theatre 

companies. While Playbox presented more scope for artistic innovation, the company was less 

financially secure (Mellor 2012, personal interview). This uncertainty did not bother Mellor who was 

looking forward to continuing his mission in developing Australian drama. The structure of Playbox, 

its history and position as the alternative theatre company to MTC, provided the opportunity to do 

so: it was an opportunity to return to the abandoned agendas of Nimrod and, welcomingly, the 

antithesis of formulaic programming at QTC.  He describes the choice to move to Playbox as 
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“you’ve got to find a way to be artistically happy without feeling that you are selling your soul” 

(2011, personal interview).  

 

Playbox Theatre Company: the directorship of Aubrey Mellor (1993 – 2004) 

 

On the commencement of his position at Playbox, Mellor recalls his good friend Jim Sharman 

advising him to follow his philosophy on starting as the Artistic Director of State Theatre Company 

of South Australia (STCSA) in 1982 (to 1983). Sharman recommended he “take down all the 

posters, all the photographs and all the old regime and you make yourself really important, that 

you’ve arrived” (2011, personal interview).  Sharman himself took this approach further, renaming 

STCSA ‘Lighthouse’ and changing its structure to an experimental ensemble-based company.  It 

was a radical thing to do to a state theatre company previously under the direction of more 

conservative leadership. Re-visioning the conservative institutions of Australian theatre had 

become Sharman’s own point of distinction but it was a difficult vision to maintain.  The model was 

not financially sustainable, and nor was Sharman’s interest in it as he left only two years after 

ushering in such momentous change. After he departed, the company returned to its original 

STCSA title and standard subscriber-season model in 1984. Although short-lived, Lighthouse 

continues to be recognised for committing to the exploration of form and content and for 

establishing the careers of Louis Nowra, Geoffrey Rush, Armfield and other well-known theatre 

artists. In terms of establishing a company identity and creating a position in the field, it was 

successful: its name and the era are exclusively associated with Jim Sharman (Milne 2008, pp.45 – 

55).    

 

In the same year Mellor began at Playbox, choreographer Meryl Tankard began her artistic 

directorship of the premier contemporary dance company, Australian Dance Theatre (ADT) 

(established in 1965). She renamed it ‘Meryl Tankard’s Australian Dance Theatre’.  It wasn’t a 

popular decision, perceived by the performing arts community as being disrespectful to previous 

leadership and staff who had built the artistic capital of the company and maintained it through 

three decades of artistic and economic change (Lucas 2011, personal interview; Mellor 2011, 

personal interview; Ross 2011, personal interview).  Mellor wanted to preserve the heritage of 

Playbox, believing “there has got to be some continuity” between artistic directorships of an 

organisation, in order to anchor it to artistic ideology (2011). His perception of the artistic director 

role differed to that of Sharman and Tankard. He believed leadership should honour the objective 

of the company, not provide it with its identity. He stated, “I think it is very dangerous if you just try 
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to go in and do your thing. You have to look at your community. You have to look at the artistic 

policy and history of the company” (2011, personal interview).  

  

Mellor trusted his previous successes in mentoring would be useful in continuing Playbox’s 

contribution to Australian drama. Developing the skills of playwrights and honing the Australian play 

were embedded in Playbox’s foundations.  His original artistic vision, presented to the board of 

Playbox in early 1994, was formed through this belief and from the lessons he learnt during the 

tumultuous years at Nimrod: 

  

We are faced with a difficult situation whereby a new Australian play is no longer a novel 

event. Our audiences have the opportunity to experience the best of the world’s theatre… 

audiences will no longer choose to attend a new Australian work out of curiosity or 

nationalism. Quite rightly they want good theatre and are less willing to attend mediocre 

Australian material. No one is more aware of this than Playbox. The company has focused 

its activities and limited resources to ensure that new work reaches its full potential and 

that we develop an audience for such work (in Reid 2012, p.179). 

 

Central to this mandate was his earlier recognition that the Australian play needed to continue its 

evolution.  After working with classics and contemporary Australian texts during his time at Nimrod, 

NIDA and QTC, Mellor came to Playbox ready to continue addressing the Don’s Party syndrome, 

“it was terribly important to come back to it (the Australian play)… I could help it more” (personal 

interview 2011). Refining the artistic mission of directorships before him, Mellor again committed 

Playbox exclusively to the new Australian play: the company invested in developing new scripts 

and programming seasons compiled of Australian premieres, or at least, premieres of new 

Australian writing in Victoria. Historically, Playbox had writers at its heart. Under Mellor’s 

directorship, Australian playwrights were provided with opportunities to be “refreshed or to do 

something that they don't have a chance to do somewhere else…. (write from) their own personal 

passion” (Mellor in Herbert 1993, n.p). This approach became the distinguishing characteristic of 

the company.   

 

Mellor’s vision was initially successful:  the company received its first triennial operating grant from 

the Australia Council in the funding cycle after his commencement (1995 – 1996).  This milestone 

saw the company classed as a ‘major’ organisation of the Australia Council’s Major Organisations 

Board (MOB), with six other theatre companies (four of which were the state theatre companies). 

Through the recommendations of the MPAI report (1999) Playbox’s position in the field was further 

crystallised as its status as a ‘major’ organisation was upheld. It was also recognised as a 
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significant nurturer of new talent (MPAI 1999, p.26). These milestones however were somewhat 

misleading of Playbox’s capacities: Mellor considered the company much smaller than the state 

companies, just meeting the minimum annual revenue of $1 million needed to be subject to the 

Inquiry. In the report’s recommendations, the company was assigned the category of “niche”, 

where among other responsibilities, it was required to “focus on a particular type of work”, “develop 

distinctively Australian product”, and fulfil “a leadership role in its artform in relation to its niche 

product” (Major Performing Arts Inquiry Final Report 1999, p.27, p.26).   

 

Despite this formal recognition of Mellor’s success, the productivity and vibrancy of the company is 

seen as diminishing after the recommendations of MPAI were introduced.  Initially, the company 

performed well in the assigned ‘niche’ position with notable successes in terms of new productions, 

publications and career development. It was recognised as having “national impact” (Baylis 2006, 

p.18; McCallum in Meyrick 2005, p.60). These results however, reflected initiatives Mellor 

implemented prior to MPAI.  Two such productions were Jane Harrison’s Stolen, premiering in 

1998, subsequently programmed for extensive touring over the next decade (Reid 2012, p.180), 

and Andrew Bovell’s Speaking in Tongues, premiering in 1998, touring extensively and later 

produced as the film Lantana in 2001.  Both works were commissioned, developed and contracted 

for seasons in the years prior to MPAI’s realignment of the company and sector and were not 

indicative of the report’s recommendations’ success.  

 

Additional successes emerged from Mellor’s objective to challenge existing models of the 

Australian play rather than the structural changes introduced by MPAI. True to his early artistic 

vision, playwrights were provided opportunities to expand the reach of their work beyond historical, 

geographic and genre lines: Melbourne playwright Joanna Murray-Smith premiered several 

successful works including Love Child (1993) and Nightfall (1999) at Playbox, later having them 

produced by the state theatre company network; and David Williamson was encouraged to 

experiment with his form, writing Face to Face in 2000, which subsequently became part a ‘justice’ 

trilogy that was later produced as a film, Face to Face, in 2011 (McCallum in Meyrick 2005, p.60). 

The success of Mellor’s other initiatives were not as visible, evading representation in the 

predominantly statistical data required by the annual reporting guidelines. For example, as was the 

case with several commissions at QTC, projects that began at Playbox were selected for 

production elsewhere. The failure of Playbox to articulate these developing scripts into a play in a 

Playbox programmed season would have been considered ‘unsuccessful’ in its annual reporting 

under the MPAI measures (personal interviews 2011; McCallum in Meyrick 2005, p.60).  

Additionally, many new playwrights who received development opportunities through the company 

were offered professional contracts with other companies as an outcome of their time at Playbox 
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(personal interviews 2012; McCallum in Meyrick 2005, p.60).  The credit for this stable of ‘new and 

emerging’ writers was often attributed to the employing company, not Playbox.  Simon Phillips, 

Artistic Director of MTC between 2000 and 2011, noted he would often “inherit writers” from the 

company for commissions and other work, confirming Playbox as fulfilling the “leadership role in its 

artform” specified under the MPAI agreement (Usher in Reid 2012, p.181; MPAI 1999, p.29).  The 

benefits for companies like MTC was significant: in employing new playwrights, MTC reported 

working with emerging Australian writers, taking steps to maintain its own ‘artistic vibrancy’, the 

critical measurement of later Securing the Future annual reports (2007).    

 

Phillips’ observation provides an indication of Playbox’s value in the field.  Through the MPAI 

categorisations, the company was seen as a national ‘developer’, a ‘nurturer’ and a ‘supplier’ of 

new artistic product and talent.  While Playbox demonstrated success in meeting these objectives, 

for greater national recognition it needed equivalent successes in markets beyond its own locale.  

Thus, post-MPAI, perceptions of Playbox’s achievements were inherently tied to the decisions of 

other theatre companies, particularly the state theatre company network.   Despite his previous 

knowledge of leading a state theatre company, this was a particularly difficult process for Mellor to 

navigate. Not without trying, the number of productions Playbox presented outside of Victoria was 

small (Meyrick 2005, p.49). He recalls attempting to negotiate a national tour of a “brilliant” Playbox 

commissioned play after its Melbourne season had been critically and financially successful.  Plans 

for the tours were in their final stages as Nevin commenced at STC in 1999.  She immediately 

protested the “Melbourne” qualities of the work.  With her artistic priorities firmly focusing on 

developing STC into the “national flagship organisation” it had been assigned in the MPAI report 

(1999), the field shifted against Playbox’s interests.  While Harrison had welcomed good 

productions from interstate, Nevin had very particular criteria that focused on developing Sydney 

product and artists. Mellor claims, “if it wasn’t a new work that was developed by STC she wouldn’t 

put it on” (Mellor 2011, personal interview). Without the economic powerhouse of STC agreeing to 

the Sydney component, the national tour fell through leaving Playbox with a considerable hole in its 

national programming and projected box office income.  The play had considerable success 

several years later.    

 

MPAI changed the structure of the major organisations field. For Playbox, this made it difficult to 

fulfil its obligations and present its artistic contributions as a value in quantitative terms. The 

protective measures the report introduced redistributed capital and power in the national field. 

While being an “organisation of the Inquiry” provided financial security and recognition of an 

organisation’s position in the field, Playbox’s re-categorisation as a ‘major’ organisation meant 

measuring its outcomes “against the increasingly globalised yardsticks of the state theatre 
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companies” (Reid 2012, p.179; Securing the Future 1999). Its assignment as a niche, nationally 

focused organisation presented further barriers for the company. Thus, post-MPAI, the ecology of 

the field shifted from one that protected the expertise, artistic and geographic territories of the 

companies. For the smaller but nationally focused Playbox, the field favoured a hierarchical 

structure with the state theatre companies at the top of the field.  With the larger state theatre 

companies also under considerable obligation to meet the targets set by the report opportunities for 

Playbox-commissioned works were limited.  

 

Playbox’s lack of quantifiable outcomes and inability to guarantee quality new work led to growing 

industry resentment towards its position as a subsidised ‘major’ organisation. Developing one draft 

of a script to a professional standard required a considerable investment of money and artistic 

supervision.  Critics of Playbox argued it was not the role of these publically funded organisations 

to develop new work or talent (Meyrick 2005; Reid 2012). The company was under pressure to 

program at last eight new plays a year, each requiring long development and rehearsal times. The 

model proved financially unfeasible, compromising the artistic quality of the plays.  Many plays 

were criticised as “under-prepared", dubious in quality, and as they were often by “unknown” 

writers they struggled to obtain paying audiences (Gill in Reid 2012, p.180; Meyrick 2005, pp.42 – 

46; Adair 1999, p.22). With a few known successes amongst an otherwise unremarkable 

production history, Playbox transitioned from its position as New Wave pioneer to one of failing 

artistic and economic standards in the post-MPAI environment. A couple of years after the 

introduction of the report’s recommendations, Playbox became the subject of fierce public debate 

(Reid 2012; Mellor 2011, personal interview). 

 

This criticism focused on the limited artistic vision of the company. After expanding its programming 

in the 1980s and early 1990s Mellor returned Playbox to its origins as the text-based “writers’ 

theatre” that Gantner, Blundell and Hutchison had envisaged.  This approach was originally 

intended to return the writer to the Melbourne New Wave after APG embraced a more physical 

form of theatre. In 1976 this strategy was necessary in continuing the quest for the national drama 

that was driving the New Wave ideology. In the early 2000s, the return to this artistic vision was 

validated by MPAI categorising Playbox as a ‘niche’ organisation, assigning it with the responsibility 

of developing and producing “a particular type of work”, and “distinctively Australian product” 

(1999).  The “writers’ theatre” however, was a concept intrinsically associated with the New Wave’s 

“writer driven phenomenon” (Milne 2004, p.2). Mellor’s vision was focused on solving a problem of 

the New Wave through aged, New Wave methodologies. Since the shortage of new Australian play 

writing had been identified in the 1980s, the national theatre culture had evolved along with the 

understanding of what constituted Australian drama. This parochial and out-dated vision became 
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the focus of a nascent artistic generation struggling to assert their artistic legitimacy against 

Mellor’s older style of artistic leadership. Mellor wasn’t perturbed by these criticisms. He was very 

comfortable in the role and relished that the position was “never predictable”, continuing to maintain 

the artistic agenda of the company (2011, personal interview).  Five years after the introduction of 

its recommendations, Playbox was operating under essentially the same artistic vision it began with 

in 1976, but occupying a drastically different position in the field. 

 

Mellor had no desire to leave his position at Playbox (2011, personal interview). However, he 

resigned in early 2004.  He had been offered the position of Director of NIDA, taking over from his 

previous teacher, employer and founding director of NIDA, John Clark (from 1969 – 2004).  The 

Playbox Board of Directors used Mellor’s resignation as an opportunity to turn the public criticism 

into a critical discussion about the company’s future.  A public meeting was held in early 2004, 

prompting impassioned debate and published responses in newspapers and other media.  

Criticism focused on the tension between Mellor’s vision, Playbox’s lack of tangible, regular 

successes and the changing needs of the theatre sector.  Conductor Richard Gill wrote in The Age 

that the company had “lost its energy” (Gill in Reid 2012, p.180). Meyrick wrote a Platform Paper, 

using the company to exemplify his claim that in adhering to the text-based model, the “old guard of 

the New Wave generation has failed to hand on the baton to new young artists” (McCallum 2005, 

Platform Paper response p.60; Meyrick 2004). He described Mellor’s mission as “wrong headed” 

(Meyrick 2004, p.49), later satirically describing the company as  “eternally searching for the new 

edge of Australian stage writing” (Meyrick 2005, p.22). Company actor Neil Pigot wrote an article 

for The Age stating that, despite its best intentions, the focus on ‘writing’ had deteriorated the 

company’s relationship with artists and audiences (Pigot 2004, n.p.). These comments were in 

stark opposition to Mellor’s hopes for the company.  

 

McCallum however, provides an argument against these public criticisms, claiming the 

achievements of the company – in terms of tangible and intangible outcomes – were substantial 

given the time, cost and multiple sources of artistic talent involved in developing a theatrical 

concept from an idea into a production-ready play (McCallum 2005, p.60). In other words, in the 

subjective ‘hit and miss’ arena of subsidised theatre, especially against historical statistics 

illustrating the success of new works, Playbox was exceeding the odds of the industry.   The 

demise of Playbox was vastly different to that of Nimrod. At Nimrod the energy of its young leaders 

had tired, as they looked for new opportunities in new stages of their careers against a changing 

Sydney theatre sector. At Playbox, Mellor – mature in experience and comfortable in his position– 

remained loyal to his objective to correct his understanding of the failings in Australian theatre over 

thirty-five years in the sector.  
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The general consensus was that Playbox had aged. The chair of its Board, Paul Gardner, reported 

the company needed to “refresh its brand” (in Gill 2004).  This statement was controversial but 

signalled the company’s arrival in the economic rationalist post-MPAI environment. Mellor initially 

sat on the selection panel for his replacement, but withdrew after his prolonged involvement was 

scrutinised, the theatre community calling for a clean break in the company’s history (Pigot 2004). 

Instead, Mellor provided the panel with a recommended list of candidates.  The position was 

offered to Michael Kantor, then a 35-year-old stage director and entrepreneur. Media reports about 

his appointment discuss his good (but not high profile) theatre career, his associations with Barrie 

Kosky and Neil Armfield and that he is Rupert Murdoch’s nephew. Kantor had strong connections 

with Melbourne’s corporate and artistic elite, and was a partner in a popular inner city bar, The Gin 

Palace (Gill 2004). 

 

Kantor and the Board of Directors were eager to distance themselves from the Playbox of the past, 

taking measure to reinvent the company as a new entity with a new identity. The four artistic 

directorships of Playbox: Blundell, Gantner (twice) and Hutchison, Rex Cramphorn and Mellor; had 

been so successful in making the company synonymous with new Australian writing that it became 

a significant point of identity that the post-New Wave generation of artistic leadership needed to 

disassociate from.  Kantor introduced several changes to the company: appointing a former 

colleague as an Executive Producer (General Manager Jill Smith reported that she would remain, 

yet resigned shortly after in 2005), and abolishing the company’s commitment to text-based 

Australian plays. His vision of what Australian theatre meant was more far reaching, proposing that 

interpretations of classics constituted “Australian theatre”. Rationalising his changes to the artistic 

vision, Kantor commented, “we don’t have to be hamstrung by the ideology of the 1970s. We don’t 

need to go to Playbox to be affirmed about what is Australian, but to question that” (Reid 2012, 

p.182).   

 

In 2005, the first of Kantor’s seasons, Playbox changed its name to reflect its venue, Malthouse 

Theatre. Gill wrote “one of the reasons the people at The Malthouse changed the name of the 

company from Playbox was because the previous title had the word “play” in it, and I’m not making 

that up” (in Reid 2012). Mellor is despondent about the direction that Playbox took on his 

resignation, believing the company was funded to serve a purpose in the sector.  He recalls the 

advice Sharman offered him on starting at the company, noting “When Michael Kantor took over 

Playbox the first thing he did was take down all the posters, all those playwrights, all those plays 

just all gone into storage…Respect for previous work is terribly important” (2011, personal 

interview). 
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Despite the assurances offered by being included in MPAI, Playbox became the only theatre 

company to not exist in its original form five years after the publication of the report. It operated for 

only two years after MPAI’s financial rescue package had been implemented (1999, p.xii). As a 

‘niche’ company it was unable to meet artistic or economic requirements needed to keep its 

government subsidy. Consequently, Playbox’s financial and artistic position can be seen as 

diminishing after the publication of the MPAI report.  While Malthouse Theatre continued Playbox’s 

position in the Major Organisations group, it performs an entirely different function to the nationally 

focused “nurturing”, “leadership role” in its artform than the MPAI report assigned it to do (p.26).  

 

Conclusion 

 

This case study provided a brief history of artistic leadership at Playbox Theatre Company (1976 – 

2005), once considered a company of national significance. It discussed the company’s transition 

as a splinter group of the New Wave movement, dedicating itself to the development of new 

Australian theatre writing. Under Mellor’s leadership it was recognised as a major organisation of 

the Australia Council and by the MPAI.  The MPAI assigned the company the role of a ‘niche’ 

organisation, charging it with the task of “developing distinct Australian product” as a national 

leader in this field.  This case study proposes this responsibility limited the artistic capacity of the 

organisation. Under the rationalised major subsidised theatre sector, Playbox’s annual productivity 

was measured against the performance of the state theatre companies and dependent on them to 

legitimise its new work and provide indicators of success. This chapter argues the MPAI report’s 

recommendations restructured the field, altering capital and power in favour of the state theatre 

companies.   

 

This chapter also reviewed the career path of Playbox’s final Artistic Director, Aubrey Mellor.  

Analysing the “critical turning-points” of his career provided insight into the development of the 

habitus, the embodiment of the artistic, political and economic capital as an ‘artistic logic’ that 

interprets possibilities in the space of possibles (Bourdieu 1993, p.344).  This history reveals the 

intersection of the habitus and the field:  while Mellor’s career and the history of Playbox can been 

as originating in the same artistic era and following similar trajectories, their symbiotic relationship 

was productive until the rationalist managerial framework introduced by MPAI altered the 

measurements of success in the field.   
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A consequence of the MPAI was the constraining of the major organisations structure, limiting 

opportunities for Playbox to respond to changing conditions of the market. Assigned as ‘niche’ and 

rationalised through a precise artistic purpose, the company’s capacity to fulfil this role became 

restricted by the activities of the dominant structure of the field: the state theatre company network.  
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Chapter Six 
 

 

The Space of Positions: 

Transitions of artistic leadership tenure 

  

 

Introduction 

 

The previous two chapters presented case studies of artistic directorships within the theoretical 

framework of the space of possibles.  The first case study reviewed historical artistic directorships 

of STC, finding a struggle between generations of artistic leaders as they seek legitimacy against 

dominant position holders in the field. This case study used Bourdieu’s theoretical concepts of 

“social ageing” and “artistic generations” to illustrate the struggles that influence an artistic 

director’s transition through the space of possibles, and to identify points of tensions between 

artistic generations and their legacies (1983, p.333, p.339).  This case study found the agency of 

STC’s artistic leaders as shaped by economic, artistic and social conditions; transformative actions 

were often muted by changes in these forces. The second case study reviewed the historical 

pathway of Playbox Theatre Company and the “critical turning points” in the career of its final 

Artistic Director, Aubrey Mellor. The convergence of company and individual in this case study 

used Bourdieu’s conceptual theory suggesting an agent’s trajectory through a field is shaped by the 

habitus, informed by social and historical forces (p.311, p.346).  This second case study examined 

an example of transformative agency restricted by historical and introduced structures, and 

compromised by the aged agendas of a previously dominant artistic generation. The findings of this 

case study accords with the findings of the STC case study: attempts of artistic leaders to 

transform the field were found as initially successful, however typically became consumed by 

greater political, economic and artistic movements. Furthermore, both cases indicate the transition 

of artistic leadership to the nascent artistic generation is significant in maintaining the artistic 

vibrancy of the company.  

 

This chapter advances the discussions in chapters four and five by addressing the tensions that 

result between artistic generations, the Bourdieusien concepts of “social ageing”, and “critical 
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turning points” in artistic leadership careers. These ideas contribute to Bourdieu’s theory that 

proposes opportunities within the space of possibles are determined by the space of positions 

within the field (Bourdieu 1983, p.312). Within the space of positions, key positions are imbued with 

and determine the distribution of capital thus making them desired positions in the field (p.312).   In 

the quest to acquire such positions, agents struggle against the dominant artistic generation and 

the “social ageing” of their aesthetic (shown in the STC case study) using “critical turning points” in 

their careers to exercise artistic dominance and prove legitimacy within the sector (shown in the 

case study of Playbox and Aubrey Mellor). On attaining these positions, the theory of the space of 

positions proposes that new incumbents will stimulate systematic change in the field (p.338) seeing 

that “the whole problem is transformed, (and) modifies and displaces the universe of possible 

options” (p.314). This theoretical construct suggests that a greater turnover of artistic leadership 

positions is desirable for enhanced artistic vibrancy, prompting new artists and aesthetics to 

emerge and redistributing artistic and economic capital. The theory of the space of positions 

proposes the energies of a field are shaped by the distribution and changes in significant positions 

and while this theory is shown as being upheld in the sector, it is not always the ideal pathway for 

an organisation to follow (Bourdieu 1993, p.312).    

 

This chapter discusses artistic leadership tenure as a significant structural constraint of the sector. 

It reviews the length of tenure, the conditions informing length of tenure and consequences for the 

artistic vibrancy of the sector. The first section of this chapter reviews leadership tenure in the 

major and state theatre company sector. It also discusses the leadership transition of Chunky Move 

Dance Company, offering a point of comparison to leadership of the theatre sector. The second 

section reviews issues of leadership tenure pertaining to small – medium subsidised organisations. 

This is positioned within the conceptual framework that sees artistic directors occupying the space 

of positions in the space of possibles (Bourdieu 1983, p.312).  

 

The space of positions:  length of artistic directorships as a contributor to social ageing and 

artistic vibrancy in major and state theatre companies 

 

This chapter examines the tenure of artistic directorships and the conditions informing the time 

spent in the position. As leadership transition allows new artistic generations to emerge in the 

space of positions and redistribute artistic, political and economic capital, this discussion provides 

an understanding of the forces triggering change in artistic leadership positions. This presents the 

space of positions of the field as critical to the opportunities presented to artistic leaders in the 

space of possibles. 
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Artistic directors are typically appointed for an initial three or four-year term. In my research 

interviews I asked respondents how many years an ideal artistic directorship should be.  Most 

respondents articulated a defined time frame between “five years: to allow a handover, a three year 

term and one year of planning” and “five or six years” (personal interviews 2011).  A few 

participants proposed that longer time is needed to fulfil artistic visions and company objectives, 

stating “seven years, to allow time for commissions to develop and be produced and one full 

handover year”, but that “ seven – eight years is probably long enough” (personal interviews 2011).  

Most responses added that the maximum term should be no more than ten years, “definitely”.  

Interestingly, these responses were often different to the respondent’s own time spent in previous 

or current (at the time of the interview) artistic directorships. Furthermore, the suggested ideal 

range of time, between five to seven years, is shorter than the length of artistic directorships 

observed in most major and medium sized companies.   

 

Long-term artistic directorships 

The incumbency of individuals in the artistic director position of the larger state theatre companies 

in Sydney and Melbourne is historically much longer than five to seven years.  At STC, Wherrett 

remained Artistic Director for ten years, Harrison and Nevin for nine. Upton is scheduled to remain 

with the company for nine – ten years (currently contracted until 2016), including six years as co-

Artistic Director with Blanchett.   At MTC, founding director John Sumner stayed with the company 

for 28 years (1953 – 1987) before giving way to Roger Hodgman who remained for 12 (1987 – 

1999).  Simon Phillips commenced in 2000 and continued in the position for 11 years, replaced by 

Brett Sheehy in 2012.   Conceptualised as long-term positions within the space of possibles, the 

space of positions proposes greater lengths of time spent in these positions limits the distribution of 

artistic, social, economic and political capital in the field, restricting the capacity of artistic vibrancy 

and prompting social ageing of product and aesthetic (Bourdieu 1983, p.312).  Examining these 

long-term positions of artistic leadership however, suggests extended terms are necessary in the 

major organisations, providing an opportunity for the Artistic Director to achieve personal and 

company milestones and securing future artistic and economic capital.  

 

The funding of this sector through triennial cycles means that programming initiatives can take 

several years to be realised.  Likewise, the commissioning of a major new work is a long-term 

project, the scheduling of multiple ‘star’ artists and venue restrictions often extends this timeframe.  

At STC, for example, Wherrett coordinated the refurbishment of The Wharf over five years, 

ensuring the derelict building was developed into a technologically cutting-edge, functional theatre 



 129 

and cultural landmark (opened in 1985) (Wherrett 2000).  Similarly, Nevin began lobbying the NSW 

Premier for substantial funds to launch STC’s The Actor’s Company (TAC) in her pitch for the 

Artistic Director position in 1999 (Waites 2010, p.2).  This initial effort progressed into advanced 

discussions with the Ministry between 2001 and 2003 (Waites 2010, p.3) and a five-year grant was 

approved in 2004.  Planning the ensemble, including casting and securing guest artists, took 

another 16 months to coordinate. The Actors Company launched in April 2006, almost seven years 

after the idea was first proposed (p.4). It lasted for three.  

 

For reasons of planning, large state theatre companies need long-term artistic directorships. 

However, a consequence of these directorships is the process of “social ageing”. This process was 

shown in the case study of STC where the artistic programming of Wherrett and Nevin was subject 

to criticism based on repetitive casting and limited artistic scope, aspects of their leadership that 

later became the focus against which emerging artistic generations would rebel against.  

Additionally, long periods of time in the position are seen as taxing the energies of the artistic 

director. Richard Wherrett, in his memoir, recalls a day where instead of driving to STC’s offices he 

mindlessly drove over the Harbour Bridge towards the northern beaches.  After spending the day 

enjoying the absence of phones and meetings and interruptions, he arrived home to find staff 

members frantic, worried for his wellbeing, on his doorstep (Wherrett 2000). For Wherrett, ten 

years of establishing STC and managing concurrent production cycles, working long hours and 

tending to regular personal, political and artistic conflicts were tiring.  Nevin also cites exhaustion 

as being a key reason for her resignation (in Attard 2006). Waites observes her fatigue, suggesting 

that tiredness, combined with the responsibilities of the daily operations of the company rather than 

her treasured artistic projects, contributed the unrest within TAC (Waites 2010, pp.20 – 25). Both 

Wherrett’s and Nevin’s cases suggest the routine of state company management, distinct from the 

process of creating theatre, is particularly tiring over long-term directorships.  This exhaustion 

highlights an odd feature of the position: while the career path to these elite positions is typically via 

a successful career in a theatre artform, administrative tasks form a large component of the 

position’s responsibilities. 

 

At the smaller state theatre companies – QTC and STCSA – the length of time spent in artistic 

directorships is typically shorter than what is seen in the larger MTC and STC. There are a few 

exceptions to this rule, and these examples reveal further conditions informing the length of artistic 

directorships. At QTC, founding Director Alan Edwards remained for a lengthy term, handing over 

to Mellor after 19 years (1969 – 1988). Long-term directorships are typically seen in founding or 

inaugural artistic leaders in both the major and small – medium organisations sector. This finding is 

discussed in the second section of this chapter as necessary for the establishment of the 
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company’s artistic identity.  After Edwards resigned from QTC, Aubrey Mellor remained for five 

years (1988 – 1993), quickly re-positioning the company’s artistic identity (Parsons 1997, pp.235 – 

236). This was followed by Chris Johnson’s short-lived contract (1994 – 1995), then Nevin’s three-

year term (1996 – 1999). Michael Gow, commenced as Artistic Director in 2000 and was replaced 

by its current Artistic Director, Wesley Enoch, eleven years later.  Gow’s term might have been 

shorter had the Artistic Director position of STC become available: a newspaper article implied that 

he was eagerly waiting for the position to become available (Neill 2007).  The position however was 

controversially and privately offered to Blanchett and Upton – to Gow’s publically stated 

dissatisfaction (in Neal 2006).  While Gow’s disappointment was personal, this aberration in QTC’s 

recent history of shorter leadership tenure suggests few opportunities for career advancement at 

this elite level limits movement of personnel within the sector. Within the theoretical construct of the 

space of possibles, this constricts the development of new artistic energies.   

 

There is however, an argument that long-term directorships are beneficial for the economic capital 

of the company.  Gow’s long artistic directorship, like those of Wherrett and Nevin at STC, resulted 

in significant outcomes from their consistent artistic visions and strong stakeholder relationships. 

Results of Gow’s leadership included the company finally moving into its own residence in South 

Brisbane, revitalising the playwriting award through the support of the Premier’s department, and a 

year-long national tour of Gow’s play Away (1986) marking its 20th anniversary. These 

achievements however, are dampened against artistic advances. Like Wherrett and Nevin, Gow 

was criticised for adhering to a narrow artistic vision: repetitively employing the same pool of artists.  

In later years of his term, he publicly addressed criticism claiming he operated a “black list” of 

artists banned from QTC employment due to personal dislike. He rejected the claim (in Lyall-

Watson 2009).  Gow’s directorship was not recognised for innovation or risk taking.  With the 

notable exception of the tour of Away, the company contributed few new significant works to the 

national theatrical landscape during his tenure (Croggan 2010). Towards the end of Gow’s 

directorship, QTC’s artistic vibrancy was perceived as dull, the company displaying indicators of 

social ageing (2011, personal interviews).  

 

While Gow’s achievements in building capital infrastructure over a decade were important for QTC, 

equivalent successes are seen in the shorter artistic directorships of the company.  Mellor’s five-

year term was effective in transitioning the company from its dated Anglo aesthetic and fostering a 

new generation of theatre makers and audiences (Parsons 1997, pp.235 – 236).   His stay 

however, may have been too short to ensure more of his initiatives became embedded into the 

local theatrical landscape (2011, personal interview). Similarly, Nevin’s three-year directorship was 

long enough to revitalise the company, repositioning the state theatre company after the 
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tumultuous Johnson years. Like Mellor, many of her artistic legacies were abandoned on her 

departure (personal interviews 2011).  After her resignation, her plans to secure a permanent 

venue for the company were put on hold (plans would be resumed in Gow’s directorship) and 

several other projects postponed, considered unlikely to succeed without her involvement (personal 

interview 2011).  More intangible artistic legacies were also cut short on her departure to STC: 

several artists who emerged under Nevin’s direction followed her to Sydney hoping to continue 

careers at STC. There, they found themselves in a much larger pool of talent, auditioning against 

Sydney-based artists STC had an obligation to support (2011, personal interviews).  These cases 

of artistic leadership demonstrate both long and shorter-term artistic directors are capable of 

producing artistic and financial outcomes for the company. However, while short-term periods of 

leadership often transformed the artistic vibrancy of a company, these legacies were often too 

short-lived to permanently change a company’s position in the field.  

Short-term artistic directorships 

 

The artistic leadership history of the smaller state theatre company, the State Theatre Company of 

South Australia (STCSA), provides an understanding of conditions informing short-term 

leaderships. Despite perceived benefits of long-term tenures for the company and artistic leader, 

STCSA has a distinctive history of short-term artistic directorships. In the company’s first forty 

years (1965 to 2005) it had twelve Artistic Directors, each remaining for one term between two – 

four years in length. A review of these directorships suggests tenures were shortened by “critical 

turning points” in career pathways as individuals acknowledged restrictions of the role (Bourdieu 

1983).  Of these dozen artistic directorships, Jim Sharman’s term (1981 – 1982) stands out as the 

bold Lighthouse period. Although only operational for two years, Lighthouse continues to be 

recognised as an important movement in Australian theatre history. Sharman’s transformational 

leadership and the movement’s contributions to the sector were significant; their influence is 

observed in episodes of artistic leadership discussed in the case study chapters.  Lighthouse’s 

short life was part of its design: it was understood the limited flexibility and costs of running such an 

ensemble would work against any notions of longevity. As a short-term venture the experiment 

proved momentous, altering the energies of the sector within two years. It ceased to exist before 

the possibility of social ageing could weary the novelty of the project (personal interviews 2011; 

Sharman 2008). 

 

Sharman’s career met a turning point after Lighthouse. In his final Lighthouse year, he directed the 

Adelaide Festival in 1982. This festival’s success established South Australia’s reputation as “the 

festival state” (Caust 2005, p.23; Blaylock 1986). Despite these successes, Sharman did not return 
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to company or festival management after this engagement (Sharman 2008, pp.304 – 305). At the 

end of 1982 he left Adelaide, returning to freelance work in Sydney. Like other artistic directors, 

Sharman writes of feeling exhausted from the “weight” of his directorships, recalling the pressure 

brought him to tears (p.312). He also was eager to return to independent artistic practice without 

the responsibilities of managing organisations and events.  

 

After one term as STCSA’s Artistic Director between 1986 and 1990, actor and director John 

Gaden also chose to return to his independent artistic career.  Gaden was Wherrett’s Artistic 

Associate during the early years of STC. Despite this directing and administration experience, he 

realised shortly into the STCSA role that company direction was not where his interests lay (in 

Litson 2011). On concluding his contract he also returned to Sydney to resume his acting career, 

frequently working under Nevin’s stage direction and later becoming a critical member of her 

Actor’s Company.  These cases support the previous observations of artistic directorships of the 

larger state theatre companies where responsibilities of company management are shown as 

overshadowing the artistic capacities of the role.  In the case of STCSA though, its position as a 

‘regional’ company may also contribute to the succession of short-term artistic leaders. 

 

Following Gaden, Simon Phillips spent one term as Artistic Director of STCSA (1989 – 1993). He 

also left to pursue freelance directing work in Australia and the United Kingdom. After accruing 

significant experience in nonprofit and commercial theatre producing sectors, Phillips later became 

the Artistic Director of MTC in 2000 (to 2010). To date, this positions him as the only Artistic 

Director of STCSA to continue a career as a company artistic director in the subsidised theatre 

sector. Former Artistic Directors of STCSA, geographically and artistically isolated from the theatre 

hubs of Sydney and Melbourne, typically returned to freelance careers in Sydney or Melbourne or 

began fulltime work outside of the theatre production sector. STCSA’s pattern of short artistic 

direction came to an end in 2005 with the appointment of Adam Cook who remained at the 

company for seven years before Geordie Brookman commenced in 2013.  Cook also returned to 

freelance stage directing for major organisations in the larger capital cities.   

 

Notwithstanding the short tenures of STCSA’s artistic leaders, many artistic directors choose not to 

pursue further positions of this kind.  While several interview respondents admitted it was the “job 

everyone aspired to” in the early and mid stages of their career, in practice they found the position 

to be administratively demanding and artistically limited.  For example Gow, a critically successful 

playwright, laments that he was not able to write for the first eight years of his artistic directorship at 

QTC (in Blake 2014).  Upton also expressed a frustration at being unable to spend time on his own 

writing, stating it was what he is looking forward to when his artistic directorship at STC concludes 
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(2011, personal interview). The position is seen as restricting personal artistic practice, suggesting 

this inability to continue writing, directing or acting may contribute to shortened careers as artistic 

leaders.  There is however some flexibility in the position: Blanchett and Nevin negotiated to 

complete acting and directing contracts with other companies during their leadership, thus 

maintaining independent successful careers and rewards of artistic practice. Gow eventually 

followed this path, taking leave in the later part of his directorship (after Nevin’s resignation at STC) 

to write Toy Symphony for Belvoir St Theatre, produced in 2008. These examples however are 

exceptional cases across decades of leadership history, suggesting the sector struggles to 

maintain its artistic and leadership capital. Presently, the careers of Nevin, Phillips and Mellor are 

the only cases of artistic directors traversing this prestigious position across state or major 

companies.   

 

The space of positions in the post-MPAI national field 

 

Analysis of the national arts policy landscape provides an understanding as to why incumbents 

remain in artistic directorships for longer periods of time in the large state theatre companies of 

MTC and STC than in the smaller STCSA and QTC. This observation illuminates conditions of the 

field that contributes to the process of “social ageing”, informing the struggle for dominance 

between artistic generations.  The desirability of the company’s artistic director position, or its 

dominance in the space of positions, can be understood as a consequence of each company’s 

position in the national field.  

 

The MPAI report assigned QTC and STCSA as “regional flagship companies” (1999, p.27). This 

categorisation reflected the Inquiry’s “understanding of each company’s artistic standing, its 

economics, and its breadth of product range” (1999, p.27). Interpreted culturally and geographically 

however, it suggested that Adelaide and Brisbane were outposts of an otherwise Sydney-centric 

report. Intriguingly, MTC – the oldest state theatre company in the second largest Australian city – 

was also assigned the position of “regional flagship company” (p.27). Despite the report frequently 

pairing MTC and STC as achieving nearly equivalent results in terms of productivity and 

performance outcomes, the controversial allocation was made on a temporary basis pending the 

outcome of MTC’s proposed company restructure (Nugent in Singer 1999). At the time of the 

Inquiry, MTC was in a precarious financial position that needed urgent resolution.  This condition 

was partially resolved by the financial rescue package and administrative recommendations offered 

by MPAI and partially through the company’s renegotiated position as a non-academic department 

of the University of Melbourne (Milne 2004, pp.25 – 30). The restructure was completed in 2000 on 
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the appointment of Simon Phillips. While MTC’s position in the field was not officially restated, it 

never conformed to the ‘regional’ assignment of MPAI. Although not known for innovation or avant-

garde productions (a quality not typically associated with state theatre companies), its financial, 

cultural and artistic capital is perceived as being far greater than that of QTC and STCSA.   

 

In this environment, the artistic directorships of the smaller companies, QTC and STCSA, are 

further restrained by structural limitations of the field. The artistic productivity of these companies is 

compromised through geographic distance from the cultural capitals of Sydney and Melbourne and 

limited artistically and economically by slighter budgets and smaller markets than the larger 

companies. While the rationale used by MPAI to make its original assignment is now out-dated – 

and cheaper airfares and digitalisation of communication, sound, lighting and design have made 

the cost of presenting extant productions interstate comparatively cheaper than in the 1990s – the 

‘regional’ categorisation remains a factor in the cultural understanding of these cities and their state 

theatre companies.  

 

Supplementing the funding dispersed by the federal government via the Australia Council, each 

state theatre company receives funds from its respective state arts agency, an arrangement 

introduced through MPAI. A condition of this funding includes obligations to foster the theatrical 

culture of its state, met through programming plays and contracting artists from the local talent 

pool. This restriction on programming is further limited through budget constraints: smaller 

companies have limited capacity to program ‘blockbuster’ plays or negotiate “star” contracts, a 

noted feature of STC and MTC’s programming in the MPAI report (1999, p.171). Through these 

constrictions, the capacity of the companies to develop artistic and economic capital is 

compromised. Mellor’s career pathway demonstrates artistic limitations of working in a ‘regional’ 

city’s state theatre: he saw greater opportunities for artistic contribution via the artistic director 

position of Playbox Theatre Company than at QTC. Playbox, with a smaller budget and positioned 

outside of the state theatre network was considered less prestigious.  Its location in a larger, more 

artistically vibrant city and outside of the restrictions of the state theatre company network provided 

him with more artistic agency than at QTC.  Likewise, Nevin publicly voiced her frustration with the 

company’s lack of resources (Watson 1998) and privately bemoaned the parochial culture of 

Brisbane (2011, personal interviews). The artistic directorships of the smaller organisations are 

perceived as having limited opportunities for artistic practice and exposure in comparison to the 

nationally focused roles at MTC and STC (personal interviews 2011). 

 



 135 

Resigning identities: leaving artistic directorships in the small-medium sector 

Artistic directors in the opposing sub-field of small-medium theatre organisations typically remain in 

their position for longer periods of time. The terms of the previous generation of artistic leader were 

between nine and sixteen years.  This trend however is reversing, the present generation of artistic 

leaders remaining for terms of five – six years. Notably, this was the timeframe my interview 

respondents suggested as being an ideal term for an artistic director.   My research finds that this 

recent change to the length of leadership terms is attributed to the changing conditions of the field 

and the different artistic values of the current generation of leaders. Like artistic generations before 

them, they are intent on asserting their legitimacy through challenging the patterns of their 

predecessors.    

 

Three significant organisations in the small-medium sector, Belvoir Street (1984), La Boite 

(1925/1993) and Malthouse Theatre (1975 as Playbox) were formed through shared visions of 

artists and community members committed to challenging the status quo of the conservative 

theatrical field. They were formed independently of government policy and intervention. In their 

early years these companies flourished through the ‘newness’ of their aesthetic in a dated field. 

Despite starting independently, at different points in their histories, each company sought the 

artistic and political legitimacy offered through the support of state and federal grants.  Attaining 

prestigious operational triennial grants from the Australia Council and state arts agency confirmed 

each company’s position as the alternative producer in the two theatre company model formalised 

in the Australia Council’s Rotherwood Plan in 1984 (Meyrick 2014, p.315).  

 

Despite these companies being similar in their origins and relationship to arts policy, each company 

has vastly different leadership histories:  La Boite began as an amateur theatre society in 1925 to 

“match those in Southern States” (‘Proposed Repertory Theatre’, Brisbane Courier, 25 March 1925, 

p.6), transitioning to a professional company between 1983 and 1993. After professionalisation, the 

long-term directorships of Sue Rider (1993 – 2000) and Sean Mee (2000 – 2009) initially provided 

organisational stability, but artistic stasis set in a few years into each director’s term. This condition 

contributed to a reduction in its state funding in 2007, and the loss of its federal funding in 2008.  

Mee’s successor, David Berthold (2009 – 2014), achieved reinstatement of the funds in his second 

year of leadership. Playbox Theatre Company, reviewed in the previous chapter, was formed in 

1975 to reinstate the writer into Melbourne’s New Wave theatre scene. Four periods of distinct 

artistic leadership shaped the organisation before Mellor’s 11 year term (1993 – 2004) was 

overtaken by the process of social ageing. Mellor’s successor, Michael Kantor, symbolically ended 

the company through ‘rebranding’ it as Malthouse Theatre in 2004.  Kantor stayed with the 

company for six years (2004 – 2010). Lastly, “Understudies Consortium”/Company A committee 
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purchased the Belvoir St Theatre in 1984 and directed the programming of venue for nine years. 

The collective later appointed Neil Armfield as its inaugural artistic director in 1994 (to 2010) before 

transitioning to a company model. Although he led the company for a long time, Armfield’s 

resignation in 2009 came as a surprise to many in the sector (2011, personal interview).  His 

replacement, Ralph Myers, departed Belvoir Street in 2015 after five years in the role. Myers’ 

resignation statement rationalised his short term, saying a “change of leadership is essential for 

maintaining artistic vitality and original vision” (Myers in Belvoir.com.au 2014). In line with findings 

outlined in the first section of this chapter, Myers also stated that he was “really” looking forward to 

returning to his stage design career. 

 

In each of these companies, the transition from long-term artistic directorships to the most recent 

artistic generation is shown to have produced markedly different outcomes: Malthouse abandoned 

its previous artistic agenda as a measure for its survival; La Boite’s reimagined its position as the 

‘second tier’, alternative theatre company of Brisbane, becoming legitimised for a second time 

through the reinstatement of funding and challenging the policy imposed structure of the field; and 

Belvoir St Theatre, artistically vibrant throughout Armfield’s long directorship, continued to thrive 

under Myers’ similar (and therefore consistent) aesthetic without significant change to the 

company’s position or identity. These transitions are presented in the following discussion as being 

particular to the relationship of shared artistic capital between the artistic director and the company.  

This characteristic is distinct to the small-medium sector where artistic identities are first cultivated 

as important artistic statements, separate to the policy-directed culture-building objectives that 

prompted the state and major theatre companies. 

 

Artistic leadership succession 

The artistic leadership history of Chunky Move Dance Company provides an additional case to 

support this examination of shared artistic capital.  While not a theatre company, Chunky Move 

offers an opportunity to examine the leadership transition of a founding-director to a new artistic 

director. Gideon Obarzanek founded Chunky Move in 1995, leading the company as its Artistic 

Director until resigning in 2010 and departing in 2012. The company has a unique relationship with 

cultural policy: after establishing the small company in Sydney, Obarzanek responded to a tender 

request of the Victorian state government in 1997, calling for a “state contemporary dance 

company”. He was successful and relocated the small company to Melbourne the following year.   

 

Obarzanek started the company in his late 20s, initially assuming he would lead the company for 

five or six years before the company fell apart or he moved on (2011, personal interview). His 
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motivation for forming Chunky Move was personal, feeling a need to expand his understanding of 

contemporary dance. He describes his early choreography as “questioning, trialling, challenging 

dance to see if it works” (2011, personal interview).  Exploring the capacity of the genre was 

sustainable for a while, however after years spent pondering its limitations, he admits becoming 

half of a “kind of boring relationship”. The relationship however was a very successful one.  He 

‘accidentally’ remained in the position for 16 years, acknowledging had he departed the company 

sooner it may not have withstood the changes to its artistic leadership.  He recognised his artistic 

capital as being symbolically ‘on loan’ to establish the company; but knowing when to withdraw it to 

preserve his own and the company’s artistic integrity was problematic.  

 

When Obarzanek resigned in 2010 Chunky Move was thriving. It was supported through state and 

federal funding agencies, consistently produced new work and toured frequently to national and 

international festivals, often as a cultural ambassador for Victoria. The company was highly 

regarded for Obarzanek’s innovative choreography but was also upheld as an exemplar of dance 

company management (Stock & Dyson 2005, p.9).  It became institutionalised into what Obarzanek 

refers to as a “cultural pillar” of the Melbourne performing arts landscape (2011, personal 

interview).  

 

At the time of his resignation, the company’s success was generally attributed to his leadership skill 

and artistic vision. In my interviews, participants from both dance and theatre sectors referred to 

him as a unique artistic talent capable of evolving his style to produce remarkable work. Words 

frequently used to describe Chunky Move and Obarzanek (45 years old at the time of resigning) 

were “young” and “energetic” (2011, personal interviews). Despite the company’s successes and 

longevity, its institutionalisation as a producing contemporary dance company transitioned 

Obarzanek’s role to be more management oriented (in Low 2014, n.p). He noted 

   

there is something that is becoming more and more familiar about my role here. I think 

Chunky Move over time has become more of an institution than it used to be and I think 

that my role is changing in that (2011, personal interview). 

 

This shift was something that he did not feel content with or inclined to fulfil. He had observed the 

transition of his own artistic career, from a young avant-garde choreographer to an organisational 

leader, culminating in an “identity very strictly bound in having founded Chunky Move… And I’m not 

sure whether I’m particularly comfortable with that” (2011).  Frustrations with the leadership 

position at Chunky Move mounted, “suddenly, at 45 (years) I’ve turned around and I see myself 

running this company and I think ‘how did that happen?”  (2011, personal interview). What was 
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intended as a short-term project had consumed the majority of his adult life. He saw himself as an 

artist, not a company leader, advocate of the art form or steward of a “cultural pillar” organisation. 

Although his artistic aesthetic did not “socially age”, he had aged in the position. This struggle 

contributed to Obarzanek’s resignation, offered to return to his own artistic independence and shed 

the identity he had forged for the company as a young artist. 

 

After leaving the company, Obarzanek planned “taking a year off”, before commencing a freelance 

career as a choreographer, playwright and director. While admitting to being terrified about the 

insecurity of freelance life at the point of his resignation, he accepted that the financial risk inherent 

in leaving a full-time paid position in a publically subsidised company was necessary to regain his 

sense of artistic identity.  Post-Chunky Move, Obarzanek’s career continued to challenge 

assumptions about contemporary dance, spanning the high-low strata of the sub-fields.  His first 

engagements as a freelance artist saw him choreograph an anniversary piece for the elite 

Australian Ballet in 2012, before travelling to Las Vegas to choreograph routines for nightclub 

showgirls (in Low 2014). His year away from work never happened.  

 

The transition of Obarzanek’s leadership was finely orchestrated. His replacement, Anouk van Dijk, 

commenced as co-Artistic Director, with Obarzanek, in 2011. They worked together for twelve 

months, Obarzanek reducing his involvement and public appearances with the company towards 

the end of the year. Prior to her appointment, van Dijk resided in her native Netherlands where she 

directed her own government supported contemporary dance company, anoukvandijk dc. Van Dijk 

left this company to take the position at Chunky Move, the anoukvandijk dc website stating  

 

With the appointment of Anouk van Dijk as Artistic Director of dance company Chunky 

Move in Melbourne, anoukvandijk dc has stopped producing Anouk van Dijk's work. All of 

Anouk van Dijk's new work will be produced by Chunky Move in Australia (accessed 

2013) 

 

Chunky Move remained resilient throughout the transition. It retained its position in the field as the 

flagship contemporary dance company and a cultural ambassador for Melbourne. Similarly, 

Obarzanek transitioned to a solo career with his own artistic identity re-established.  This case also 

demonstrates that while artistic director appointments are often made to individuals with previous 

association with the company (as discussed in the major and small-medium theatre sectors), this is 

not a necessary requirement for a successful transition or longevity of the company. The case 

study of Upton and Blanchett’s co-leadership at STC demonstrated this in the major theatre sector. 

The case of van Dijk’s leadership at Chunky Move presents similar findings. In Europe, van Dijk 
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was an esteemed dancer, choreographer and company director, but on commencing at Chunky 

Move her knowledge of the artistic and funding policies of Australian agencies was minimal. This 

lack of shared history and immersion in the administrative requirements of the position did not 

detract from van Dijk successfully transitioning into the artistic leadership position at Chunky Move. 

This was arguably supported by a year-long transition under Obarzanek’s guidance, another 

similarity to Nevin’s transition to Upton and Blanchett, confirming artistic directorships can give way 

to agents external to the organisation, often resulting in benefits to outgoing and incoming leader 

and the organisation.   

 

Obarzanek’s changing relationship with Chunky Move provides an additional point of comparison 

for Armfield’s departure as the inaugural Artistic Director of Belvoir St Theatre.  Like Obarzanek, 

Armfield’s aesthetic and artistic leadership demonstrated a capacity to evolve, responding to the 

national artistic zeitgeist throughout his 17 years with the company. Armfield is a peer of Bell, 

Mellor and Sharman, emerging as a young director in Sydney’s New Wave at Nimrod and later at 

Lighthouse.  He is admired throughout the national theatre scene. Patrick White, notoriously 

grudging of his affection, favoured Armfield as a friend and frequently approved of his direction of 

his plays. His former general manager at Belvoir St, Rachel Healy (1997 – 2006), describes him as 

“very loved, very respected in the industry” (personal interview 2011).  Notably, in a notoriously 

challenging environment, Healy credits Armfield as cultivating a sense of ownership amongst the 

company’s artistic and administrative staff, saying working with him felt like they “were all building 

something together” (Healy 2011, personal interview). This extended beyond tokenistic sentiment 

and was exemplified in the company’s ‘parity pay policy’ where all staff, regardless of position or 

experience, received the same salary. Through these means, Company B succeeding in running a 

democratic theatre model where others, APG and Nimrod for example, had failed. This collective 

ownership philosophy has its origins in the company’s history, beginning with the extraordinary 

effort of the community of artists (Company A) purchasing the old tomato sauce factory on 

Nimrod’s departure in 1984. Company A managed the theatre for nine years before transitioning to 

the more conventional management model headed by a single artistic leadership position. The 

appointment of Armfield as inaugural director was an inevitable choice: his artistic association with 

the venue began at Nimrod in the 1970s, and he was entrusted by both White and Company A to 

direct Signal Driver as the first production to open the newly acquired venue in 1985. Armfield’s 

history was enmeshed with the Belvoir Street Theatre and members of Company A. However, 

unlike Obarzanek, his artistic identity had been defined and legitimatised prior to beginning the full-

time position at Belvoir St, allowing him a degree of artistic independence and “disinterestedness” 

in the artistic identity of the company  (Bourdieu 1983, p.321).   
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Distinct artistic identities between Armfield and the company were maintained throughout his 

directorship. Like Nevin, Blanchett and Gow at the state theatre companies, Armfield took leave 

from the company to direct films, operas and develop his own projects. In these times he produced 

a significant body of artistic work that stands independently of Company B/Belvoir St.  In 

comparison, Obarzanek tied his choreography exclusively to Chunky Move. While these projects 

allowed Armfield to maintain the balance between personal artistic practice and company 

management for 16 years, Healy proposes the desire to return to full-time independent work was 

his main motivation for resigning.  Healy, now an esteemed arts manager and producer, proposes 

there is time in every elite artist’s career where the administratively demanding leadership positions 

become routine: the call of artistic work overrides the need for full-time employment and support of 

a company structure (Healy, 2011 personal interview).  

 

Armfield’s resignation after 16 years was a significant change for the company, however the effects 

were mitigated through the separate artistic identities of artistic leader and the company and the 

careful timing of his resignation.  Healy explains Armfield’s commitment to sharing the 

custodianship of the company was embedded in an unspoken responsibility: Belvoir St and its 

resident company were hard fought for by an important segment of the Sydney theatre community, 

it had been entrusted to its employees to continue.  Armfield however, was aware there was an 

imbalance in the artistic identities between himself and the company: while he had maintained his 

artistic practice and distinct artistic identity, Belvoir St was inadvertently defined by this unique 

artistic heritage, and his own success.  Healy considers Armfield’s long tenure at the company an 

act of “selflessness”. Like Obarzanek, Armfield was firstly committed to securing the company’s 

ongoing artistic identity before pursuing an independent career. His resignation was only 

considered when it was apparent a compassionate, emerging artistic generation was ready to hand 

the legacy onto.  Healy states,  

 

it wasn’t just Ralph (Myers), there was all of Ralph’s networks and allegiances and allies 

of a similar kind of age who were coming through and who were pushing up and had 

ideas and wanted to take the companies to another level… Neil wouldn’t actually have 

stepped down until that was actually evident.  

 

This leadership transition, implemented with the interests of the company’s artistic identity at heart, 

ensured the company would succeed beyond the energy of Armfield’s New Wave artistic 

generation.  The transition of Armfield to Myers represented the final transition of New Wave artistic 

leadership to a new generation.  
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Healy’s departure from Belvoir St provides an example of the challenges that face non-artistic 

leadership in the sector.  For her, resigning was an emotionally complex process. The Belvoir St 

Board of Directors offered Healy the inaugural general manager position after an accomplished but 

emerging career as a stage manager for STCSA (where she and Armfield first met) and the 

Sydney based Australian Ballet.  Initially she turned it down, but the chair of the board convinced 

her it would establish her career in Sydney theatre. She began at the company in her late 20s, 

three years into Armfield’s directorship (1997). Ten years later – still in the role – she had two small 

children. The high cost and limited availability of childcare and the financial responsibilities of a 

young family and the job were challenging.  She worked long hours: standard office hours were 

kept during the day and dress rehearsals, meetings and theatre performances were staged at 

night.  The parity pay policy meant her salary was capped, as an administrator she did not draw 

artistic royalties like Armfield and other creative personnel.  While she partly attributes her 

resignation to these personal circumstances, a sense that she had delivered the position’s mid-

term objectives underscored her departure.  Her exit strategy was similarly based around 

mentoring her replacement, Brenna Hobson, who like Myers had been working with the company 

for several years and was immersed in its culture and philosophy of artistic custodianship.   

 

Healy left Belvoir St to become the prestigious Director of Performing Arts at the Sydney Opera 

House (SOH) in 2006. In her new role she understood the scale of her previous position and the 

wage structure of the nonprofit arts sector, realising that at Belvoir she “earned far more than (she) 

got paid” after finding her SOH personal assistant received the equivalent of her previous salary 

with a fraction of the responsibilities (2011, personal interview). This enormous gap between pay 

and worth supports Mellor’s concerns about the financial restrictions he experienced as co-Artistic 

Director of Nimrod in the early 1980s. Similarly Andrew Upton, while admitting he was free from 

personal financial constraints, acknowledged that long hours and low pay were characteristic of 

theatre life but incompatible to family life (2011, personal interviews).   These conditions, combined 

with a shortage of flexible childcare in inner-city locations – the locale of major theatres and 

companies – provided additional obstacles for experienced arts leaders to continue in elite 

leadership roles should they have family responsibilities or seek higher paid positions.   

 

In 2010, four years into Healy’s term at SOH, the performing arts portfolio was “downgraded” and 

absorbed into the tourism portfolio. Healy’s position was made redundant (Healy 2011, personal 

interview; Boland 2010). The theatres of the SOH continue to house the work of the national 

flagship companies Sydney Theatre Company, Opera Australia, Australian Ballet and Sydney 

Festival, but are also frequently hired by commercial music and performing arts producers.  It 

continues to provide public arts programs, however these have notably shifted in their market 
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orientation since the restructure. Healy considers community projects such as Melbourne’s Choir of 

Hard Knocks (documented in an ABC television program) standout events during her leadership, 

but these public events have given way to events for mass audiences and commercial revenue. 

Recent public programming is devised around the SOH as a tourist attraction, not the national 

venue for the performing arts it originally intended to be.  This is symbolic of the changing public 

value of the performing arts since the SOH was approved in 1954. For Aubrey Mellor’s generation 

of NIDA graduates in the late 1960s, the SOH was built to provide a showcase for Australian 

theatre; the scale of the building signified the importance of the performing arts in transforming 

postwar culture.  For Healy, abolition of her portfolio was symbolic of the weakening position of the 

performing arts in the national cultural landscape.     

 

After leaving the SOH, Healy utilised her theatrical experience, working as an independent, theatre 

producer. Her first endeavour was to produce David Williamson’s sequel to Don’s Party (1971), the 

landmark production of the New Wave.  Titled Don Parties On (2011), the play is set on the eve of 

the 2010 federal election, following the original play’s setting on the eve of the historic 1969 

election.  Healy contracted Robyn Nevin to direct and co-produced it with MTC, investing her own 

money in the production. While critics claimed many points in the play were irrelevant (Whittaker 

2011), Healy confirmed Williamson’s ‘bankability’ continues in present markets, stating it was very 

successful in terms of box office income.   

  

Obarzanek, Armfield and Healy chose the timing of their resignation from small – medium 

companies, playing a large part in the selection and training of their replacement over a period of 

time.  In doing so they secured the future of their respective companies by passing on artistic 

understanding, company knowledge and an appreciation of the company’s historical position in the 

field. Long, coordinated handover processes however are not typical in the small – medium sector 

and these are atypical cases.  The leadership transition process is often restricted by small 

budgets, and at times complicated by outgoing artistic directors reluctant to leave their position. At 

Playbox, Mellor resigned before he was ready to and distanced himself from the process of 

recruiting his replacement. There was no handover process to Kantor: this would have been a 

redundant use of time given the changes the board and incoming artistic director planned. This 

conflict between personal interests and the interests of the company was replicated at La Boite 

Theatre Company where two successive Artistic Directors, Sue Rider (1993 – 2000) and Sean Mee 

(2000 – 2008), were reluctant to leave after several years in the position, culminating in serious 

financial and artistic consequences for the company.  
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Leaving artistic leadership    

La Boite has a long and interesting history. Beginning as Brisbane Repertory Theatre Society 

(BRTS), an amateur theatre society in 1925, it made the transition to a professional theatre 

producing company between 1982 and 1992. It is a turbulent but fascinating transition that sees the 

repositioning of a community group to a professional arts company, to be governed by the policies, 

funding guidelines and professional standards of small – medium Australian subsidised theatre 

(Comans 2006, pp.1 – 4). 

 

The decision to transition the company was prompted by changes in the Australia Council’s funding 

policy initially outlined by the Rotherwood Plan (1981). Under this plan, each capital city would 

have one state theatre company and one funded alternative producing company (Rotherwood Plan 

1981, p.4). This formalised the structures of the sub-fields (Hutchison in Reid 2012, p.171; 

Bourdieu 1993, p.333). At the time the Rotherwood plan was introduced, Brisbane had three 

alternative theatre companies: Grin & Tonic, TN! and La Boite (the latter two companies receiving 

Australia Council), each offering an artistic and social counterpoint to the Anglo oriented 

programming of Alan Edwards at QTC (Comans 2003, pp.23 – 35).  The threat of having funding 

withdrawn produced a brief period of intense competition between the companies and their artistic 

leadership teams (Comans 2003, pp.33 – 35).  Each was seeking to confirm a niche position in the 

sector, hoping to secure ongoing funding that was becoming increasingly competitive (2011, 

personal interview Comans 2006, pp.23 - 45). Of these companies, La Boite was the least avant-

garde; its management committee proposed that transitioning to a professional theatre company 

would distinguish it in the crowded alternative sub-field (Comans 2006, p.165).  

 

The path to professionalisation was long and complex, taking place over a decade (Mitchell 2011, 

personal interview; Ross 2011, personal interview; Comans 2006, p.165, p.169, pp.165 – 170). 

During this era, leadership of the company was chaotic. Over ten years the company had four 

artistic directorships and two years under board direction: Andrew Ross 1982 – 1983, followed by 

board direction between 1984 and 1985, Jim Vile 1986 – 1989, Patrick Mitchell 1990 then David 

Bell 1991 – 1992 (Comans 2006, pp.165 – 237). This time was preoccupied by confusion, 

heightened by going debate regarding the meaning of ‘professional’ theatre (2001, personal 

interviews 2011; Comans 2006,p.165 – 237). Earlier in this chapter I discussed my findings from 

the state theatre company sector suggesting short-term artistic leaderships were historically shown 

to stimulate artistic vibrancy.  However, it was also shown that these terms of leadership did not 

necessarily result in financial growth. La Boite, as small – medium organisation, is not from the 

same state theatre company field as my earlier findings relate to, but it is notable that the company 

did not record significant artistic or financial transformation during this time.  
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That the company survived through such an adverse time is extraordinary.   I interviewed two 

Artistic Directors from this era: Ross recalled his directorship as being “difficult” while Mitchell refers 

to his year with the company as a “shattering experience” (2011, personal interviews; also Comans 

2006, p.216). Both Artistic Directors left La Boite in challenging circumstances but by their own 

choice. Ross left to become the inaugural Artistic Director of Perth’s then second tier Black Swan 

Theatre Company (1991 – 2003) (now called the Black Swan State Theatre Company) and Mitchell 

spent a year in “contemplation” before accepting the artistic directorship of Darwin Theatre 

Company in (1992 – 1996). These companies were in the less populated mainland capital cities 

where Ross and Mitchell felt they made a meaningful contribution, not something they could not 

associate with their time at La Boite.  Both returned to Brisbane in the 2000s to continue careers in 

theatre. 

 

La Boite’s transformation to professional company was completed in 1993 under the directorship of 

Sue Rider (1993 – 2000) (Comans 2006, p.237).  She had notable early successes, particularly 

through her programming of youth-oriented theatre.  This was a priority area of arts funding policy 

during the 1980s and early 1990s and it was a natural pathway for both company and director to 

follow. By the end of the 1990s however, the agendas of cultural policy and the tastes of audiences 

were shifting along with rapid changes in technology and advances in Brisbane’s cultural scene. In 

late 1999 Michael Gow – whose work appealed to youth audiences – began at QTC with the 

expectation he would seek a foothold in the youth theatre market; and in May 2000 Brisbane 

Powerhouse (then provocatively sub-titled the ‘Centre for Live Arts’) opened, programming avant-

garde performance curated from equivalent centres around the world.  Additionally, development of 

The Judith Wright Centre for Contemporary Arts was underway, scheduled to open in 2001. A final 

threat to La Boite under Rider’s direction came through the form of an upgrade of the city’s rugby 

league stadium located opposite the company’s venue.  Changed traffic conditions meant that La 

Boite’s unique theatre-in-the-round space would no longer be a suitable home for the company 

(personal interviews 2011; Comans 2006, p.280). After finally claiming legitimacy as the funded 

professional second tier theatre, La Boite needed to again distinguish its position in a competitive 

local field.  Brisbane had changed and audiences and artists looked to La Boite to fulfil its position 

as the ‘alternative’ theatre company.  

 

Despite strong encouragement from the board (Comans 2006, p.315) Rider was reluctant to move 

away from the youth genre that had provided her with artistic and financial successes. This 

inflexibility brought the company to a standstill, Comans notes “The board’s perception was that 

Rider, after too long in the job lacked the kind of vision and forward thinking that it and the Australia 
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Council required” (2006, p.315).  Rider was sacked in 2000 “to make way for “new growth” (Aldred 

in Comans 2006, p.276; Comans 2006, pp.275 – 277). The general manager of La Boite confessed 

Rider had outstayed her term, saying “most people in the industry thought that eight years had 

been a good run” (Whitehead in Comans 2006, p.277). Sean Mee was appointed Artistic Director in 

2000.  

 

Mee was an actor, writer and director of Brisbane’s New Wave (Comans 2009).  In his direction he 

sought to emulate Mellor’s programming at Playbox, rationalising that programming new Australian 

writing would secure La Boite’s place in the busy Brisbane performing arts market. This artistic 

vision was further refined in 2006 with the decision to program work only by Brisbane writers.  

Without generations of artistic and financial investment in local playwriting the pool was limited: 

Mee’s programming consisted of stage adaptations of novels by Brisbane writers including David 

Malouf’s Johnno, Andrew McGahan’s Last Drinks and The White Earth, and multiple novels by 

Nick Earls.  The results were similar to Playbox: while technically fulfilling a valid artistic 

requirement the plays were frequently underdeveloped and received luke-warm responses critically 

and at the box office. Mee however, continued his artistic agenda even after the programming 

focus at Playbox was considered an artistic and financial failure in 2004.   Like Mellor, he was 

accused of limited vision and repetitive programming threatening the artistic vibrancy and longevity 

of the company.  The company lost its Australia Council funding in 2008. Later the same year, Mee 

received letters from a group calling themselves “We Without Voices” protesting the parochial-

driven programming and claiming it was time for new artistic leadership of the company (2011, 

personal interviews). While initially dismissing the letters, Mee resigned the same year.    

 

David Berthold commenced as Artistic Director in 2009.  Like van Dijk’s appointment to Chunky 

Move, Berthold was an outsider to the city and company.  While he had spent a couple of years 

working as Mellor’s associate at QTC in the early 1990s (“behind the banana curtain”, as Mellor 

described the company at the time), Berthold had spent most of his artistic leadership career in 

Sydney.  He worked as Harrison’s associate at STC before assuming the directorship of Australian 

Theatre for Young People (1999 – 2003) leaving this position to work as the Artistic Director of the 

small Griffin Theatre Company in Kings Cross (2003 – 2006). Both companies flourished under 

Berthold’s one term of artistic leadership. As Sharman demonstrated in his Lighthouse experiment, 

Berthold also excelled at revitalising companies through short, energetic periods of sustained 

artistic vibrancy.  There were high expectations for his appointment at the “loved but under 

nourished” La Boite (2011, personal interviews).   
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The launch of Berthold’s first season signalled the changes that would take place during his 

directorship: it was casual, there was a big screen projecting images of the productions, a rock 

band playing in the corner of the undressed stage and one microphone for a couple of speeches. 

Official speeches, often the backbone of events produced by publicly funded institutions, were 

minimal. This unceremonious set-up was new to audiences, accustomed to the formalised, protocol 

driven past season launches of QTC and La Boite.  Making efficient use of the company’s reduced 

budgets, Berthold programmed a season of small-scale extant work from interstate companies.  

These works had been successful in Sydney and Melbourne and practically, under such difficult 

financial conditions, were a very good fit to the unusually shaped Roundhouse Theatre and La 

Boite’s objective to survive the funding cuts.  Berthold’s productions spanned physical theatre, 

movement and dance and avoided the text-based drama produced by under previous artistic 

directorships and the domain of the state theatre company.   The perception of La Boite’s position 

as Brisbane’s alternative theatre company, and what constituted a theatre company, was 

challenged.  The scale of this change can be understood through the comments of an audience 

member who proclaimed the band, popular and alternative Architecture in Helskinki,  “were good… 

but they are not theatre… and they’re not from Brisbane!” (2011, personal interviews).  As the 

program unfolded, Berthold’s energy and his vision for rebuilding and re-identifying the company as 

a producer of innovative theatre (not plays) was invigorating. There was spontaneous dancing in 

the aisles. Berthold’s launch was live. 

 

This energy continued throughout Berthold’s five-year directorship.  After an initial year of 

stabilising budgets and rebuilding artistic reputation, he reintroduced local artists and work to his 

2010 programming. La Boite had its triennial funding reinstated by Arts Queensland in 2011 and 

the Australia Council in 2012.  Berthold resigned from the company in 2014, continuing his pattern 

of short but vital stays in artistic directorships.    Berthold’s success in transitioning La Boite from an 

aged and troubled artistic era to its current position as a viable alternative theatre company is 

significant. He admitted to following his instincts in terms of his career path, disclosing that he 

moves on when it became difficult to be inspired, when “maybe it needs someone else’s taste to 

move the company forward” (Berthold 2011, personal interview).  

 

Berthold’s resignation, like Armfield’s and Obarzanek’s, was sympathetic to the needs of the 

company.  My interview respondents recognised resigning is a difficult decision, and they identified 

recognising the right time for the individual and the company was most problematic.  Most 

respondents from previous artistic directorships stated they knew it was time to leave when “I feel 

that the best that I can do is not the best for the company” and when “I’ve realised that I am no 

longer growing as an artist within that role” (2011, personal interviews). Other respondents had 
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more pragmatic responses to knowing when the time had come to resign, stating  “I guess 

somebody will tell me!”, recognising that it may not occur at the ideal personal time, “I hope it is 

with grace. But I don’t think it will go that way” (2011, personal interviews).    

 

Leaving organisations in the small–medium sector is seen to be an emotionally fraught process.  

As the companies were established to advance an artistic agenda, often by a small group of 

committed artists, the identity of these companies becomes closely associated with the identity of 

its artistic directors and staff. As one artistic director from this sector recalled, leaving an artistic 

directorship “is like deciding to leave a part of myself behind” (2011, personal interviews).  The 

unique artistic vision of these leaders is essentially what is assessed by state and federal arts 

agencies as being worthy of triennial or project financial support. There is more at stake in the 

small – medium sector than in the major/state theatre companies: the state theatre companies 

were formed as state institutions and periods of artistic stasis or social ageing are unlikely to 

threaten the company’s financial position or longevity in the field.  Furthermore, they are also 

guaranteed ongoing funding through the arrangement MPAI established with AMPAG and the 

federal government. This is not the case in the small – medium sector where triennial funding 

cycles presently exist.   

Conclusion 

 

This chapter used Bourdieu’s theory of the space of positions to unify the theories of competing 

“artistic generations”, “social ageing” and “critical turning points”, found as being critical to the 

transformative agency of artistic directors in the case study chapters. The chapter reviewed the 

length of artistic directorships in both the major/state theatre companies and the small – medium 

sector and analysed transitions between artistic generations.  This discussion finds that tenure 

length exercises a constraint over the agency of the artistic director position and the subsidised 

Australian theatre field.  

 

The first section of this chapter presented a summary of tenure length in the large state theatre 

companies (MTC and STC) and in the small state theatre companies (QTC and STCSA). Artistic 

Directors in these large companies are historically longer than in the small theatre companies. 

These patterns can be attributed to MTC and STC holding a more prestigious position in the 

national field, and the perception of QTC and STCSA as regional companies and ‘stepping stones’ 

to more elite positions.   The effects of such trends on artistic vibrancy were shown to be mixed: 

while long term artistic directorships were subject to the process of social ageing, these longer 

tenures were seen as being necessary to advocate and develop the financial capacities of the 
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company.  Short term positions in this sub-field were alternatively shown as being capable of 

revitalising the artistic vibrancy of a company but were often less successful in implementing long 

term artistic change or producing significant financial outcomes for the company.  

 

This review of tenures revealed conditions shaping the artistic director position in state theatre 

companies.   For many, the inability to spend time on artistic projects or practice compromised their 

time in the role. The position was found to be administratively demanding that contributed to a 

feeling of exhaustion for the artistic directors.  Additionally, there was little movement of personnel 

across roles.  This finding is attributed to artistic director positions becoming rarely available, and 

the decision of many incumbents to return to individual artistic practice rather than continue a 

career as an artistic director.   This is a loss to the sector: as established, senior artists leave 

prestigious artistic director positions to return to freelance work, their artistic and leadership capital 

leaves the major organisations sector.  In cases of long and short-term directorships in both large 

and small state companies, the companies proved resilient against threats to funding because of 

the security provided by MPAI. 

 

In the small-medium sector, artistic directors historically remain for long terms.  This was seen as 

necessary for the building of distinct artistic capital in organisations established independently from 

political and legislative means.  This finding was particularly relevant for founding or inaugural 

artistic directors who often stayed with their companies for more than a decade. These artistic 

directors coordinated comprehensive transitions to their successors, thus preserving the artistic 

identity of their company and improving their chance of ongoing survival.  Non-founding or 

inaugural artistic directors remaining for long periods were shown to have experienced social 

ageing of their aesthetic and leadership.  They were unlikely to choose their timing of their 

departure or replacement artistic directors and these companies often experienced significant 

repositioning under new artistic directors. However, the most recent generation of artistic leader in 

this sector is seen as reversing the trend of long-term tenure, remaining for between five to six 

years in the role.  The employment patterns of this present generation contribute to a regular 

renewal of artistic vibrancy, supporting the theory of the space of positions.  This is an important 

finding for this sector, perceived as being a nurturer and supplier of new artistic product, as its point 

of distinction is in its ability to remain artistically vibrant.  
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Chapter Seven 
 

 

Expanding the space:  

A conclusion to the research 

  

 

Introduction 

 

This investigation of the agency of artistic directors in Australia’s subsidised theatre sector was 

prompted by many significant theatre organisations appointing new artistic directors between 2008 

and 2010, to replace artistic directors retiring from long-held positions.  This transition of leadership 

was set against Australia Council research that suggested the theatre sector was in ‘crisis’, despite 

several efforts of the Australia Council and government agencies to remedy the condition. At this 

time, the federal government was conducting industry consultations to inform the development of 

the second national arts and cultural policy. While these discussions and publications asserted the 

ongoing importance of the major performing arts companies in contemporary society, they did not 

examine the leadership of the companies or the underlying factors contributing to their ‘crises’. With 

the sector in turmoil, what agency would the new generation of artistic leaders have in the 

proposed realigned policy environment, and would they have the capacity to advance their 

organisations? My research contributes to a deeper understanding of the artistic director role. By 

examining the position’s capacity to enact transformation in the Australian subsidised theatre 

sector my research provides a more nuanced understanding of the artistic leadership position 

within the space of possibles. 

 

Analysis of arts leadership in the theatre and wider performing arts sector has typically proceeded 

from an historic or arts management framework.  Both of these approaches offer important 

understandings of the history of arts and cultural practice and of the policies that inform leadership 

of the sector, however they typically position and evaluate leadership of arts organisations as a 

sub-discipline of arts management. This method appears to focus on skill-sets and the identification 

of leadership characteristics, analysing leader’s contributions to company goals and outcomes as 

appropriate of research conducted within a managerial framework. By investigating the managerial 

aspects of arts leadership however, this approach largely ignores the roles of ‘artistic’ leaders and 
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their important function in curating the artistic program and cultural legacy of their organisations.  

Artistic leadership positions are central to the development of the national artistic landscape and 

my research examines the socio-political and economic forces, and personal motivations that 

influence the agency of the position.  

 

The space of possibles 

My research, informed by Bourdieu’s space of possibles from ‘The field of cultural production’ 

(1983), focused on the agency of artistic leadership as one part of the complex duality between 

agency and structure. This theory informed the research design and methodology, providing an 

alternative methodological framework for the research that expands the thesis’s contribution to the 

scholarly field of arts leadership research.  Other studies have drawn from Bourdieu to use ideas 

such as cultural capital and habitus to explain phenomena of the arts and cultural field. My 

research though used multiple theories from Bourdieu’s article, and his “tools of analysis”, and was 

also informed by his prescribed methodological processes (Bourdieu & Wacquant 1992, pp.104 – 

105). This expanded Bourdieusien framework produced an historical and contemporary 

perspective on the conditions affecting the sector.  

 

The space of possibles provided a method of restructuring these conditions of the field into 

historical, economic, political and artistic forces, uncovering the prospects presented to artistic 

leaders at particular moments in time (Bourdieu 1983, p.314).  My research found that these forces 

issue from four inter-related contexts: historical structures and ideologies, arts policy as informed 

by economic forces, personal job security and career trajectories, and artistic complacency.   I used 

these inter-related contexts to draw the contours of the space of possibles, producing a means of 

observing the historical “critical turning-points” of career pathways and the habitus of disposition 

and social trajectory of artistic directors (p.311, p.314, pp.345 – 346).  I used this to inform my 

account of artistic leadership at Sydney Theatre Company and Aubrey Mellor’s career culminating 

in his leadership of Playbox Theatre, and my discussion of the importance of artistic leadership 

tenure on the dynamics of the field of Australian theatre. 

Forces of the field 

 

This research described the historical conditions of the sector.  It reviewed the motivations and 

ideologies driving the formation of a public theatre sector in postwar Australia.  A ‘national theatre’ 

was perceived as a critical requirement in postwar reconstruction; it was based on a belief that the 

public, eager to detach from symbols of the Empire, needed a new national culture, best promoted 
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through stories and imagery of a flourishing theatre sector.  The programs of subvention Keynes 

used to establish the Arts Council of Great Britain were adapted to realise this vision and were 

administered by the Australian Elizabethan Theatre Trust. Inherently, its initial programs upheld 

concepts of artistic excellence, seeking to promote cultured and sophisticated theatre, but this was 

ultimately British in its values. Government subvention or Keynesian ‘welfare’ however, was 

originally only intended to establish the sector, not sustain it. The original plan assumed 

organisations would become self-sustainable over a short timeframe.  However, my account of this 

history asserts that this plan was not realised as government subvention became embedded in the 

expectations of the sector and organisations became dependent on it as “cost-disease” 

compromised the profitability of theatre production (see Throsby 1982, pp.242 – 245, p.250). My 

research revealed that these postwar foundations, particularly: the beliefs that theatre must be ‘of 

excellence’, that it provides a public benefit, and that it warrants government subvention; continue 

to inform the logic of the present sector.  My research found that the tensions between these 

historic values and the present day theatre sector shapes the agency of artistic directors.  

 

This research examined the transition of subsidised theatre after the formation of the Australia 

Council in 1968 observing how these developments continued to inform the agency of artistic 

directors. In accord with the ideal of a ‘national theatre’, a network of state theatre companies and 

large performing arts organisations were formed between 1968 and 1973 but were initially led by 

artistic leaders upholding British theatrical values. Countering the Anglo product offered by these 

companies, an alternative, ultimately nationalistic New Wave theatre movement formed in the 

independent sector. As this movement increased in popularity, my research recognised that its 

leaders and theatre companies became increasingly accepted as ‘mainstream’, undermining their 

original purpose to be avant-garde, but providing this generation of domestically trained artistic 

leader considerable power within the field.  My research framework repositioned these movements 

as Bourdieu’s competing ‘artistic generations’ who pioneer their own artistic aesthetic and identities 

in a quest for artistic legitimacy and to obtain dominant positions in the field.  This analysis 

uncovered career trajectories of artistic leaders as being informed by intergenerational tensions 

and the pursuit of positions of power. 

 

My research also found that transitions in national economic policy shaped the national theatrical 

landscape and the agency of artistic directors.  At the same time economic rationalism displaced 

the Keynesian model that informed the subsidised theatre sector, a series of reviews examining the 

validity of ongoing government support of the arts began. In 1975, the IAC report questioned the 

arts sector’s claim of providing a public good and inherently, its need of government subsidy. A 

later inquiry in 1986 sought increased access to the funded arts, but also separated the major 
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organisations into their own administration, the Major Organisations Board (MOB).  This 

administrative body attended to the major organisation’s unique needs, leaving the small – medium 

sector largely dependent upon the Australia Council. But in the economic rationalist environment, 

this was not sufficient to preserve the financial and artistic health of the major performing arts 

companies. To address these ongoing concerns the Major Performing Arts Inquiry (MPAI) was 

commissioned in 1998 to investigate the internal and external factors contributing to such crisis. 

The report, Securing The Future (1999) introduced significant changes to the management of the 

organisations and the structure of the sector. Effectively, MPAI re-organised the sector to function 

in a competitive economic rationalist environment. However, my research found that these changes 

were effectively counter-intuitive to the sector’s Keynesian foundations, and within this shift the 

authority of artistic directors changed.    

 

The timing of the Securing The Future report coincided with changes in artistic leadership taking 

place in the major and state theatre companies. This leadership transition saw the Anglo artistic 

directors handing over to the New Wave generation. This new generation of leadership 

implemented the Securing the Future recommendations, however it was not an easy or entirely 

successful transition for the sector.  The report’s stipulation that each major company fulfil an 

assigned role was intended provide an artistic and geographic territory and reduce duplicitous 

programming, while also ensuring that most Australians had access to quality performing arts 

productions. However, my research revealed that this restructuring of the sector introduced an 

additional constraining force to the field. By tending to the company’s MPAI-assigned role, the large 

theatre companies, exemplified in this research through my case study of STC, were found to 

strengthen their dominant position in the field. In contrast, the smaller Playbox Theatre struggled. 

My research found that the company’s role to nurture new Australian plays was hampered by 

natural artistic processes and it could not deliver work quickly or with guarantee of their success. 

 

My research also identified that the MPAI report’s requirement that companies perform to pre-

agreed financial and artistic outcomes prompted artistic directors to adopt a calculated, risk-

adverse approach to the programming of their theatre companies. Seasons of established plays or 

new work by ‘bankable’ playwrights such as David Williamson were considered more likely to 

produce results in accord to the economic rationalist framework introduced by MPAI than work that 

promoted a dynamic and progressive ‘national theatre’. Through these limitations on their artistic 

programming, my research found the generation of New Wave artistic directors was characterised 

by largely conservative artistic leadership, at odds with the avant-garde aesthetic that characterised 

their quest for legitimacy in the 1960s and 1970s.  This finding illustrates the trajectory of social 

ageing Bourdieu outlines as affecting all artistic producers, their once vibrant artistic energies 
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blunted by the constraining forces of an organised sector.  

 

My analysis of literature from the Australian arts policy field revealed that the sector was shaped, 

but not advanced, through arts policies. The arguments in this literature were twofold: one line of 

argument proposed problems of the sector could be resolved through greater, more targeted policy 

intervention and subvention, while another line rejected arts policies as mostly specious. This 

second body of literature suggested arts policies have moderate effect on their subjects, but that 

they typically serve to advance agendas of prevailing governments primarily concerned with 

instrumental outcomes, broader public policy concerns and meeting transitions in economic 

paradigms rather than promoting a vital arts sector.  My research contributes a new dimension to 

this literature, finding that although the major and state theatre companies are afforded assurances 

through Australian Major Performing Arts Group (AMPAG, previously titled MOB), their artistic 

directors are influenced by policy agendas that serve to shape the programming and direction of 

their company.  This finding is used as a premise for a more subjectivist inquiry researching 

additional forces shaping the agency of an artistic director.  

 

Artistic leadership 

 

I used key theoretical concepts from Bourdieu’s framework to inform the narrative of the research 

case studies. In my case study examining episodes of artistic leadership at STC, I used the 

Bourdieusien constructs of “artistic generations”, the quest for artistic “legitimacy” and its inverse 

process of social ageing, to investigate the transition of leadership between artistic generations 

(Bourdieu 1983, p.333, p.346, pp.312 – 316). I found that leadership of this company was 

perceived as exclusive and elite, locking out emerging artistic generations from opportunities. This 

perception was strengthened through the internal appointments of Harrison and Nevin. Along with 

Wherrett’s inaugural artistic leadership, their terms began with a sense of artistic vigour, however 

became consumed by a more conservative artistic energy throughout their tenure as wider political, 

economic and artistic forces influenced their terms. My research found that this pattern was 

interrupted in the transition to the company’s fourth artistic directorship, shared by Upton and 

Blanchett.  While this appointment was met with criticism largely based on the couple’s 

inexperience in leading theatre organisations, my research found their leadership offered an 

interesting counterpoint to previous episodes of artistic leadership.  Blanchett and Upton’s notions 

of artistic leadership had not been shaped through internalising the structures of the company. My 

research discovered that the development of their artistic and leadership sensibilities outside of the 

company afforded them with greater scope to take artistic risk by introducing their own style of 
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artistic programming and initiatives at the company.  These measures asserted their artistic and 

leadership legitimacy. Additionally, this case study revealed that the couple’s financial and career 

security meant that they were able to lead STC without concern for their own financial or artistic 

futures.  In other episodes of artistic leadership my research found that a resistance towards artistic 

risk-taking was based in artistic directors’ concern over personal consequences.  

 

My second case study investigating Aubrey Mellor’s artistic directorship of Playbox Theatre 

revealed the habitus as both a transformative and constraining force in artistic directorships. In this 

case study I found that the New Wave era came to an end through a sustained lack of investment 

in new work.  This was heightened by the leaders of the era seeking personal artistic and financial 

security by acquiring new dominant positions in a changing landscape.  In the case of Mellor’s 

career, I found that his recognition of the failings of the New Wave leaders manifested in a career-

long commitment to developing the Australian play. While this proved an initial, important fit with 

Playbox’s position as a writer-based avant-garde producer, my research found that his agenda 

became restricted by the MPAI report formalising the company’s position as a developer of new 

work. This case study also revealed that the process of artistic leaders seeking legitimacy distorts 

the position of the companies in the national theatre network.  The artistic agendas of incoming 

artistic leaders establishes their artistic legitimacy but as my research found in the case of Playbox, 

these actions erase company history and the original motivation behind the foundation of the 

companies.   

 

My chapter examining the transition of artistic leaders in the space of positions revealed the length 

of time artistic leaders spend in their position as critical in sustaining, or revitalising, the artistic 

vibrancy of a company. In particular, my research found that the length of time leaders spent in 

artistic director positions and the way they transitioned was important in establishing the framework 

for new artistic positions and in securing the longevity of the company.  My analysis of these terms 

of tenure also found that artistic directors – coming to the role after long careers as professional, 

successful theatre artists – were often restricted in their capacity to maintain personal artistic 

careers because of the time constraints over the position and the requirement that artistic energies 

be directed into the company. My research found that this restriction merges the artistic identities of 

the artistic director and the company, presenting difficulties in transition for the company and 

artistic leader at the time of their appointment coming to an end.  
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Future directions: what is to be done? 

My research enables a new agenda for research in this field. The findings presented in this thesis 

contribute to an understanding of the leadership role of the artistic director, the influence of arts 

policies in informing artistic programming decisions and the conditions of the subsidised theatre 

sector, and promotes a new research methodology for further research in this sector.  

What I have uncovered is that leadership of the sector is informed by the conditions of the field, 

arising through inter-related contexts: historical structures and ideologies, arts policy as informed 

by economic forces, personal job security and career trajectories, and artistic complacency. Each 

of these areas could benefit from further research to expand upon my findings.  In particular 

though, additional research into the effects of leadership transition on the company and sector is 

needed to enlarge the understanding of the significance of the artistic director position. My 

research identified a recent trend of shorter leadership terms and more considered departures 

emerging in the artistic leadership of the larger, non-state theatre companies.  An investigation into 

the effects of these transitions on the artistic product and stability of the company would provide 

further understanding examining the relationship between tenure length and the dynamism of the 

sector.  Additionally, Upton’s planned departure from the artistic directorship of STC provides an 

opportunity to investigate the transition of the company to a new artistic leader.  How the company 

succeeds through such a transition may provide a clearer indication of the legacy of Blanchett and 

Upton’s transformative period of leadership. 

A closer examination of the characteristics of individual artistic directors, such as education, age, 

professional personal networks, experiences and career ambitions would contribute quantitative 

data that enlarges the picture of the forces shaping the artistic director presented in my study.  This 

information could assist organisations in establishing expectations of their artistic leaders and 

mitigate the feelings of exhaustion and frustration that my research revealed arose from individuals 

in these positions not pursuing personal artistic practice. A risk with this type of research however 

is that data may be construed to develop an ideal artistic leadership ‘profile’ that may exclude 

future candidates from the position.  As my research found, it was the artistic leadership of 

Blanchett and Upton, coming from outside of the established institutions, that was the most 

significant in terms of transforming the company and sector.  

Further research examining the relationship between the sub-sectors of the field, would provide 

and understanding of the flow of artistic talent and work across the field. There are few artistic 

leadership positions at the elite level, and my research identified this as one reason why individuals 

remain in these roles for long periods of time.  Identifying career pathways for individuals to follow 

after they have completed terms of artistic leadership at major theatre companies may stimulate a 
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greater turnover of these positions, promoting a vibrant artistic culture for companies and the 

sector.  

In the policy field, the withdrawing of significant funds from the Australia Council and the proposed 

introduction of the National Program for Excellence in the Arts will further change the topography of 

the field of subsidised Australian theatre.  These developments provide an opportunity for research 

to examine the extent these organisations will reconfigure the energies of the field, in particular the 

artistic leadership of the organisations that will be positioned under this administration.  

Furthermore, how artistic directors respond to the funding agendas set by the National Program for 

Excellence in the Arts should be observed as a further case of arts policy shaping the 

transformative agency of its leaders.  

My research investigated the potential of using an alternative model of research and analysis in 

examining conditions of the Australian subsidised theatre sector. Bourdieu’s space of possibles 

produced findings that the historic and managerial frameworks have hitherto not been able to 

adequately present.  Future research considering the validity of alternative research models would 

continue to reveal new understandings of the artistic director, arts leadership and arts policies and 

open up further research pathways. Additionally, as the subsidised theatre sector faces another 

period of transition driven by new policy agendas, alternative research models could produce data 

and frameworks that support, validate or rationalise programs of government subvention. 

 

Conclusion 

My research found that both the Australian government and subsidised theatre companies adhered 

to a postwar model of theatre. This commitment to the essentially Keynesian model remained fixed 

despite economic, political, artistic and social transitions changing the public role of theatre, the 

thematic content of Australian plays, theatre audiences and methods of theatre production. The 

culmination of these changes produced a theatre sector vastly incongruent to the framework 

established in the postwar reconstruction movement.  The expectations of the state and major 

organisations also changed in this transition: terms such as ‘flagship’, ‘elite’, ‘excellence’ and ‘state’ 

fostered expectations of national, challenging and important theatre.  This distortion of the major 

theatre company’s scope obscured the fundamental cultural role that they were designed to fulfil. 

Within these transitions, my research found that artistic directors are experienced, professional, 

and dedicated artists. Their capacity to enact transformative changes to their companies and 

theatre however were often restricted by inherited and introduced structures of the sector. In this 

way leadership of these organisations is, somewhat, compromised. While the positions uphold the 
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interests of government by contributing to a vibrant artistic culture, this is within an established, 

constrained and instrumentally-oriented system. On these grounds my research found the 

transformative agency of artistic directors in the state and major theatre organisations is informed 

by the habitus of the artistic leader, the structures of the sector and political, economic and artistic 

forces of the space of possibles. 
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