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ABSTRACT 

The thesis investigates the field of Theatre practice variously referred to as alternative, non-

mainstream, avant-garde, community or fringe theatre. I have suggested the term ‘Radical Group 

Theatre’ – a term which, I believe, best encompasses the sector formerly represented by this 

diverse body of theatre practice. I focus on the relationship between theoretical and practical 

paradigms, and debates surrounding them; theatre making processes; and directorial practice in a 

theatre form which has emerged as a distinctive set of characteristics, ideological frameworks and 

practices in the Australian context. The work is strongly informed by the perspectives and practices 

of a range of major contributors to the field. It notes the inadequacy of conventional analytics and 

established understandings of the theory/practice nexus for exploring Radical Group Theatre, and 

establishes an alternate set of frameworks. These enable fresh engagement with the development 

and current praxis of an important theatre form which has not previously been considered as a 

whole field yet has taken particularly exciting directions in Australia over the past three decades. 

Methodology and objectives 

An important aspect of the study is the way in which the research methodology parallels the 

practice under investigation. That is, the practice of Radical Group Theatre in Australia mirrors the 

‘Reflective Reflexive Loop’ which I propose as the pre-eminent principle of the praxis. The 

methodology has developed out of my Masters degree research which was an interrogation of my 

directorial practice in the field of Youth/Community theatre, 1976-1989. I was further interested to 

analyse the field of group theatre to determine whether common key principles identified as 

characteristics of the form in the earlier study constituted the basis for an analytical model  of 

Radical Group Theatre praxis . 

The investigation for this thesis began with a project designed to synthesise the essential qualities 

of directorial practice: the qualities of the good director, the major influences on practice, and the 

expectations participants have regarding the function of the director. The preliminary findings 

formed the basis for a comparative study which sought answers to the key questions as they apply 

to a pre-professional radical theatre setting – university student theatre. This project gave birth to 

the focus questions of the study which established the theoretical and methodological frames for 

the thesis. 
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The Focus Questions 

This set of questions is central to the study: 

• What are the paradigms of theory and practice of directors working in Radical Group 

Theatre in Australia? 

• How does company structure contribute to the group creative process, directorial methods, 

aesthetics of form and style preferred by radical companies/individuals? 

• Is there a connection between concepts of power and status management and the praxis of 

the radical theatre director? 

• What is the relationship between individual theoretical frameworks and the theatre aesthetic 

in radical/group theatre settings? 

These questions were supplemented by an evolving list of contributing questions as outlined in the 

Methodology chapter. 

The interviews and how they were undertaken (full transcripts: Appendix 3) 

The major phase of the investigation were field studies where I interviewed prominent practitioners 

and thinkers in order to collect their responses to the focus questions. These responses provided 

the essential data from which categories of analysis were synthesised. The category analysis was 

applied to aspects of the practice including: company structure; approaches to text and meaning 

making; politics; directorial practice (function and role of the director); and reflective/reflexive 

evaluation  

The theory that evolved from these interviews/case studies analyses the complex, chaotic and at 

times contradictory relationships between the key elements and shared principles of Radical Group 

Theatre praxis. The theory references itself against the framework of a theatre form that is replete 

with diversity, actively plurivocal, cross-cultural, and intentionally disturbing, and which seeks 

partnerships with many communities to create new and expanding spheres of engagement.  
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

This study investigates ‘Radical Group Theatre’, a term I suggest best encompasses the sector 

formerly represented by the diverse body of theatre practice variously referred to as alternative, 

non-mainstream, avant-garde, community or fringe theatre. I focus on the relationship between 

theoretical and practical paradigms, and debates surrounding them; theatre making processes; 

and directorial practice in a theatre form which has emerged as a distinctive set of characteristics, 

ideological frameworks and practices in the Australian context. The work is strongly informed by 

the perspectives and practices of a range of major contributors to the field. It notes the inadequacy 

of conventional analytics and established understandings of the theory/practice nexus for 

exploring Radical Group Theatre, and establishes an alternate set of frameworks. These enable 

fresh engagement with the development and current praxis of an important theatre form which has 

not previously been considered as a whole field yet has taken particularly exciting directions in 

Australia over the past three decades. 

In using the term ‘radical’ I do not mean to invoke simple echoes of ‘revolutionary artistic 

movements’, or Marxist ideology which is largely ‘discredited’ as a framework for theatrical theory 

and analysis (Holderness 1992). Rather I prefer to expand the frames of reference to connect with 

a more general derivation from the Latin ‘radix’ denoting essential, fundamental, affecting the 

foundations. This connects directly in the context under study with the characteristic ‘ground up’ 

dynamics of group creative processes, hence ‘Radical Group Theatre’. Current colloquial, youth 

culture usage of ‘radical’ is also relevant for this study, carrying a sense of extreme, ’out there’, 

and combining excellence and danger. Not surprisingly, a good deal of ‘radical’ practice I 

investigated was concerned with finding new audiences, particularly young audiences. And finally, 

‘radical’ is used to suggest theatre concerned with the political: culturally and socially oppositional 

and/or pluralistic, activist and broadly speaking ‘left leaning’ (Holderness 1992; Kershaw 1992, 

1999). 

The relationship between theory and practice in the field of directing for the theatre has been 

primarily informed by a concentration on contextual and dramatic elements of performance and 

the politics and aesthetics of performance form and style. A significant characteristic of Radical 

Group Theatre is that the practitioners usually believe that its theoretical frameworks are grounded 

in notions of the purpose or philosophy of practice. As Pavis observes : 

…theory is now more intimately associated with practice; it is conceived of as an 
irreplaceable component of theatre work; “Theaterbeit”, that expression of 
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Brecht’s that suggests the entwinement of practical reflection and theoretical activity. 
(1992: 89)  

I offer a theoretical position grounded in the practice of groups and individuals who can be defined 

as radical1. It will be argued that traces, elements, fragments of many, often contradictory 

theoretical positions exist simultaneously in their concepts, processes and contexts. Such diversity 

and flexibility is distinctly Brechtian (Mitter 1992:143) and characterises the body of work of Peter 

Brook whose praxis is described by Mitter as ‘encyclopaedic’. This feature of the practice might 

also be understood as characteristically postmodern. 

There is a range of difficulties associated with the idea of theory in theatre and how theory and 

practice are considered. Analysis is conventionally posed in terms of binaries, some of the most 

significant being process/product; mainstream/oppositional; content/context; performance 

theory/aesthetics; meaning/reception; heritage/community arts; form/content. At the same time, an 

apparent desire to trace or develop universals out of these binaries collides with a miasma of 

partially articulated frames. Poststucturalist and postmodern critiques, however, suggest that 

binaries and the seeking of universal truths are not likely to prove useful in engaging with a set of 

practices as diverse and multiply developed as Radical Group Theatre.  

Given the plurality of ideological, directorial, theoretical and processual strands being variously 

drawn upon, it behoves us to begin at the sites of contemporary Radical Group Theatre and with 

its practitioners. That is, it became essential for this study to ground itself in the investigation of 

praxis. Here I draw on a simple definition of ‘praxis’ borrowed from Patricia Wise: ‘The points, or 

moments of intersection, where theory and practice knowingly converge’ (1999). Praxis thus 

understood is analysed as it occurs at the research sites and compared and contrasted with 

conclusions drawn in reflections on my own practice and investigations into the broader field 

including overseas practitioners and theorists. 

The Radical Group Theatre paradigm crosses all barriers – political, social, textual, artistic and 

theoretical – such that the binaries listed above can be seen as interpolated in various 

combinations throughout the form even in those instances where the practitioners themselves 

eschew binaries. Some performance theorists (for example Schechner, Barba) try to find a way 

through the discursive complexity of binaries by seeking ‘universals’ in relation to theatrical 

ideas/forms while many practitioners (for example Mnouchkine, Brook, Soyinka – also themselves 

theorists) seek to use theatre as a way of universalising human experiences through theatrical 

                                                 

1 At the most basic level, the individuals and companies that are the focus of this study cannot be understood as 
‘mainstream’ in their practice and perceptions of their practice. 
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expression. The concept of ‘universal truths’ is clearly problematic but using theatre to challenge 

or demolish linguistic/cultural barriers through expressive techniques emerges in this study as a 

contemporary project in part allied with notions of globalisation and cultural nomadism2.  

The question of directorial practice is nuanced in Radical Group Theatre in very particular ways 

due to a commitment to group processes. In his seminal study The Director at Work (1985) Robert 

Benedetti suggests four paradigms, or ‘positions’, of directorial practice, namely; the ‘liberal’; the 

‘radical’, the ‘conservative’ and the ‘variable’. Referring to the ‘radical’ position he says: 

The radical aesthetic eschews the forms of the past altogether and returns to the 
radix or source of the play in order to generate new forms inspired by the original; 
thus the text may, for the radical director, be only a source of inspiration for a 
new intuitive creative process. (1985: 15) 

Arianne Mnouchkine refers to such textual sources as ‘sources which set imaginations to work’ (in 

Pavis ed. 1996: 93). According to Erika Fischer Lichte, ‘Tadashi Suzuki, like Mnouchkine, blends 

eastern and western theatre traditions [sources] in order to reform language and body into 

universals of expression’ (in Pavis ed. 1996: 34). 

Paring back and combining of sources to create anew might be understood in terms of how 

existing texts are engaged with, or in terms of how they are created. It is an attribute shared 

among many of the directors, writers, thinkers and theatre practitioners who are the subjects of 

this study.  

Theatre in Australia, particularly non-mainstream theatre, has developed an eclectic form, 

borrowing freely from a diverse body of theatre practice and political ideology. A primary influence 

on non-mainstream theatre has been the alternative theatre movements in the United Kingdom, 

Europe and to a lesser degree the United States – movements variously defined as people’s 

theatre, community theatre, popular theatre and political theatre. In recent years, especially in the 

genres of physical theatre and inter-cultural performance, Asian influences have helped shape 

Australian practice. Complementary theoretical currents flow from key individual directors/writers, 

predominantly Piscator, Brecht, Meyerhold, Artaud and Grotowski, whose influence on Peter 

Brook, John McGrath, John Arden, Julian Beck, Judith Malina, Arianne Mnouchkine, Jacques 

Lecoq, Robert Wilson, Pina Bausch, Ann Jellicoe and Albert Hunt, among many others, helped 

shape the form of alternative theatre in Britain, continental Europe and the United States from the 

late 1960s. These currents reached Australia via various conduits such as Wal Cherry and The 

Emerald  HillTheatre’s tentative explorations of Brecht from 1962 on, Grotowski’s visit to the 

                                                 

2 These issues are considered in my discussion of the field of intercultural performance. 
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Adelaide Festival in 1974 and Albert Hunt’s residency with the then fledgling Popular Theatre 

Troupe in 1975. From the early eighties, the work of Augusto Boal, Tadashi Suzuki, Eugenio 

Barba, Dario Fo and Franca Rame as well as the continuing focus on Brook, Mnouchkine and 

Lecoq has become increasingly influential in Australian non-mainstream theatre movements. 

Radical Group Theatre in Australia is therefore to varying degrees indebted to conventions and 

principles established by and embedded in ‘popular’ and ‘community’ theatre in the United 

Kingdom, Théatre Populaire in France, Volksbune and other political and experimental theatre 

movements in Germany and the Radical Avant-garde and alternative theatre in the United States. 

It is not the project of this study to investigate this legacy. Rather it presents an acknowledgment 

and a positioning of certain movements, theorists and practitioners as reference points for a 

focussed examination of the Australian field since 1975. That year is chosen not only to confine 

the range and diversity of the field to a manageable time frame but also because of the number of 

companies, particularly young people’s theatre and community companies, which were 

established around that time. 

Although driven by a conscious relationship between theory and practice, Radical Group Theatre 

is shot through with theoretical crosscurrents. Postmodernism, poststructuralism, post-colonialism, 

feminism, Marxism and various manifestations of intercultural performance theory all suggest 

themselves as offering possible theoretical frames for this study, but no one theoretical framework 

can be adequate to a field more characterised by contradictions than unified positions. Either the 

analysis breaks down into binaries, or the theory needs to emerge from the practice which itself 

often ignores or deconstructs binaries. For example, Radical Group Theatre remains significantly 

informed by Marxist principles of collectivisation yet often exemplifies postmodern features even 

though the postmodern has been presented as post-ideological (Jameson, Pavis, Kaye, Kershaw). 

‘Depoliticisation’, for example, is cited by Pavis (1992: 69) as a feature of the postmodern but it is 

a feature which most radical group theatre practitioners would eschew even if they understand 

their practice as informed by postmodernism. 

 What interests me is the prospect of a research frame which parallels the flexibility, dynamism, 

and ‘chaos driven’ directorial paradigms characterising Radical Group Theatre. Consequently, a 

grounded theory research option emerged as the most appropriate. The methodology (Chapter 4) 

proposes the study as an evolving, ‘organic’ assemblage. Radical Group Theatre shares such 

‘organic’ characteristics. 

Beginning with a general discussion of the theoretical ground and a brief profile of the companies 

and individuals who have shaped the practice in Australia, the study traces the development of 

various principles used to establish categories of analysis for use on the collected data at the 
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research sites. This phase of the research reinforced the notion that, despite the great diversity of 

the field, there are many common threads which link Radical Group Theatres. The purposes and 

paradigms of practice tend to be based in notions of social change, cultural action, oppositionality, 

celebration, education and experimentation. The contradictions and density of the field mean that 

the intersections between multiple frames provide points of confluence as well as contestation to 

be investigated.  

Structurally, the common thread has been the group orientation of these theatres, their 

collaborative or collective structure. Company structure therefore, directly informs and is informed 

by the theory and practice of the group. 

The study identifies and analyses the relationships between working methods, company 

structures, political/ideological positions, philosophies and processes, of groups and individuals 

identified as influential radical practitioners in Australia. This demonstrates that the relationship 

between theory/purpose and the essential elements of the theatre making practices of significant 

Radical Group Theatre practitioners (writers, directors, performers and thinkers) is where the 

bases of a grounded theory are to be found.  
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CHAPTER 2: CONSTRUCTING THE FRAMES 

The purpose of this chapter is to construct a frame of reference for what I am calling Radical 

Group Theatre by identifying common threads in the form, initially drawn from responses to focus 

questions and other collected data. These elements, themselves sites of intersection or potential 

contestation, inform the proposal of categories of theory and practice which frame the profile and 

analysis of selected companies and practitioners.  

Broadly, the field of Radical Group Theatre can be represented on a layered continuum. The far 

left is occupied by the politically motivated collective whose structure and work practices feature 

full participation in all levels of production, democratic decision-making, shared artistic leadership, 

formalised equity provisions and, most importantly, no hierarchical management structure. The 

group that is equally committed but, typically, led by the ‘inspired leader’ might represent the far 

right. The leader, perhaps – and I use the term advisedly – ‘guru’, initiates the projects, trains the 

group, has complete artistic control. In fact it is often the case in this model that the group give 

creative voice to the personal political and artistic philosophy of the leader. Most Radical Group 

Theatre in Australia lies somewhere between these extremes3. Across the full extent of the 

continuum considerable theoretical and practical overlap exists. Groups often share common 

aims, in particular the advocacy of social change, exploration of new forms, education, liberation 

and experimentation. However, significant difference exists in theatre making processes where the 

leadership/structural models vary. 4

In Australia examples of groups driven by the ‘inspired leader’ whose vision often founded the 

company or group would include: Not Yet It’s Difficult (NYID) (David Pledger); Sidetrack 

Performance Group (Don Mamouney); Neil Cameron Productions; and Zeal Theatre (Stefo 

Nantsou). On the world stage Robert Wilson; Welfare State (John Fox); Odin Teatret (Eugenio 

Barba); Ex Machina (Robert Lepage); and Theatre du Nordes (Peter Brook) exemplify this model. 

The collectives, actor centred groups, in Australia include: Popular Theatre Troupe (1977-84); 

Sidetrack Community Theatre (in its former identity 1983-89); Legs On The Wall (1986- ); 
Vitalstatistix (1985-2001); and Melbourne Workers Theatre (1987- ). Overseas companies such as 

                                                 

3 There are examples of seminal work emanating from all points along the suggested continuum. 
4 Relevant details of companies/individuals are included throughout the study. 
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Theatre du Soleil (Arianne Mnouchkine); CAST5; 7:846; Monstrous Regiment7; San Francisco 

Mime Troupe8; and The Wooster Group9, although in several instances founded by an inspired 

leader, adhere to more or less democratic, shared artistic decision making structures. The impact 

of the guiding or founding philosophy on the company structure and how that structure impacts on 

the creative process is a key issue in this study. The suggestion is that company structures inform 

the management of the essential elements which are discussed below as indicators of Radical 

Group Theatre. Further, the form of theatre making preferred by the founders usually informs the 

structure of the company which evolves to make that theatre. So an adherence to principles of 

collectivisation and equity results in a company structured along non-hierarchical democratic lines. 

Key elements of Radical Group Theatre practice  

By identifying common philosophical and practical approaches drawn from my work and that of 

two of my peers (Foster, 1993: 124-160) I have been able to hypothesise six shared principles that 

may be understood to form the basis for a set of key elements for Radical Group Theatre. Where 

a common thread could be traced through the process of self evaluation and peer analysis, and be 

seen to exist in one or more of the practitioners represented in this study, such a thread is 

suggested as a key element. The observations and interviews at the research sites expanded 

these elements, raised doubts about the validity or consistency of others and continually informed 

the emergence of categories under which the theatre making practices could be analysed.10  

The key elements identified are fundamental features of Radical Group Theatre practice or of 

practitioners defining themselves as ‘radical’. The elements are not intended to be absolute. 

Considerable variance in application occurs along and across the non-mainstream continuum. 

However, where these key elements are identified in the work of practitioners or companies, it is 

argued that a sound case for identification as a site of Radical Group Theatre practice can be 

made. 

Key Element 1: Equity 

 Radical Group Theatre is normally actor centred in both structure and style. Groups are often 

non-hierarchical, allowing the actors’ ‘common’ voice to be articulated, and administrative as well 

                                                 

5 CAST: Cartoon Archetypical Slogan Theatre, founded in 1965 by Roland Muldoon and Claire Burnley and functioning 
continuously until the mid 1980’s. 
6 7:84 Political Theatre company founded by John McGrath July 1971. 
7 Monstrous Regiment: Feminist theatre collective founded 1975 which developed the first workshop production of Caryl 
Churchill’s Vinegar Tom. 
8 Founded by Ronnie Davis in 1959 and continued well into the 1990s  
9 Founded by Richard Schechner and Elizabeth Le Compte 1975, named for the location of their premises in Wooster St 
New York City.  
10 See Methodology, Chapter 4. 
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as production tasks are shared. In terms of the work itself, collaborative methods are usually 

entrenched and the concept of shared ownership, or shared artistic franchise, are common. I 

suggest that this be understood as ’shared dramaturgy’ meaning, in part, that responsibility for the 

artistic decisions and outcomes is distributed equitably among the group. 

Michel Vinaver, French Postmodern playwright, understands shared ownership in the theatre as 

‘Auto Didactic': 

Not only is the text no longer mine, the actors, the company are free to create a 
new interpretation. The creative process should be ‘auto-didactic', that is to say a 
learning process where ideas are exchanged and presented with the effect of 
developing the group as a whole and the individuals within the group. (Bradby 
1991: 261)  

This highlights the educative function of group theatre for the actors and for the company, and 

carries implications for training, reflection and analysis, aspects that were investigated as part of 

the research at the identified sites of Radical Group Theatre. The educative function is discussed 

below as one of the key elements and applies in varying degrees at the sites of Radical Group 

Theatre practice. Reflection and analysis considered together as part of the theatre making 

process imply an educative function while emphasising the value of individual contributions to 

company or group evaluations, hence the assumption that such reflection-reflexivity is an equity 

principle.11  

‘Reflexive dynamism’, a term I coined in preliminary research, refers to the notion of self-reflection 

and evaluation which fuels the creative process and positions the practitioner in an actively pro-

change mode of operation, a continuous ‘action research’ working method. The suggestion is that 

the self-generated ‘dynamism' drives the participants to explore, extend and thus improve their 

practice.12 The term accurately describes an attitude to evaluation which evolved at 2 Til 5 Theatre, 

and is practised by Zeal and Melbourne Workers Theatre, The Women’s Circus, Sidetrack, Legs 

On The Wall, Urban Theatre Projects and in the work of Neil Cameron. The various methods used 

by companies to facilitate such ongoing evaluation are later examined and positioned as vital 

factors in the process discourses of the field. Analysis of such methods within the process 

discourses reveals this aspect as certainly one of the most important features distinguishing radical 

group practice from the mainstream. 

                                                 

11 The importance of this aspect, a key to directorial praxis, is emphasised in a separate chapter in this study. The 
training implications are discussed in connection with notions of leadership styles and company structure in subsequent 
chapters. 
12There is a strong claim here that such analytical group creative process provides evidence for the acceptance of such a 
process as performance as research. 
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The work of group theatres is often group-devised although the fully group-devised show became 

something of a rarity in the early 1990s. Evidence exists that group devised performance projects 

in various community settings are making a strong comeback – Melbourne Workers Theatre, 

Urban Theatre Projects, Neil Cameron Productions, Stalker Theatre Co., Arena Theatre and 

others are engaged in large scale multi media performance creation on a regular basis. Often a 

writer is commissioned as part of the group to initiate and/or craft the input of the company into an 

artistic whole. In this sense equity may appear to have been diminished. However, the workshop 

style remains a feature of many group theatres and the role of the writer varies greatly according 

to the nature of the project and the needs of the client.  

An intriguing development, or perhaps reclaiming, of the self-consciously 

political/radical/community theatre project has emerged recently in Melbourne. In an initiative of 

Stefo Nantsou of Zeal Theatre, a loosely connected collective of associates including Steve 

Payne, Jon Hawkes and others have revived the political, agitprop, community based 

performance. Beginning with The Essentials (May 1997) the group has since produced Mechtron 

in 1998 and The Torch in 1999-00. The fascinating aspect of these projects is that old ‘comrades’ 

and emerging new professionals are connecting again with grassroots communities and issues to 

create new eclectic, music-based, political work. Analysis of this re-emerging form of Radical 

Group Theatre revealed that collectivist principles ‘weave’ through the practice of exploring, 

experimenting and articulating ‘many voices’, ‘many politics’. This provided a vital reference point 

for many of the observations made at other research sites.  

The extent to which principles of equity are supported by company structure is a central concern 

of the study. Therefore, specific examples of companies with entrenched non-hierarchical 

structures were sought, interrogated and analysed. This showed that even in companies which 

appeared to be structured on more or less hierarchical lines, for example Neil Cameron 

Productions, Circus Oz and Zeal Theatre (in a unique way), principles of equity were strongly 

present and consistently informed the process discourse. 

The principle of equity applies equally to the intended audience. Radical Group Theatre usually 

seeks to speak for and on behalf of marginalised communities so the content of the work is based 

on the struggle for social justice. Kershaw (1992) identifies this aspect of targeting specific 

audience ‘communities’ as the fundamental characteristic of the radical in performance. Notions of 

community are at the heart of Kershaw’s categorisation of the various forms of alternative theatre 

in the U.K. Notions of community are at the core of relationships between audience and 

performers. Notions of community inform the relationships between performer, performance space 

and audience. Therefore, the changing face of political/alternative/non-mainstream theatre, 
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characterised by paradigm shifts within companies and by individuals, emerged early in the study 

as a vital factor in categorising the features of Radical Group Theatre. Politics then became a 

category in analysing the common elements between companies and practitioners at the research 

sites.  

Finally another notion central to the element of equity and related to the issues of social justice is 

‘ownership’.  Ownership in Radical Group Theatre relates to the actual making of the art, to 

participant involvement in the creative process or in contributions to the form and content of the 

art. Community theatre artists, for example, are often empowered by association to validate the 

experiences of a given client community by virtue of the knowledge and skills the artists possess. 

The degree of empowerment depends on whether the community vests the artist with the 

interpreter’s role or whether the artist perceived a need on behalf of the client community.  

Key Element 2: Economy 

Radical Group Theatre in Australia is very much ruled by notions of economy. The structure of 

funding and funding constraints demand economies of scale and style. I would argue that the 

theatre is better for it because out of such adversity springs vital, interesting and challenging 

theatre. Neil Cameron (Interview, March 1999), Alison Richards(Interview, April 1999) and Stefo 

Nantsou (Interview, April 1999) and most other research subjects shared this view. So the principle 

of economy has a dual reference. Firstly, the author's role is generally not revered in group theatre. 

The reassignment of the writer to a function equal to all other participants means that Radical 

Group Theatres are, as Stefo Nantsou says, ‘not precious about dialogue’ (Interview, 1992). Or as 

Charles Marowitz puts it: 

Understanding the play, as I see it, means being able to convert the playwright’s 
experience into some parallel experience of your own (not necessarily 
synonymous with the author’s). Any play worth its salt must conjure up a parallel 
play in the director’s imagination with which he [sic] infects his actors, thereby 
producing endless variations on the original theme. (cited in Benedetti 1985: 15-
16)  

It also means that, because the participants' zeal to articulate a collective voice involves the 

presentation of clear, uncluttered meaning, the ‘group author' pares back all but the essential 

words. As Michael Doneman observes, ‘The aim, in fact, may have little or nought to do with literary 

“art” and more to do with notions of social justice or culture’ (Interview, July 1992). 

Secondly, ‘economy’ has an entirely pragmatic context. Group theatres are poor theatres, poor in a 

Grotowskian sense of basic, actor centred theatre stripped of all non-essentials, and poor in 

monetary terms. Consequently, economy is a fact of existence. Radical Group Theatres simply 
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cannot afford the trappings of high art and must pare back to the essential skeleton. 

The fact that most of the Radical Group Theatres interrogated in this study are distinguished by a 

radical reassignment of the author function suggests that ‘approaches to text’ is an important 

category of the practice. It may be true, for example, that the playwright, in a conventional sense of 

the term, does not exist in this form. Rather ‘play-wright’ meaning ‘maker of plays’ should be 

understood as part of paring back, a return to the roots of theatre. The performance text in the 

context of group devised theatre is characterised by multi-sourcing. It might be created from or 

informed by a theme or issue based source; stories of the actual participants/performers or a target 

audience/community; artistic or design elements such as masks, set or other visual metaphors; 

music; gestural language; a direct literary, cinematic, documentary or dramatic source; or the 

performance site specifics. The platform or parameters for initiating and driving the text making 

process cannot really be delimited by this kind of listing, as such activity creates a barrier which the 

Radical Group Theatre practitioner seeks to avoid. However, what the list suggests is how many 

different sources might work themselves into text making, which in turn suggests a range of open 

strategies, not reliant on a set of established conventions regarding what is or is not a text or a 

textual process. 13

All theatre is ruled in varying degrees by notions of economy. In the mainstream, economics, 

including market research, determines to a large extent the form and style of company programs. 

The heavily subsidised companies must be commercially successful but cannot be categorised as 

‘commercial’, or, as Graham Pitts says, ‘they would not be funded’ (Interview 24.4.99). They must, 

however, produce a product that will sell. More often than not this results in a steady stream of 

subscriber-friendly, safe, popular, classic works with a quick turn around time between shows 

facilitated in part by short rehearsal periods. Mainstream theatre boards and administrators thus 

often make choices to create conservative, tired, inflexible and, in Peter Brook’s terms, ‘deadly 

theatre’14 albeit, they also achieve inspirational outcomes at times. In contrast ‘economy’ tends to 

drive non-mainstream companies to create innovative, experimental, risky, exciting, flexible and 

alive theatre, as well as its share of self indulgent, esoteric, inaccessible or boring theatre.  

These relationships between economy and practice exemplify how my analytic categories have 

emerged from the research sites. Economics impact as much on textual engagements as they do 

on production values. What I have termed ‘shared dramaturgy’, an approach to text, is the element 

of Radical Group Theatre practice which most markedly distinguishes it from the mainstream. An 

                                                 

13 Chapter 8, ‘Spheres of Engagement – Approaches to Text Making in Radical Group Theatre’, examines this in detail. 
14 Peter Brook, The Empty Space (1968) 
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essential element of shared dramaturgy is ‘multi-skilling’, which was identified in the research 

conversations as a primary aspect of the theatre making processes being investigated. ‘Multi-

skilling’ therefore became a category of analysis which highlights a merger between ‘equity’, 

‘ownership’ and ‘economy’.  

Key Element 3: Experimentation 

Regardless of their era, their philosophy or the style of their work, group theatre practitioners have 

always experimented. Radical Theatre practitioners have in common the desire to explore the 

possibilities of their art form. For Artaud this meant exploring the non-verbal theatre; for Brecht the 

power of ideas; for Grotowski and Brook, the relationship of actor to audience. To Mnouchkine, 

Brook, Suzuki and Soyinka, it also meant the ways in which eastern and African theatre techniques 

can blend with traditional western forms to create new work. Regardless of the driving concepts 

there is always a search for new forms. In Europe, Eugenio Barba’s Odin Teatret, Peter Brook’s 

Centre for Theatre Research, The Mali Theatre in St Petersburg, Mnounchkine’s Theatre du Soleil, 

Julian Beck and Judith Malina’s Living Theatre, for example, are or were indebted in their praxis to 

the pioneering work of Artaud, Stanislavski, Meyerhold, Brecht and perhaps most significantly Jerzy 

Grotowski. A legacy of privileging research and experimentation is clearly traceable with these and 

other prominent theatre thinkers representing the predominant influences on arguably all alternative 

western theatre including Australian Theatre. Some of these forms are designed to shock (The 

Living Theatre; Richard Schechner's Performance Group, La Fura del Baus). Some question the 

very nature of the performance act ( Again La Fura del B 

aus Albert Hunt, Welfare State, Clive Barker, Robert Wilson). Some seek to research and educate 

(Augusto Boal's Theatre of Liberation, Eugenio Barba's Odin Teatret). Some seek to celebrate and 

activate for change (Philippines Educational Theatre Association, Theatre du Soleil, San Francisco 

Mime Troupe). 

One aspect that these and many other groups have in common is that through various means they 

represent a group voice, a group response delivered in artistic terms to an audience. Significant 

among such groups in Australia were, of course, the Australian Performance Group (APG), and the 

various groups born of this group’s demise, for example, Nightshift, Ant Hill, Women’s Theatre 

Group (WTG), and Soapbox Circus.  

The connections between the political, the creative process, structure, form and aesthetics/content 

represent a significant paradigm shift in Radical Group Theatre in the past 20 years. Marked by the 

persistent poststructuralist critique of Marxism, groups and individuals have moved from a position 

of claiming to speak with common voices to a position of ‘plurivocalism’. In this sense Deleuze and 
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Parnet’s articulation of ‘multiplicities’ (1987), and my reflection on the practice of Wesley Enoch, 

moved me to consideration of notions of ‘many voices’, ’many politics’, ‘celebration of difference’ 

and eventually to Agamben’s notion of the ‘coming community’. Later chapters explore the 

paradigm shifts which have characterised most of the companies and individuals investigated in the 

light of these ideas.  

In Sydney in the 1990s companies such as Sydney Front, Open City, Sidetrack (in its new guise) 

and Legs On The Wall emerged as, broadly speaking, experimental theatres. In Melbourne 

Theatreworks, N.Y.I.D, Handspan and Home Cooking were working experimentally. New groups 

from Brisbane, including Brink Productions, Fractal Theatre and Zen Zen Zo, as well as Doppo 

Teatro, Red Shed, Stalker and Vitalstatistix from Adelaide, are groups which could be categorised 

as distinctly experimental insofar as their work generally sought to explore new forms.  

In these Radical Group Theatres the director, or as I will argue, the directorial process, often 

assumes the function of translator or new creator. A wide variety of forms and strategies have been 

developed by radical directors but the best of them seem to have at least one thing in common: 

they are driven not merely by formal, technical or qualitative experimentation but especially by a 

pressing desire to manifest a specific vision. In short, the best experimental work seems to come 

from having something to say which requires a new way to say it. 

In Australia many groups claim a research as performance/performance as research prerogative as 

central to their work: Not Yet It’s Difficult in Melbourne; The Centre for Performance Studies at 

Sydney University; The Centre for Theatre and Drama at Monash University, for example . Groups 

or centres such as these exist primarily, it would seem, to experiment with and research into new 

forms. Essential to their process is a continuous, rigorous and scholarly analysis of all aspects of 

their theatre making. Their process is characterised by extremely long rehearsal periods and 

stringent dramaturgical and theoretical interrogation. Notwithstanding that these centres generally 

operate in an environment free from the constraints and demands of real world theatre, their 

relevance as research sites parallels and is supported by the university setting, which is also where 

my preliminary studies were situated. Thus the opinions of the researcher/participants were actively 

sought in the course of this project. Academics connected to but remaining outside the company 

structures include Tom Burvill, Adrian Guthrie, Kerrie Schaefer, Peta Tait, Paul Makeham, David 

Watt, Geoffrey Milne, Alison Richards, Peter Eckersall and Richard Fotheringham. What the study 

will show is that companies such as Sidetrack, Sydney Front, Urban Theatre Projects, Women’s 

Circus and particularly Melbourne Workers Theatre, all benefit from the positive outcomes of a 

loosely organised action research methodology, however, the research aspect of their experimental 

paradigm is implicit. In contrast, for a company such as Not Yet It’s Difficult the research 
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frameworks are explicit. But all experimental theatre groups make use of reflective methods and a 

research approach. As Don Mamouney told me, ‘I cannot imagine not reflecting and analysing. I 

can’t think of one company working in our form who doesn’t do it constantly’ (Interview 14.3.99). 

The search for new forms which characterises all experimental theatres raises another interesting 

possibility in respect of the non-naturalistic nature of the form. In an age of the pervading presence 

of the moving image, live theatre cannot compete as a medium for ‘telling stories' or speaking to a 

mass audience. Film and video appear to do ‘real life' so much better. Consequently, theatre has 

found other forms, making a virtue of experimentation and non-naturalism. As Arianne Mnouchkine 

says in her essay, The Theatre is Oriental: 

Theatre is art and life is something different. More and more we want to perform 
what can be only told in the theatre. For me the theatre should be as theatrical as 
possible. Otherwise the cinema would beat us every time. (in Pavis ed 1996: 97) 

Mainstream theatre, Mnouchkine implies, has persisted in its attempts at trying to make realistic 

theatre relevant, when the relevance of theatre for contemporary audiences lies in its non-realism. 

The American critic Arthur Sainer agrees. Referring to the realist plays of Williams, Miller and 

O’Neill he says:  

We [emerging radical theatre practitioners in the early 1960s] began to 
understand that the words in plays, that the physical beings in plays, that the 
events in plays were too often evasions, too often artifices that had to do not with 
truths but with semblances. … at best they were ideas describing experiences 
rather than the experiences. A number of us were sensing the need for change. 
(Sainer 1997: 12) 15

Key Element 4: Celebration 

Despite differences of content, form and context, despite different ideologies, different theories 

about the function of their art, there appears to be one quality shared by all radical group theatres 

and it lies in a new relationship, founded on the notion of engagement, between the performance 

space (stage) and the audience. In an attempt to develop engagement, Radical Group Theatre has 

undertaken a search for ‘total theatre’ and enthusiastically works in cross-artform modes to achieve 

this end. The theatre provides perhaps the best environment for mixing media and an ideal 

atmosphere for artists to work collaboratively across forms. It is increasingly evident that 

performance featuring interrelated arts practice regularly manifests in contemporary acts of 

community celebration and equally that Radical Group Theatre uses aspects of celebratory cross-

arts performance in theatrical productions. The nature and extent of such cross-arts activity was 

                                                 

15 The ‘us’ referred to would include Beck, Malina, Schechner, Chaikin and Van Itallie. 
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investigated in companies such as Legs On The Wall, Sidetrack, Zeal Theatre, Women’s Circus, 

Circus Oz, Urban Theatre Projects and Neil Cameron Productions. Celebration in Radical Group 

Theatre in Australia has taken many forms. Historical and theoretical consideration of how 

‘celebration’ has developed and changed16 provides further strong evidence of the paradigm shifts 

which have helped shape Radical Group Theatre everywhere. 

Group Theatre as celebration can be traced from classical Greece and Rome through the medieval 

mystery cycles and European carnival and festival practices on through the modern circus to the 

street theatre and major public events and festivals of today. Its development has included 

Athenian and Roman festivals, medieval guild pageants, the street and workplace activism of 

Teatro Campesino in the late 1960s in California, Fringe festivals, Olympic Games openings, 

Millennium celebrations, and the Woodford Folk Festival celebrations and fire rituals.  

Performances have a long history of celebrating community. At the civic, tribal 
and national level, performers are in demand when societal rites of intensification 
occur. (Hilton 1987: 144-5)  

As Chaney points out, ‘theatre is a place where people meet, see, hear, explore themselves and 

each other’ (1993: 25). This goes a long way to explaining why performance practices are so often 

present at moments when communities mark occasions and celebrate themselves. 

Theatre in all its forms has taken on aspects of rites of celebration. It is clear that people at most 

times in history have needed to gather to express their beliefs in a physical, often ritualistic form. 

The ritualistic elements still clearly identifiable in most theatre range from a return to tribal rhythms 

and visual images in many forms of experimental/postmodern performance to the class-defined 

‘foyer culture’ of the mainstream. In both content and form, elements of ritual have been an integral 

part of most performance for centuries.  

Since Piscator and his colleague Brecht, the celebratory nature of theatre has been refined and 

formalised. Brecht's works were based on and inspired by actual historical events. They were 

episodic and non-illusionary. More than this, a devotee of populist theatre, Brecht, pioneered the 

techniques that most group theatres use today. The presentational style, banners, projections, 

large open stages, simple settings are all an indication of the creation of a not necessarily joyful but 

none the less celebratory event. The notion of celebration as an element of radical group theatre 

practice is linked to a more detailed examination later in the study of contemporary, especially 

intercultural and political, performance. Often the political, the intercultural and the celebratory are 

linked, as was the case with Brecht, to aims of advocacy, education and social justice. 

                                                 

16 Paricularly by Baz Kershaw (1992, 1999). 
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Key Element 5: Social Justice/The Educative Function 

Most if not all group theatre is political by virtue of the fact that the groups are outside the 

mainstream and usually represent alternatives to the status quo as supported by the mainstream 

and commercial theatres: anti-naturalist, experimental, cross-cultural, multi-artform, visual and 

physical in style, and often speaking to and for marginalised groups in content. And, as Richard 

Fotheringham observes: 

Targeting specific audiences has become a major strategy for alternative theatre 
in Australia, with companies directing their work towards geographical, ethnic, 
gender, class, lifestyle and special interest. This has tended to blur the 
identification of ‘political’ theatre per se since many groups argue that their choice 
of audience is the major political statement by which they challenge the present 
construction of the Australian Polis, particularly in its continuing adherence to 
middle class, middle aged, male Anglo-Celtic hierarchy and the current appeal of 
mainstream theatre to middle class, middle aged, female Anglo-Celtic audiences. 
(Cited in Holderness 1992: 76)  

Traditionally, this mainstream status quo was questioned fundamentally and continually by 

alternative theatre in its various forms. Regardless of their differences, these theatres  represented 

an oppositional stance, whether it was on artistic grounds or in the name of defending social justice, 

or both. What has ‘shifted’ is the notion of ‘oppositionality’. The transition has been from the clearly 

binary ‘theatre of protest’ and agitprop styles to a theatre now ‘plurivocal’, ‘celebratory’ and 

challenging. In artistic terms, Radical Group Theatre actively opposes mainstream bourgeois 

theatre because, it is argued, such theatre does not speak to the ‘people’, is not relevant. In most 

cases the classic or ‘well made play’ reflects the values of the white, middle-class, male European. 

Moreover, mainstream theatre is perceived as a means to perpetuate the dominant ideology. 

Consequently, artists who oppose that ideology must embrace alternative forms. For example 

Nantsou, Doneman, Cameron, Mamouney and others studied in the context of this project have in 

common a zealous anti-mainstream bias to their practice. The educative function of these and other 

Radical Group Theatre practitioners has clearly moved on from the didactic, Brechtian based forms 

of 1970s community and political theatre into a wide range of forms, more subtle ideological 

projects and more reflective practice. In a broader sense, Radical Group Theatre practitioners seek 

new audiences to engage; actively challenge theatre conventions and constantly interrogate what 

they want to say, seeking new ways of saying it. Radical Group Theatre demands a new way of 

seeing – and thus of ‘educating’ audiences/communities. 
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Key Element 6: Performance space 

Another key element proposed as a commonality in Radical Group Theatre concerns itself with the 

relationships between form, content and performance space – what Hilton (1987) defines as 

proxemics. My ethnographic studies reveal that the exploration of and directorial attitude to ‘the 

performance space’, including experimentation and the exploitation and adaptation of non-theatre 

venues, is often at the core of Radical Group Theatre praxis.  

For example Zeal Theatre have always utilised non-traditional outdoor performance areas such as  

the heritage listed Fort Scratchley, at the entrance to Newcastle Harbour, used as an  alternative 

theatre performance venue in that city with their promenade shows, Ghost Planet (1989) and The 

Butcher Boys (1990). The Women’s Circus in Melbourne, since their founding by Donna Jackson in 

1991, have rarely performed in conventional theatre venues, rather abandoned factories, dockside 

wharves, playgrounds, on barges on the river and in the streets. Similarly Melbourne Workers 

Theatre, Sidetrack Performance Troupe, The Mill Theatre in Geelong, Doppio Teatro in Adelaide, 

Circus Monoxide from Bathurst, Magpie Theatre (now defunct) from Adelaide and many others 

have consistently explored non-traditional spaces as an integral element in their theatre making. It 

will be argued that the rationale for this privileging of exploration of performance spaces is a 

political commitment to take theatre back to the people, to the roots, to the ‘radix’. The work of 

these and other Radical Group Theatres in creating new, vital and exciting theatre is not so much 

reinventing the theatre space as reverting to the space from where performance originated.  

The connection between radical group theatre process and performance space is, in a practical 

sense, identified as an integral part of the definition of the form and will be discussed with reference 

to the many practitioners observed and interviewed as part of the investigation. 

Overview of Key Elements 

In summary, Radical Group Theatres are usually democratic and non-hierarchical in structure and 

their artform is similarly motivated or grounded. As oppositional artists, participants develop a stake 

in the material they create. The notion of ownership, then, becomes an issue related to each of the 

elements identified above. So the play which represents one writer’s vision is usually irrelevant 

unless that writer is a part of the group and a translator of the group voice. Radical Group Theatre 

usually views the author function as flexible and is able to create a new ‘performance text' based 

upon the work of another. This can be understood as an element of the ‘shared artistic franchise' 

and/or shared dramaturgy. Radical Group Theatre is political and educative and perceives for itself 

a ‘social justice through education’ role in that its practitioners see themselves as advocates or 

cultural activists for social change, not usually aligned with political parties but often taking 

responsibility for interpreting the voices of marginalised communities. Community Based 
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Performance (formerly Community Theatre), for example, fits this model very comfortably. Radical 

Group Theatre practitioners are often in the unique position of, as Graham Pitts suggests, 

‘choosing their audiences’ (Interview 24.4.99). Richard Fotheringham (1992: 77) contends that such 

choice is perhaps the signifier of radicalism in theatre. 

The directorial role/function 

Finally, although not identified specifically as a key element of Radical Group Theatre, there 

remains the factor that provides the most logical focus for a study of radical theatre practice and 

ultimately envelops the six key elements identified here: the role of the director17. 

The extent to which personality, power and status management relate to the relationship of the 

radical director with the participants in group creative processes provides an important focus in the 

consideration of directorial role/function in Radical Group Theatre. Irrespective of the performance 

context being investigated, leadership is a significant issue in group creative process whether it is 

shared as in the collective, evolves due to developing circumstances or is structurally determined 

externally or internally by the company or group.  

A preliminary study comparing two directors in a university theatre setting identified personality and 

status as key qualities of the good director (see Appendix 2). Benedetti (1989), Mitter (1996), 

Marowitz (1986) and Cole (1991) each cite leadership as central to the role of the director. Don 

Mamouney, Stefo Nantsou, Graham Pitts, Mandy Gilblatt, Richard Murphett and Deb Batton all 

agreed in interview that the directorial process needs some form of structure, organisational ability 

and creative leadership if the theatre making is to be successful. So the central questions which 

continually arise in the context of this project are:  

• Does the nature of group creative processes invest a group with strength based on 

ownership which potentially, at least, could usurp power and control from the visionary 

director/translator?  

• Is artistic control ever a relevant issue to the genuinely radical director? Does being 

‘genuinely radical’ imply that power and control are not part of one’s directorial agenda? 

This research suggests that leadership in Radical Group Theatre is multi-faceted and vitally 

significant in terms of process and artistic outcomes. I argue that the directorial function, the 

                                                 

17 My comparative studies of Nantsou and Doneman (Towards a Definition of Group Theatre Practice M.A. Thesis 1993) 
contain clear implications for the role of the director. A further analysis referred to in subsequent chapters of this thesis 
was based on an observer participant study of Stefo Nantsou’s directorial practice during his residency at Griffith 
University in 1995. 

 26



 
 

strategies, methods and features of directorial practice, determine how the key elements outlined 

above are implemented and converge in the process discourses of the practitioners and companies 

identified as Radical Group Theatre. Anecdotal evidence suggests that transferring ownership of 

the theatre work to the participants impacts directly on the standard of performances, and transfer 

of ownership is a common occurrence in the practice referred to here as Radical Group Theatre. 

But standards of performance or other subjective evaluations are not the focus here, rather the 

directorial function. The point is that realignment of ownership is a part of the directorial function 

and is connected to notions of leadership.  

In some cases it is clear that another aspect of leadership, the power and status of the director, 

directly influences the degree of group cohesion in a cast. Paradoxically, in other cases such power 

and status appeared to create the opposite effect due to the manner in which the power was 

applied. That is, the issue here seems not to be whether there is power and authority invested in a 

directorial role but how that directorial power/authority is exercised in the theatre making processes 

of Radical Group Theatre.  

A third important scenario emerged in cases where poor group harmony had little or no effect on 

the quality of the artistic output. In other words, a lousy process could result in a worthwhile 

product.  

Contradictory as these findings may appear, the implications they carry and the questions they 

raise provided valuable material for the emerging understandings which are the foundation of the 

grounded theory developed here. I will demonstrate that most if not all Radical Group Theatres are 

engaged in the challenge of exploring and expanding their artform in a constant search for ‘truth’ or 

authenticity in performance (often multiple truths). A key part of this, as with the writing function, is 

a repositioning in terms of the directorial function, as opposed to the individual artist/director role. I 

strongly believed that such a repositioning is the essential element in the process discourse in 

Radical Group Theatre. I therefore embarked on a detailed investigation, including a close 

interrogation of radical practitioners, which confirmed that the directorial function and directorial 

processes are as diverse and contradictory as they seemed but that it is this very diversity which 

ultimately defines Radical Group Theatre18.  

                                                 

18 Chapter 4, ‘Methodology’, explains the research rationale and approaches used to address the concepts discussed 
here.  
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CHAPTER 3: DEFINING THE FORM: THEORETICAL, AESTHETIC AND 
PRACTICAL PARADIGMS FOR RADICAL GROUP THEATRE 

This chapter explores theoretical frameworks for Radical Group Theatre to develop an argument 

that the identification of a single coherent theoretical paradigm for the form is difficult if not 

impossible because practitioners, practices and praxis of the form are multi-dimensional and 

diverse. Baz Kershaw (1999: 252) argues that ‘generalising over such a diverse field of forms, 

locations and politics is problematic if not impossible’, calling this dilemma the ‘Paradox of Cultural 

Expansionism’ (1999: 253). 

In an earlier study (Foster 1993) I sign-posted postmodernism as a feasible aesthetic frame to 

service what was then termed ‘group theatre’. My argument was that group/collaborative theatre 

exhibits a range of traces of a postmodern aesthetic. However, as Kaye states: 

The postmodern cannot be identified with particular figures or forms precisely 
because the postmodern occurs as a displacement and subversion of the very 
terms of which it would seem to exist. (1994: 17)  

Further, theatre practitioners or theorists of theatre practice when referring to the work of those who 

exhibit these traces do not often use the term ‘postmodern’. The implication of this curiosity is that 

critical reception has made the link between theatre artists and postmodernism rather than artists 

declaring allegiance to the postmodern movement or even to postmodernism as a frame of 

reference. Nick Kaye, for example, never clearly defines the term in relation to performance; rather 

he occupies most of his book with arguments demonstrating the implausibility of such definitions, 

concluding with:  

Indeed if the postmodern occurs as a disruption of discourse and representation, 
then it cannot be associated in any exclusive way with a particular form or mode.  

Further  

…limiting the postmodern (by defining it) might be more like a local activity, one 
that tacitly acknowledges its own parameters as much as it strives to confine the 
postmodern debate. (1994: 145) 

And finally  

One cannot…begin a study of the postmodern in performance by setting out a 
prescriptive view of what postmodern theatre IS; one might much more 
appropriately say what postmodern theatre is NOT… (1994: 145) 
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Patrice Pavis agrees, declaring that ‘postmodern theatre is a rather vague term’ (1992: 69). 

However he notes certain ‘tendencies’ which he lists as ‘depoliticisation of art, an absence of 

historical perspective, fragmentation and contamination of practice by theory’. (1992: 69)  

Significant postmodernist traces are summarised by various writers and critics as: ‘an attempt to 

subvert the dominant dramaturgy; substituting a theatre of declared meaning with a theatre of 

negotiable meaning’ (Fortier 1997); ‘a fundamental search for new forms via experimentation’ 

(Pavis 1992); ‘a search for a total theatre’ (Kaye 1994); ‘a theatre of sensation which enforces an 

active spectatorship, a subjective response’ (Pavis ed. 1996); ‘a revolt against authority and 

signification and a tendency towards parody, pastiche, self-referentiality and eclecticism’ (Fontana 

1988); and ’dislocation, decentring, an emphasis on images and sensation’ (Ley 1991). These 

traces or tendencies constitute a repertoire of techniques which are shared by a diverse if 

somewhat small band of probable postmodernists and a much larger band of radical theatre 

practitioners, some of whom may be group theatre oriented. 

It could be argued that Radical Group Theatre’s shared repertoire of techniques implies a shared 

postmodernist frame of reference, but I do not categorise the practice as postmodernist, however 

convinced I was of its relevance at the outset of the investigation. Not only does postmodernism as 

a movement resist definition, but the inappropriateness of such a definition is accentuated by very 

different stances in relation to aspects of meaning and artistic intention frequently taken by Radical 

Group Theatre. Given that so often the practice understands itself as intending educative, social 

justice outcomes and adopting purposeful sets of discursive and performance elements to produce 

particular ideological meanings, to define the practice as ‘postmodern‘ is very problematic.  

The problematics are intensified when one considers that in terms of content, form, style and 

directorial paradigms Radical Group Theatre is grounded in the political. Not always overtly, but 

almost without exception, it is oppositional to the social or artistic status quo. It is not useful to align 

this radical, socio-political movement with a theoretical position which has been characterised as 

'depoliticised' (Pavis 1992). 

Another perspective might be to see Radical Group Theatre as a symptom of postmodernity in the 

sense that it represents a reaction against mainstream modernist assumptions and practices; a 

means to re-establish values, community, cooperation, collaboration, unity etc in the face of 

postmodern/post-industrial social and cultural experience. That is, perhaps Radical Group Theatre 

seeks to re-root ‘depth’ where ‘surface’ has come to rule. 

In terms of this study the issue is not that both Postmodern Theatre and Radical Group Theatre are 

engaged in experimentation; both are reflective; that the theory and practice usually connect at the 
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stage of conceptualisation; and both resist categorisation. What is relevant is to consider whether 

postmodern or Avant-garde or experimental theatre theory relates directly to Radical Group Theatre 

practice. Clearly the relationship is fragmentary, inconsistent and at times openly contradictory. It is 

certainly never absolute.  

While an experimental, reflexive-research approach to theatre making is a fundamental indicator of 

Group Theatre, there is a difference between postmodernism as a conscious set of artistic and/or 

theoretical practices, and postmodernity as a condition in culture/society. It is difference 

complicated now, by the growing tendency of critics to argue that the postmodern condition has 

quite possibly passed its ‘use by date’.  

It is more useful theoretically to understand that Radical Group Theatre is a practice in 

postmodernity which shares a Brechtian legacy with postmodernist theatre practice but also differs 

in several significant ways. These differences, contradictions, collisions and intersections 

characterise Radical Group Theatre and are the basis for the categories established to investigate 

the form.  

The Radical Group Theatre movement requires a theoretical framework of its own. 

The project then becomes a matter of determining what the theoretical position of Radical Group 

Theatre is and where it fits in the broader field of alternative theatre, including Postmodern Theatre.  

Radical Group Theatre, Alternative and Postmodern Theatre 

Pavis (1992), Mitter (1992), Marowitz (1994), Wright (1989) and most recently Kershaw (1999) 

argue very strongly that alternative or non-mainstream theatre has always been profoundly 

influenced by the theory and practice of Brecht. Elizabeth Wright’s study, Postmodern Brecht 

(1989), suggests that Brecht can be posited as postmodern.  

If the postmodern is that which introduces the feeling of shock, of disruption into the culture, which 

Wright argues Lyotard and Muller demand as the prerequisite of change, then it also ‘has the 

function of awakening the spectator to a more chaotic beginning – to what is to be done’ (1989: 

132). Wright also argues that the ‘new theatre' which follows Brecht takes up his ‘V' effect ( which 

some argue was borrowed or even appropriate from Meyerhold ) as , in turn , ‘transformed and re-

functioned’ by directors such as Wilson and Muller and in dance by, for example, Pina Bausch, who 

‘implicitly and explicitly deconstruct Brecht's distinction between illusion and reality’ (1989: 138). 

Brecht, Wright continues, ‘sought to disturb our ideological illusions but the illusions he undermined 

were at the level of false consciousness’ (1989: 138). Wright believes that postmodern artists show: 

...not only that the big narratives, the grand illusions are no longer any use but 

 30



 
 

also that (paradoxically) illusion of a kind is inescapable because reality is not graspable 
any other way. (1989: 139)  

In this she aligns with Lyotard’s famous definition of the postmodern: ‘I define postmodern as 

incredulity toward metanarratives’ (cited in Kaye 1994: 18).  

Although it can be shown that Brecht can be approached critically from a postmodernist standpoint, 

he was not a postmodernist in his own time; his work is firmly lodged in the theatre of modernity. He 

showed the way, prepared the ground for a more concerted attack on Modernist dramaturgy which 

could be classified as postmodern. Patrice Pavis, in Theatre at the Crossroads of Culture, supports 

this view, arguing that:  

For Brecht, who stopped just short of Postmodernism, the making and process 
are still predicated on what is made, on the meaning to be produced. (1992: 71)  

While acknowledging that the links between alternative theatre, a legacy of the work of Brecht and 

Postmodern Theatre praxis are at times tenuous, exploring such links assists in defining the field of 

Radical Group Theatre, especially given the influence of certain key international practitioners on its 

development. 

The legacy of Brecht is evident in the work of Steven Berkoff. In his Salome (1989) for example, a 

drastic re-interpretation has taken place; in effect a manipulation of an already deconstructed myth, 

Wilde’s Salome. Consider the techniques used in the production: the apparently unrelated images; 

the deliberately fractured dialogue; defamiliarisation throughout; music that is distorted and 

formless – all techniques that can suggest a postmodernist approach. However the work is 

technically coherent in a modernist way. Aesthetics, lyricism, beauty and precision, all qualities of 

the classic theatre, are stressed. This is not to say that postmodern theatre cannot possess these 

qualities, but reverence towards theatrical conventions and the grand narratives of the classical 

drama do not occur in what is generally understood to be ‘genuinely’ postmodern performance. 

Similarly the respect held for classic dramatic text and form by Mnouchkine’s and Brook’s 

productions, especially the reworked Shakespearean texts, deter any substantive claims to their 

postmodernism.  

Berkoff’s Salome is clearly expressionist in the sense that the new author’s vision is celebrated as 

art. Similarly, Pavis (1996) rightly observes that Peter Brook’s use of a ‘plurality of signification’ can 

be seen as a fragmentary embrace of postmodernism, but: 

One should wholly concur with the suggestion that Brook is only superficially 
postmodern: in other words that fundamentally he isn’t postmodernist at all, in 
spite of certain stylistic approaches and ingredients which often constitute a kind 
of ‘postmodern dressing’. In this context the term is inaccurate and misleading. 
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(1996: 67) 

Given that Radical Group Theatre is as likely to draw on modernist as well as on postmodernist 

strategies, it is enough to notice – in Berkoff, Brook, Kantor, Beck, Welfare State and Brecht himself 

– elements of postmodernism and elements of modernism which influence the development of 

Radical Group Theatre.  

The eclecticism of Radical Group Theatre, like so many other cultural practices, takes place in the 

context that we have come to call postmodernity, but its strategies are not motivated by a self-

conscious positioning in ‘Postmodern Theatre‘ practice or theory. Finding the postmodern 

‘tendencies’ in radical theatre practice is relatively easy. The ‘plurality of signification’ referred to by 

Pavis is evident in the work of writers such as Handke, Vinaver, Beckett, Muller, Soyinka and 

Howard Barker and in the directorial practice of Suzuki, Kantor, Wilson, Barba and Schechner for 

example. What this indicates is that radical theatre has embraced elements of postmodern practice. 

Pavis argues that the plurality of signifieds leads ultimately to ‘a refusal to partition the latter into 

minor and major systems and finally refusal to interpret.’19  Practitioners such as Brook, 

Mnouchkine and Barba might possess an overall postmodernist view and in an eclectic sense 

utilise certain postmodern ingredients in their practice, but their refusal to accept the apolitical, anti-

modernist, non-historicised ethos of the postmodernists means that they position themselves 

outside a theory of Postmodern Theatre. 

Wilson and his occasional collaborator, (the late) Heiner Muller, can perhaps be more 

unproblematically seen as postmodernists insofar as during their periods of collaboration, they 

resisted categorisation, made no claims for universality and denied most critics’ attempts at 

interpretation. Wilson, for example repeatedly argues, denies or at least underplays meaning and 

interpretation in his work. For example: 

I can keep finding an ever-new abundance of possible interpretations...  

Theatre should not interpret, but should provide us with the possibility of 
contemplating a piece of work and reflecting on it. If you behave as if you’ve 
grasped everything, the work is finished. It’s not our job to provide answers, but 
to raise questions. (Robert Wilson Interview in Der Spiegel #10, 1987. Cited in 
Pavis ed. 1996: 99-104) 

In Wilson’s case then, ‘plurality of signification’ is a fundamental tenet of his work; a marker, for the 

practitioner himself, of a clear breach with Modernism. For most Radical Group Theatre 

practitioners who are the focus of this study, the strategies or ideological/political value of multiple 

                                                 

19 In later chapters I will consider these and other arguments of semiotics, reception and meaning in relation to the 
specific Australian practitioners investigated. 
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signification drives its use in the practice. In later chapters, in particular those discussing political 

and processual characteristics of Radical Group Theatre, the term ‘plurivocalism’ is used to 

describe the broad aim of creating theatre with, by and for many voices. 

Graham Ley (1991: 348) argues that, in a theatre context, including dance, postmodernism implies 

a licence to experiment because the artist is not restricted by form, narrative theatrical convention, 

nor any element of text. In an attempt to locate the Postmodern Theatre, Ley suggests that: 

The post-war construction of Postmodernism in Dance, Architecture and Design 
is probably paralleled in Anglo-Saxon Theatre, in the work of Beckett and the 
impact of Brecht. (1991: 349)   

A more extensive European definition, he argues,  

…would look back to the early symbolists and expressionists: Meyerhold, 
Mayakowski, Piscator, Pirandello. As artists displaying postmodern influences 
and working experimentally, they are perhaps more easily classified as 
modernists. (1991: 349)  

This raises, again, a theoretical paradox since if we can only apply such classification 

retrospectively thus historicising as well as categorising, we run counter to postmodern principles. 

Ley uses analogies from dance and design to propose that dance may provide a model for the 

early critical use of the term ‘Postmodernism’. An embryonic articulation of Postmodern Theatre in 

the broad sense, that is not just dramatic form, can be seen, Ley argues, in the work of Merce 

Cunningham in American postmodern dance (1991: 348). He concludes that Postmodernism is 

possibly a synonym for the term, ‘Avant-garde'. If one accepts this parallel, it follows that Meyerhold 

and others of the Russian Avant-garde, as well as Jarry, Copeau, Piscator, Beckett, Brecht, 

Grotowski, Chaikin, Beck and of course Brook, are by inference postmodernists due to their 

approach to experimentation. But Avant-gardeism was consciously modernist. An equivalence 

between Avant-garde and postmodernism is interesting but does not forward an understanding of 

Radical Group Theatre. However, it draws attention to the same problem raised in relation to 

‘plurality of signification’. When Radical Group Theatre practitioners draw on an Avant-garde 

tradition they draw on a Modernist tradition in a postmodern cultural setting. The issue is not 

whether this makes them ‘postmodern’ or ‘modern’ but rather what value experimentation has in 

contemporary Radical Group Theatre.  

Postmodernism tends to be concerned with the possibilities of ‘multiple meaning making’ by its 

refusal of universal truths. If it has a project in relation to ‘truths’ it is to use the practical issues of 

intertextual meaning making to abolish the very possibility of any ‘Truth’. Conversely, as a 

Modernist movement, Avant-garde implied a search for universal truths in answer to specific artistic 
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problems or to counter the social or artistic status quo. The Radical Group Theatre practitioners 

interviewed during this research were frequently comfortable with the word ‘truth’. While there was 

a tendency (by Enoch, Richards, Murphett and Bayliss in particular) to distrust universalising 

discourses, they were often seeking ‘multiple truths’ or at least ‘truth in performance’. 

The picture that emerges from a consideration of what might or might not be shared terrain 

between Postmodern Theatre and Radical Group Theatre urges the use of processes of mapping 

rather than attempts to define practices in a binarised or unitary way. It is therefore most useful to 

represent relationships and disjunctions diagrammatically (see diagram 1).  

Diagram 1

Postmodern
Theatre

Non-
Mainstream

Theatre

Radical
Group

Theatre

THEATRE

POSTMODERNITY

 

 

There is a strong argument that we are all already in the postmodern in terms of the state of 

culture, and that therefore Radical Group Theatre is one of many and varied practices co-existing in 

that cultural field. It is a given of contemporary theory (see Jameson 1991, for example) that 

postmodernity is shot through with residual modernist values and practices. So in a sense, ‘the 

postmodern’ or ‘postmodernity’ is theoretically the large circle that encloses the two smaller circles. 

It is probably worth noting that the diagram, while implying that theatre  is a far larger project than 
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any time bound classification, does not acknowledge theatre practices from the mainstream which 

may also exhibit traces or tendencies of Postmodern Theatre. 

Radical Group Theatre in many ways shares the terrain of postmodernist arts practices. The shared 

terrain is represented by the shaded intersection of the 2 inner circles. The categories devised to 

analyse Radical Group Theatre practice at the research sites all contain examples of these 

intersections. 

Radical Group Theatre and Intercultural Theatre 

One common characteristic revealed in the analysis of Radical Group Theatre practice at the 

research sites was the shared tendency to see with multiple cultural eyes. Alison Richards, Wesley 

Enoch, Don Mamouney and Neil Cameron, expressing it slightly differently but fundamentally 

agreeing, claimed that all Australian alternative theatre in the ‘90s-‘00s is working cross- or 

interculturally.  

In relation to defining Intercultural Theatre, Patrice Pavis proposes that 

…faced with this difficulty in articulating theory and the functioning of the work it 
is tempting to postulate a confluence of intercultural theatre and postmodernism 
(Fischer-Lichte et al 1990). It is certainly arguable that the two coincide in time 
and in the practice of Wilson and Suzuki. But these represent only one type of 
cultural exchange amongst many and one, moreover, which levels cultures and 
decrees the passing of these radical avant-gardes of which Brook, Artaud and 
Mnouchkine are the last dinosaurs. (1996: 19) 

In her essay ‘Interculturalism in Contemporary Theatre’ Erika Fischer-Lichte suggests many 

examples, including Goethe, Craig, Reinhardt, Tairov, Meyerhold, Artaud and Brecht, to 

demonstrate the long history of intercultural influences on the development of contemporary 

Western theatre. ‘Concurrently,’ she notes, ‘Western influenced forms such as the Shingeki in 

Japan had evolved by 1920’ (Fischer-Lichte in Pavis ed. 1996: 30). Each of these strands ’sought 

to give new impulse to their own culture by adopting what had been up until then wholly foreign 

theatre traditions’ (Fischer-Lichte in Pavis ed. 1996: 31). Tadashi Suzuki and Wole Soyinka, 

working slightly differently, share the practice of combining western text and dramatic style with 

elements from their own cultures. In Suzuki’s case, the aim is ‘to create a universal language of the 

theatre’. Similarly, Soyinka sees ‘the task of theatre to sustain a vision of mankind according  to the 

various culturally determined ideals and to help realise that vision’ (Fische-Lichte in Pavis ed. 1996: 

35).  

Fischer-Lichte further argues that that although Robert Wilson and Peter Brook show evidence of 

the ‘International’ and the ‘Intercultural’ in their work, considerable difference exists in the 
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application of these influences. In Wilson’s case, she suggests, ‘both the elements of the “own” 

culture as well as those from the foreign are “ripped” from their various contexts’ (Fischer-Lichte in 

Pavis ed. 1996: 32). 

In Wilson’s theatre elements deriving from different contexts actually show a 
random juxtaposition of cultural fragments, set scenes and ready-made images. 
The result is that reference back to coherence and meaning cannot be offered.  

On the other hand, while [Brook] also works with elements deriving from different 
cultures, he chooses these according to their suitability to afford meaning in 
cultures other than their own original one. He takes the view that every theatre 
tradition is composed of elements, which can be employed even in the context of 
other traditions. (Fischer-Lichte in Pavis ed. 1996: 32) 

Fischer-Lichte does not enter the debate on orientalism and appropriation in this essay, rather she 

concludes with the view that  

[t]his conscious and productive encounter with foreign theatre cultures must lead, 
in Wilson’s rather implicitly and in Brook‘s theatre programmatically, towards the 
development of a universal language of theatre. (Fischer-Lichte in Pavis ed. 
1996: 33)  

When considering the theoretical and practical confluence of Radical Group Theatre and 

Intercultural Theatre one is inevitably drawn into the controversy on appropriation and exoticisation 

of other cultures first ignited by Edward Said in Orientalism (1979) and fuelled in theatre studies by 

postcolonial theorists such as Bharucha, Carlson, Feral, Gilbert, Griffiths and others.  

Marvin Carlson’s comparison, in Brook and Mnouchkine: Passages to India, contains an 

observation that exemplifies the continuing postcolonial critique:  

Despite the respect, one might even say veneration and love, which these 
productions manifest for their subjects, the dynamic of western appropriation still 
seems operative here. (in Pavis ed. 1996: 82)  

Clearly it is beyond the scope of this project to engage with the compelling postcolonial debate, nor 

is there scope to analyse how it applies to Brook and Mnouchkine. Whatever the problematics or 

not of their practices, as Carlson puts it ‘…perhaps no directors working today have greater 

international reputation than Brook or Mnouchkine’ (Carlson in Pavis ed. 1996: 81). Whether 

defined as intercultural, transcultural, intra-cultural or cross-cultural, their methods and techniques 

are copied throughout the world and have certainly been appropriated widely in Australian Radical 

Group Theatre. It was therefore important to examine the work of Radical Group Theatre 

practitioners in the Australian context to determine the extent to which they display Intercultural 

Theatre tendencies, ‘traces’ or ingredients and to what extent they can be categorised as working 

cross-culturally, as Wesley Enoch, Alison Richards, Richard Murphett and Neil Cameron believe 
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they are.  

Neil Cameron, for example, says:  

We have ended up in a particular specialist form of theatre which involves the 
community. It is very much concerned with a theatrical ritual process. I think that 
ritual is trying to invent a new way for Australians  to combine with, to be inspired 
by, taught by the Aboriginal people – to try to invent a way in which we can 
express ourselves through ritual theatre. I think that many great companies in this 
country, and theatre directors and their teams, are trying to move forward to 
invent a new Australian culture. (Interview 29.3.99)  

As the alternative theatre movement fragmented during the 1990s, some practitioners (having 

developed a greater concern with aesthetics and theory than with community) perhaps produced an 

impression of disunity and cynicism towards ideals such as social activism and advocacy. That is, 

the paradigm shifts which accompanied the fragmentation of the movement world-wide resulted in 

less overt socio-political commitment. Part of my project is to suggest that this led, in the late 

nineties, to a realisation among artists that the need to communicate across cultures is at the core 

of finding new ways of seeing, new places to stand.  

The claims made by Richards, Enoch and Cameron of common, broad-based, cross-cultural aims 

and strategies extant in Radical Group Theatre provoked intriguing questions for my research. 

What if this theatre philosophy was able to lead the way towards a genuine inter-/cross-cultural 

awareness and understanding? What if this is the ‘something missing from Marxism’ that Graham 

Pitts is seeking? What if this is Wesley Enoch’s ‘Third Place’? What if Neil Cameron’s ritual events 

do succeed in achieving genuine ‘communitas’ through celebration? What if Peter Brook’s 

‘provisional homogenisation’ actually leads us closer to real theatrical globalisation, through the 

creation of his ‘world theatre’? If Radical Group Theatre practitioners and thinkers accept that they 

are always working cross-culturally, will they be able to ‘change the world’20 or at least contribute to 

re-fashioning theatre so that it engages more effectively with ‘the world’? Or is the generally 

accepted notion of inter-/cross-culturality too infested with binaries to present as the driving force of 

the sort of practice I outline here, which seeks many voices, many stories, and engages at every 

level in an embrace of difference as encompassed by ‘and…and…and…’ rather than ‘either/or’? 

(Deleuze and Guattari, 1987: 12, 98-9, 474-500) 

Later in this dissertation (Chapter 8) the suggestion is made that the form of Intercultural Theatre 

defined by Chris Balme as ‘Syncretic Theatre’ may assume relevance in relation to Radical Group 

Theatre. According to Balme, in a discussion of Maori theatre, Syncretic Theatre is: 

                                                 

20 The rationale given by Michael Doneman for choosing to practice in alternative theatre (Foster, 1993). 
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the amalgamation of indigenous performance forms with certain conventions and 
practices of the Euro-American theatrical tradition to produce new theatrico-
aesthetic principles. I define syncretic theatre as those theatrical products which 
result from the interplay between the Western theatrico-aesthetic tradition and 
the indigenous performance forms of postcolonial culture… The term 
“syncretism” is borrowed from the discipline of comparative religion. Religious 
syncretism is usually an extended process brought about by friction and 
interchange between cultures. Theatrical syncretism, however, is in most cases a 
conscious programmatic strategy to fashion a new form of theatre in the light of 
colonial or postcolonial experience. So much of this drama relies heavily on non-
dialogic communicative devices: on dance, music, song, iconography and 
indigenous languages. (in Pavis ed. 1996: 180-181) 

Balme stresses the polysemic character of this kind of theatre – the presence of many signs playing 

with and against each other in the one space. The principles of syncretism articulated by Balme 

parallel the collaborative practices often found in Radical Group Theatre, whether in a cross-cultural 

context or not – principles such as shared dramaturgy, multi-skilling, shared ownership, shared 

artistic franchise, creating a common language and creating a ‘dialectic’ with audiences. These 

principles also inform Radical Group Theatre’s approach to text because of the central concern with 

audience reception reflected in the polysemic nature of radical collaborative work. Furthermore, if 

we can accept the views of Richards and Enoch that ‘we are always working cross-culturally’,21 the 

intersecting principles suggested by Balme and those I am proposing here might be used to inform 

the grounded theory I am postulating.22

In collaborative, group theatre, identified here as Radical Group Theatre, the creative processes of 

all contributing artists are merged in the articulation of the group voice, the mutually devised vision 

expressed in an agreed common language. The collaboration extends to the problem solving 

process, which decides how best to communicate that group voice. The movements, ideologies or 

theories to which individual artists may claim allegiance are less relevant than the fact that any 

number of styles can be present. We may not be able to categorise the product, the art, until it is 

performed. Does this matter? The groups, by virtue of being groups, will be informed by various 

positions in values, politics, practice and theory. Because they are Radical Group Theatre 

practitioners they will work reflectively and reflexively across and between styles, company 

structures, cultures and forms. 

The key lies not in unitary definition but in identifying and categorising the various structures and 

principles of practice, theoretical threads, cultural and aesthetic positions and features of 

                                                 

21 It needs to be stressed that in terms of Australian Radical Group Theatre, the terms ‘cross-cultural’ and ‘intercultural’ 
are commonly interchangeable. 
22 Questions concerning the degree to which cross-culturality has become ingrained in Australian Radical Group Theatre 
practice will be addressed in subsequent chapters. 
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collaborative creative process within the elements of Radical Group Theatre process discourse, 

which will in turn lead to the formulation of a grounded theory of Australian Radical Group Theatre 

practice. 

Furthermore any number of theoretical positions from Derrida to Deleuze and Guattari, from 

Lyotard to notions of liminal spaces could possibly be useful for analysis of Radical Group Theatre 

practice. This however is not my project. Although a range of contemporary theory has proved 

valuable in developing my approach to an understanding of Radical Group Theatre, when it came 

to the contexts of practice, I needed to know which positions are knowingly referred to by 

practitioners in the field now and in the recent past .To do otherwise would be to impose theory on 

the practice rather than investigate the praxis as it exists and so postulate a grounded theory to 

assist theorists and practitioners in better understanding a significant field of national theatrical 

activity.  
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CHAPTER 4: METHODOLOGY 

A personal journey through an interactive research process 

This chapter describes a fundamentally reflective and reflexive methodology which is used to 

address a research problem consisting of a sequence of focus questions addressing key principles 

of Radical Group Theatre practice in Australia. The methods described were used to develop a 

grounded theory, which was the overall aim of the study. 

This form of research as engagement emphasises that the researcher and the researched must be 

seen as part of a whole and therefore questions the idea that it is possible to stand outside the 

research process and evaluate it in any absolute way (Morgan 1983: 14).  

In using ethnographic techniques such as participant observer logs, field observations, interviews 

and focus groups, the research draws on conventional methods of the ‘outsider observer’. 

However, my direct involvement in the field as a practitioner and long term peer of many of the 

practitioners investigated places me as an ‘insider observer’. This impelled me to engage in the 

research site reflectively and reflexively.  

The position of ‘outsider observer’ may once have assumed a degree of objectivity, however such 

assumptions have been problematised widely by cultural and social researchers (see for example 

Best 1983; Courtney 1988; Lofland and Lofland 1984; Marshall 1992; Strauss and Corbin 1990). 

Further, in a dynamic field such as theatre, the outsider researcher could ‘read’ the research site 

and its practices through theoretical and practice paradigms not necessarily appropriate or 

responsive to the complex interactions and even contradictions inherent in the site. In a very real 

sense, my experience and expertise interact with the method.23  

I have therefore chosen to remain an insider, bringing my experience to bear on the research, 

recognising that my subjectivity is crucially involved in the project, while reflecting on the research 

in terms of current analytic and theoretical frameworks. 

                                                 

23 For example when I interviewed Graham Pitts, conversation turned frequently to events we had both attended — 
festivals, conferences and the like. During the interview we were able to correct each other’s recollections of dates, facts 
and personnel because we shared a long history in the field. 
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The research dynamic  

The problem is initially expressed in the form of the Focus Questions, which drive the study.  These 

questions are themselves informed by my professional experience. They are also considered 

through reference to theoretical literature. In an interplay between my professional background, 

literature in the field, and applied research, the focus questions are tested. 

Morgan suggests that  

…we should replace the idea that we should be concerned with the neutral 
evaluation of research with the idea that we should be more concerned with 
exploring research diversity and its consequences through a model based on the 
idea of reflective discourse or conversation. (1983: 14) 

Testing the questions involved just such a reflective ‘conversation’ through the stages of: 

• The preliminary research project 

• Field observations and interviews 

• Categorisation and analysis of collected data 

• A focus group study of process in action. 

As the research progressed I developed an approach involving constant questioning consistent with 

Gramsci’s ‘Theory of Persistent Inquiry’. This was a result of ongoing reflection fuelled by the 

interplay between the focus questions, the research process and the data gathered. The 

methodology is therefore reflective due to the questions and processes involved, and reflexive due 

to my awareness of my implication in the fluid dynamism of both the research and the site it 

considers, especially the artists with whom the interplay occurs. The methodology, including the 

conceptual ordering of the data, frequently connects and collides with the praxis under investigation 

since the research process has been developed responsively in conversation with theatre practice 

and practitioners. Data collection, analysis and reflection are in fact processes followed routinely by 

the artists investigated and are thus particularly appropriate approaches for a researcher studying 

these artists. 

Initially the aim was to develop a grounded theory of Radical Group Theatre in Australia through 

which to explain those categories which help define the form; to explore the choices, ordering and 

priority of those categories; and to investigate the intersections between practice sites and 

practitioners, and the points of contestation between them. The evolving, organic nature of this 

theorising, based on the research findings and drawing on the many interrelated ‘threads’ unwound 
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from the various forms of observation used, is explained by Glaser and Strauss this way:  

In the beginning, one’s hypothesis may seem unrelated but as categories and 
properties emerge they develop in abstraction and become related. Their 
accumulated inter-relations form an integrated central theoretical framework – the 
core of the emerging theory. The core becomes a theoretical guide to the further 
collection and analysis of data. (1986: 40) 

Reading Glaser and Strauss I was reminded of certain features of grounded theory methodology 

which might be relevant to my study .However as the ethnographic/ multiple case study nature of 

the project became more apparent I realised that my intended methodology was more about testing 

certain hypotheses which had evolved from earlier comparative studies and building up data which 

should provide a clear picture of ‘what is’ rather than distilling a core from which a new theory could 

emerge to support what might be . For a researcher so deeply embedded in the reflective/ reflexive 

research process it seemed to me that the sharply analytical principles of a grounded theory 

methodology could be inappropriate. This decision to focus on ethnographic principles rather than 

attempting to create a grounded theory was suggested as more appropriate. 

Another change of strategy occurred in relation to the intended case study field At the outset of the 

project I had intended to conduct an in-depth investigation of two or three, perhaps four, significant 

practitioners, drawing conclusions from a tightly focussed sample. It soon became clear, however, 

that due to the spectacular diversity of the field I was referring to as Radical Group Theatre, 

generalising from a small sample was problematic and unlikely to produce coherence or validity. 

Prompted significantly by Anne Marshall’s paper  ‘Skinning the Cat: – Conference With A 

Difference’ (1998), I sought a more wide ranging project. In her paper Marshall had concisely 

articulated an attitude to qualitative research which struck a chord. In particular I was drawn to her 

analogous description of ‘grounded theory’ as a hunch; a criticism; a desire; a curiosity; a flash of 

lightning (1998: 4). Among other aspects of her definition of qualitative research in the Arts she 

cited principles which resonated with my research planning:  

Regular reflective cycles to re-assess and re-frame; consciousness of learning 
and change; a product [of the research] which might be different to what was 
originally intended; contribution of new knowledge in the field; dissemination of 
that knowledge within its own disciplinary context and reflection on the whole 
process and the results/outcomes/products. (1998: 5) 

These principles seemed to provide a coherent definition of the dynamic research journey I was 

then planning.  

Defining Radical Group Theatre 

Determining a working definition of Radical Group Theatre also proved to be a dynamic process; a 
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conversation between the literature, practice and the field research. Ultimately, a precise 

definition proved elusive, even futile, however the research task of attempting definition opened 

pathways and suggested many signposts for constant questioning which developed into the 

process discourse of the investigation. 

The work began with a revisiting of the literature and history including documentation of the 

companies and individuals who represent and have shaped non-mainstream theatre practice in 

Australia. The journey began by identifying periods, events and individuals that could be, 

categorised variously as ‘alternative’, non-mainstream, participatory, collaborative, collectivist, 

community and political examples of theatre practice. The task was then to distil from these 

observations elements of the radical which would help to delineate a hitherto undefined sector, 

Radical Group Theatre, which constitutes a distinctive practice for which current terms, such as 

‘alternative’ and others listed above, are insufficiently focused. The parameters shifted as the 

project moved from literature to the field, at first broadening as the diversity of practice became 

apparent, then narrowing as the categories and elements of the practice altered the definition of 

‘Radical’, of ‘Group’ and even of ‘Theatre’. By the time the reflexive journey was complete the 

parameters had stabilised. This was the dynamism and the excitement of the project. 

A preliminary research project became the initial reference point for the devising of a set of 

categories under which specific analysis of aspects or ‘elements’ of Radical Group Theatre practice 

is undertaken. The remainder of the research investigates the nuances of the practice, its outcomes 

and its characteristics. 

Stages of the research 

As stated above the Focus Questions are the home base of the study. This section presents these 

questions and outlines the specific research tasks I designed to address them. 

The Focus Questions  

Focus Question 1: What are the paradigms of theory and practice of directors working in Radical 

Group Theatre in Australia? 

Contributing questions: 

1.1 What is the definition of Radical Group Theatre? 

1.2 Who are, or have been the significant exponents of Radical Group Theatre in Australia 

since 1975? 
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1.3 Is there a common theoretical framework for the theatre praxis of Radical Group 

Theatre? 

1.4 Who and what have been the major influences upon directors working in radical/group 

theatre settings? 

Focus Question 1 has been addressed by a preliminary data collection comprising: 

• a conventional literature search; 

• a search of other primary sources for documentary and anecdotal information; 

• assembling a typology of Australian non-mainstream, alternative and community based 

theatres (from which the Radical Group Theatres would emerge). 

The literature search incorporated an historical and theoretical overview of post-war 

popular/political/people’s theatre movements including an investigation and exploration of key 

British models exemplified in the work of contemporary practitioners and writers such as John 

McGrath, Howard Brenton, David Hare, John Arden and Margaretta D’Arcy, Steven Berkoff, Albert 

Hunt, John Fox and Baz Kershaw. Importantly, the practical and theoretical influences of Peter 

Brook recurred throughout the literature and, irrespective of the current debate regarding his 

reputation, arguably represent a coherent reference point for all investigations in the field of Radical 

Group Theatre. 

Recent Australian theatre history, particularly the legacy of The Australian Performing Group and 

the many groups borne of La Mama, was reviewed. So, too, was the significance of The Popular 

Theatre Troupe in Queensland and its relationship with Albert Hunt. A significant moment in this 

phase of the research came from Richard Fotheringham who explained the connections between 

The Popular Theatre Troupe in Queensland and Albert Hunt. Fotheringham’s clear implication was 

that Hunt, a pioneer of the Alternative Theatre movement in the UK, was a seminal figure in the 

development of Radical Group Theatre in this country (email correspondence 22.7.99). 

These searches were combined with extensive personal contact and the collection of more 

ephemeral documentary evidence to develop an historical and geographical overview of Radical 

Group Theatre in Australia. With the exception of Van Erven (2000) Fotheringham (1989) and 

various articles by Burvill , very little  formal literature exists for this task. So the primary source 

data collection assumes particular prominence. This focused on specific 

popular/peoples/alternative theatre forms in Australia in the last twenty years. Groups referenced 

include: Sidetrack Community Theatre/Contemporary Performance Group; The Mill Theatre; Arena 

 44



 
 

Theatre; Murray River Performing Group; Freewheels Theatre in Education; Zeal Theatre; 2 Til 5 

Youth Theatre; Canberra, Unley (Urban Myth) and Contact Youth Theatres; Shopfront Theatre for 

Young People; Doppio Teatro; Legs On The Wall; Melbourne Workers Theatre; Magpie; Death 

Defying Theatre/Urban Theatre Projects; Women’s Circus; Street Arts; and Stalker24. 

In the context of radical praxis, selected experimental theatres were also sourced. Prominent 

among these were Sydney Front; Open City; Not Yet It’s Difficult; Urban Theatre Projects; 

Vitalstatistix; Brink Productions; and Zen Zen Zo. A profile describing each group’s location, 

philosophy, work practices, company structures, style and form was assembled. 

Focus Question 2: How does company structure contribute to the group creative process, 

directorial methods, aesthetics of form and style preferred by radical companies/individuals? 

Contributing questions: 

2.1 To what extent do political theatre models influence the practice of the company or 

individual? 

2.2 Do Australian models of directing differ significantly from major overseas models? 

Focus Question 2 was addressed through an ongoing, grounded discussion or reflective 

conversation with the current theory and practice of directing in radical theatre settings. This 

involved: 

• contact, correspondence and meetings with a range of directors and company members; 

• data collection and documentation; 

• analysis of outcomes. 

The central task of the study is the investigation of the theatre making processes, company 

structures, directing styles and theoretical paradigms of individuals and companies identified as 

significant practitioners and thinkers in the field. Contact with practitioners included interviews, 

group discussions, questionnaires, observation and analysis. Sixteen case studies were completed. 

This investigative work emphasised the participant interview, but also included documented 

observations and archival searches. The results of these were documented, analysed and 

compared.  

                                                 

24 This list can be taken as representative. Others were also considered. 
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From the ethnographic data collection and documentation the common threads emerged From the 

preliminary research including participant surveys and comparative analysis of two directors , 

categories of practice were suggested. These categories included directorial style; the director’s 

theoretical base and training; the extent of incorporation of group creative processes in their 

directing; the relationship of process to product vis-à-vis practice; the relationships of performance, 

writing and direction; and the degree to which distinctive elements of company style and philosophy 

affect the directing process. 

The analysis  was focussed by the questions which emerged directly from the process described 

above and was directed at the field through an investigation of current and past practice of the 

selected companies and individuals.  

Focus Question 3: Is there a connection between concepts of power and status management and 

the praxis of the radical theatre director? 

Contributing questions: 

3.1 To what extent does the director’s personality affect power and status management within 

the group creative process? 

3.2 Is there a contrary rhetoric which applies to the praxis of the radical director? That is, is 

there a tension between individual artistic vision and group goals in a collaborative creative 

process? If so how does the director resolve that tension? 

Focus Question 4: What is the relationship between individual theoretical frameworks and the 

theatre aesthetic in radical/group theatre settings? 

Contributing questions: 

4.1 To what extent do notions of social justice, cultural action and oppositionality inform the 

theoretical and practical paradigms of directorial practice in Radical Group Theatre? 

4.2 How do directors working in the field learn their craft? 

4.3  Who are the major players in the education of theatre directors in Australia? 

Focus Questions 3 and 4 were addressed by developing from the case studies and data collection 

a synthesis and critique of directorial paradigms, including analysis of process, company structure 
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and theoretical approaches applied by respondents in case studies and data collection. 

The analysis and synthesis aimed to establish the relationship/s between theory and practice in 

radical theatre making in Australia. In those instances ‘where theory and practice knowingly meet’ 

the term ‘praxis’ can be applied. In other instances it was more appropriate to use the term 

‘practice’. There was no intention to critically evaluate the specific artistic product of the companies 

and individuals except insofar as evaluation might reflect or inform the categories used to analyse 

the practice.  

A preliminary research project formed a reference point for this central thrust of the study. In 

particular, this project, ‘A Study of the Praxis of Directors in a Radical Theatre Setting’, addressed 

Focus Questions 3 and 4. The preliminary findings formed the basis for a comparative study which 

sought answers to the key questions as they apply to a pre-professional radical theatre setting, 

University student theatre.25  

Interactive research activity and description of research sites and subjects 

Although the focus questions overlap, evolve and extend beyond the original intent, the essential 

core of each question remains. It is the contributing and subsequent questions which evolved as 

the study progressed. Ultimately this factor  represents or perhaps reflects the diversity and range 

of the study. Subsequent questions were often suggested in situ via the interplay mentioned above. 

As conversations shifted, new questions arose. The reflexive, reflective and organic nature of the 

methodology meant that the foci certainly shifted as the research progressed. This connection 

between the methodology and the practice being investigated is, as suggested above, entirely 

intentional and sits comfortably as a dynamic to drive and sustain the process of ‘constant 

questioning’, the logical pathway for the research.  

Preliminary research project: a study of the praxis of two directors in a university radical 
theatre setting 

This project provided valuable background data which impacted directly on the research topic. As 

principal researcher I coordinated and collated data collected by research students from the School 

of Arts at Griffith University during 1996. 

Production 1 was an untitled production of a Japanese Kyogen play as part of course requirements 

for Contemporary Theatre Practice, a third year course in the theatre major of the Bachelor of 

Creative Arts. It was directed by a sessional staff member. 

                                                 

25 The data collected as part of these projects are predominantly contained in Appendices 1 & 2. However the most 
significant findings, from the Stagecraft Project, are included in Chapter 5, ‘Radical Group Theatre in University Settings’. 
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Production 2 was a music-theatre piece, written and directed by a third year student, and with a 

cast of students from Stagecraft, a second year course in the theatre major. 

The project comprised three parts as follows: 

• Part A: A student actor survey of expectations and goals. 

• Part B: In depth director profiles (participant observer reflective commentary). 

• Part C: Two director’s journals – critical self-analysis of process, which became a 

questionnaire due to time restraints. 

The project was driven by Focus Questions 3 and 4 which raised key concerns of directorial style 

including aspects such as power, status, theatre philosophy, aesthetics and influences on practice. 

Focus Question 3 was initially designed to test and explore the relationship between notions of 

power and status management in the University setting. Comparisons were made relative to the 

vastly different positions of the two director subjects, one a fully trained professional, the other an 

advanced level senior student. The contributing questions sought to determine the nature and 

extent of group tension created by the power/status dynamic and the perceived clash of individual 

versus group artistic goals.  

Focus Question 4, concerned with the relationship between a director’s theoretical and theatre 

aesthetic frameworks in radical/group theatre settings aimed to establish a starting point for the 

definition of the radical director. Preliminary observations suggested that the two subjects exhibited 

qualities and approaches that could be categorised as radical. Interrogation of their processes 

provided evidence that while this initial perception was partly accurate, there were many variables. 

These included: attitudes and approaches to assessment; widely variable student priorities; and 

teacher-student status differences. All related to theatre making processes in the particular setting 

of a university. Nevertheless, allowing for such problematics, it seemed that the setting could to 

some extent represent a microcosm of the professional Radical Group Theatre field and therefore 

function as a possible research site to test and compare findings from that wider field.  

While the detailed outcomes of this pilot research project are not usefully incorporated here26, the 

importance of the work is that the research methods used resulted in preliminary findings which 

impacted directly and continuously on the larger study as it developed. The contribution of the 

research to that process is therefore outlined below.  

                                                 

26 An outline of findings is presented as Appendix 1. 
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In Part A, a survey questionnaire (see Appendix 1) was distributed to all participants in the two 

separate student productions staged during Semester 2, 1996. At the conclusion of the project the 

same students were asked to complete a post-production survey, with modified questions (see 

Appendix 1). The aim was to determine consistency of actor expectations in relation to those of 

directors.  

Comparative analysis of responses from student actors in each production revealed that the 

students experienced common elements of directorial process as they relate to the Key Questions 

and also allowed identification of inconsistencies and contradictions, which those questions had 

equally anticipated. This data was ultimately cross-referenced against the professional field 

observations, providing a further means of clarification and more confident generalisation in relation 

to the greater field of later data.  

In Part B, for each production directorial profiles were developed from detailed actor/observer logs 

maintained by two participant researchers27. The aim of this documentation was the compilation of 

a reflective commentary on directorial practice from a student actor’s perspective. 

The comparative analysis of this material revealed differences in directorial expectations and 

techniques relative to the varying experience levels of the directors. It became clear that many 

features of student theatre production matched the elements of Radical Group Theatre as outlined 

in Chapter 2. However, at this point in the research the complexities of the term ‘radical’ emerged. 

While the directors presented as radical in some aspects of their practice, other features, 

particularly those relating to the particular production context, provided an example of the 

problematics of definition which were increasingly at the core of the larger study. The 

inappropriateness of generalising from the university setting to the wider field became more 

apparent. Nevertheless, this aspect of the research was useful insofar as certain features of these 

student theatre practices reflected, or were informed by, elements of the form that would later 

emerge as Radical Group Theatre in the wider context of the field.  

In Part C, initially both directors were asked to maintain a detailed journal of their individual 

rehearsal processes. When the demands of production made this measure impossible, a decision 

was made to change the data collection method. Both directors were provided with an identical set 

of questions in the form of a questionnaire (see Appendix 2). The broad areas covered by the 

questions were: directorial expectations; artistic/creative concept development; problem solving 

                                                 

27 These students were cast and/or crew members of the productions chosen from among volunteers with strong 
researcher potential including excellent academic records. Since the project, both have progressed successfully through 
Honours and one is nearing completion of a PhD. 
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strategies; major influences on practice; theoretical underpinning; the dichotomy of artistic 

control/collaborative creative process; a definition of radical theatre; political influences. In addition 

the ‘observer participants’ interviewed both directors.  

The data collected by the participant observers thus consisted of process analysis, interview 

responses, and director self-analysis. The collated observations and responses formed the basis 

for a comparative analysis designed to partially test the preliminary findings against the Focus 

Questions. I synthesised the data in the form of a critical, reflective commentary. The findings were 

utilised in subsequent research tasks, further demonstrating the evolution of an organic, 

ethnographic,hypotheseis testing methodology. The preliminary study established the frames of 

reference for the more extensive field projects.28

Arguing the usefulness of comparative analysis Glaser and Strauss comment that ‘comparison 

groups provide simultaneous maximisation or minimisation of both the similarities and differences 

of data that bear on the categories being studied’ (1986: 46).   

The responses in the preliminary project served firstly as a convenient reference point for the 

expansion and modification of the original focus questions and construction of new questions. 

Secondly, as outlined above, both the preliminary survey and the comparative analysis exposed 

slight flaws in the methodology which were corrected or modified along more appropriate lines. 

Thirdly, underdeveloped and partial definitions were tested, modified and expanded. Ultimately, 

conclusions drawn from the analysis of responses were cross-referenced against the data collected 

in the larger practitioner interviews and observations. In these ways what Glaser and Strauss refer 

to as ‘the gross features of the structure and process to be studied’ (1986: 46) gradually became 

‘what is known’ (Marshall 1998: 3) in terms of methodology.  

Initially the adoption of a shifting, organic research structure was daunting. However, after the 

preliminary work, I remained attracted to the methodology due to the increasingly clear similarities 

between it and the fluid, dynamic nature of the theatre making practice I was investigating. I 

believed that the connection between methodology and research focus would set the parameters 

for a fascinating and relevant journey.  

                                                 

28 Certainly the shortcomings of small sample comparative studies were revealed, a contributing factor to the decision to 
considerably expand the survey field.  
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Field work  

Based on the notion of ‘what is known’29, I developed the emerging typology of alternative, non-

mainstream theatre in Australia, which enabled me to establish a short list of individuals and 

companies deemed as significant representatives of what I was proposing as Radical Group 

Theatre practice. This list included past and current directors, writers, performers and 

administrators with proven track records in the professional field in Australia. Some of these 

individuals now hold significant academic positions at various institutions throughout Australia. The 

criteria used in selecting the research sites and subjects included:  

• professional reputation, experience and a significant ‘history’ of practice in the field; 

• a democratic, equity based company structure or directorial style; 

• a participatory, collaborative approach to theatre making; 

• artistic quality.  

The list is inescapably subjective and may well exclude people others consider more significant. It 

is quite simply a selection based on intimate ‘insider’ knowledge of the field of group theatre, and a 

thorough familiarity with Australian non-mainstream theatre history. The body of work 

encompassed by the individuals on my list crosses art forms, political and practical/theoretical 

barriers and includes artists of national and international importance. Most importantly, the selected 

individuals represent a continuity of involvement in the field of non-mainstream theatre which in 

many cases extends beyond the earliest date of the study, 1975. In this sense the oral histories 

obtained from these sources are authoritative and self-checking due to the fact that each 

respondent shares detailed knowledge of the field as a whole as well as each other’s work. It may 

not be too extravagant to claim that there would not be a company or individual working in the field 

of non-mainstream theatre in Australia of whom at least one person on this list does not have 

detailed knowledge. Further justification for the choices can be gleaned from the explanatory notes 

accompanying the short-list.  

Research Sites and Subjects  

Neil Cameron: Director/producer and founder of Neil Cameron Productions, specialising in Ritual/ 

Event theatre. Artistic director of the Woodford Folk Festival Fire Event and author of two books on 

                                                 

29 Borrowed by Marshall from Glasser and Strauss. 
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Community and Event Theatre in Australia. Also provides a direct link to UK developments via his 

training under John Fox at Welfare State. Interviewed March 29, 1999 at the Gold Coast. 

John Bayliss: Currently Artistic coordinator of Urban Theatre Projects Based in Bankstown, 

Sydney. Founding member/performer with Sydney Front, a (now defunct) contemporary 

performance collective based at the Performance Space in Redfern. Former project officer for the 

Theatre Board of the Australia Council. Interviewed April 13, 1999 in Bankstown. 

Don Mamouney: Highly respected and experienced director. Co-founder of Sidetrack Community 

Theatre (now Sidetrack Contemporary Performance Group). A controversial figure due to the 

pronounced process and form ‘shifts’ he has lived and worked through, Mamouney possesses an 

encyclopaedic knowledge of the development of non-mainstream theatre in Australia, a history with 

which he has been directly associated for almost 30 years. Interviewed April 14, 1999 in 

Marrickville, Sydney. 

Deborah Batton: Former member of Circus Oz and Magpie Theatre. Coordinator/performer with 

Legs On The Wall Theatre Company and Gavin Robins, performer with Legs On The Wall; 

choreographer and movement director with Bell Shakespeare; and freelance 

performer/director/teacher. Interviewed April 15, 1999 in Marrickville, Sydney.  

Geoffrey Milne: Head of Theatre and Film at Latrobe University, Geoffrey has catalogued the 

development of non-mainstream theatre in Australia. A leading theatre critic and theatre historian. 

Interviewed April 22, 1999 in Carlton, Melbourne. 

Liz Jones: Founding member and current artistic director La Mama Theatre, Carlton. Interviewed 

April 23, 1999 in Carlton, Melbourne. 

Graham Pitts: Current chair of the Theatre chapter of the Australian Writers Guild. Co-founder of 

Sidetrack Theatre. Acclaimed playwright/director with more than 50 productions behind him. 

Arguably the most authoritative source on Community Theatre writing/process in the country. 

Interviewed April 23, 1999 in Albert Park, Melbourne.  

Lynn Coleman: Newly appointed artistic director of Melbourne Workers Theatre. Interviewed April 

26, 1999 in North Melbourne. 

Alison Richards: Director, performer, administrator and academic. Foundation member of the 

Women’s Group of the Australian Performing Group. Former chair of Footscray Community Arts 

Centre; board member Melbourne Workers Theatre. Currently lecturing at Deakin University. 

Interviewed April 27, 1999 in South Yarra, Melbourne. 
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Tim Coldwell: Sole founding member of Circus OZ remaining with the company; and Mike 
Finch: Founder of Circus Monoxide; current artistic director of Circus Oz. Interviewed April 27, 

1999 in Port Melbourne.  

John Preston: Theatre lecturer at Swinburne Institute of Technology; former T.I.E. (Theatre in 

Education) director/performer. Interviewed April 28, 1999 in Prahran, Melbourne. 

Mandy Gilblatt: Administrator of Women’s Circus. Interviewed  April 29, 1999 in Footscray, 

Melbourne.  

Richard Murphett: Head of Directing, Victorian College of Arts (VCA). Former Artistic Director of 

Mill Theatre Geelong. A highly articulate and widely respected authority on directing in all 

performance contexts. Interviewed April 29, 1999 at VCA, Melbourne. 

Stefo and Meg Nantsou: Co-founders of Zeal Theatre. Observed in process April 18-24 1999, 

including road trip for premiere performance of re-rehearsed Fixin’ Bart and Maggie. Interviewed 

April 30, 1999 in Ellwood, Melbourne.  

Wesley Enoch: Founding artistic director of Koemba Djarra Indigenous Performance Company. 

Freelance director; writer of The Seven Stages of Grieving, Stolen and The Sunshine Club. Activist-

philosopher and theatre artist. Formerly associate director of Sydney Theatre Company. 

Interviewed August 12, 1999 in West End, Brisbane.  

Many other individuals contributed in a less formal context by way of occasional discussions and 

interactions at conferences, performances and social gatherings. These included: Steven Gration, 

Peter Eckersall, Richard Fotheringham, Bill Blaikie, Gerard Boland, Paul Makeham, Jocelyn 

McKinnon, Donna Jackson, Peter Hammond, Julian Meyrick , Maryrose Casey, Adrian Kiernander, 

Patrick Mitchell, David Watt, Steve Payne, Alana Thompson, Penny Glass, and  Barney Langford.  

Data collection methods 

1. Memos: Field notes, reminders, observations and reflective thoughts were compiled during field 

trips. Included in these notes are the first impression summaries of all interviews, made following 

the initial playback of the interview tapes. This technique proved invaluable as it facilitated the 

development of a broad overview and signalled the general frames for the analysis to follow. 

2. Journal: A diarised account of the various projects undertaken based on the field notes in the 

memo book/s, including details of meetings and discussions, informal and structured; theatre visits 

and other related experiences. Considered in concert with the memos, these notes guided the 
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preliminary analysis, which led to the synthesis of the tentative categories. 

3. Interviews: I began the field work with a standard set of interview questions compiled from the 

Focus Questions with additions and modifications suggested by revisions to a planned but 

abandoned questionnaire. At the outset I believed that the standard set of questions would be used 

for all interviews, however from the second interview, with John Bayliss, I discovered that the 

formality of a structured interview was not the most appropriate method of drawing personal 

insights and experiences from my subjects. Further, when subjects were able to converse, new and 

interesting tangents, threads and ultimately, new questions emerged.  

I realised that the interview technique and content must be more flexible for subsequent interviews. 

Once again, my process came to reflect the organic and dynamic qualities characteristic of a 

grounded theory methodology.  

This methodological shift clearly also made analysis of the data more complex. Without a collection 

of answers to set questions, an alternate method of ordering or sifting the data needed to be 

devised. Analysis was undertaken in phases, each of which allowed a more complex interaction 

with the data. 

Phase 1  

While the interview tapes were with the transcriber, the first task was to analyse the written material 

from the memo and journal notes. This data was categorised under the following broad headings 

which were conceptually based to facilitate further analysis: 

• Elements of Directorial Process 

• Emerging Threads 

• Interesting Tangents 

• Common Influences 

• Issues and Questions: points of contestation. 

The method involved classifying everything including apparently irrelevant observations. Inevitably, 

a substantial shoal of red herrings were identified and shelved for consideration further into the 

process.  

Phase 2 
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The next step, based in the same memo, the journal data and the tapes, involved drafting a 

summary of ‘what is known’ (Glaser and Strauss 1986; Marshall 1998). Here I chose to edit the 

information under different headings, based in my methodological needs, in an attempt to clarify 

directions and tighten the focus. The headings chosen for this task were: 

• What I know 

• What I think I know 

• What I need to know  

• What I need to do. 

This task assisted in shaping the vital categorisation phase which was to follow.  

Phase 3 

The pathway from initial statement of the problem to subsequent formulation of focus questions to 

the emergence of more and more questions, although complex, nonetheless followed a logical 

progression. From a methodological standpoint and due to the preliminary analysis completed by 

this stage, the key elements of the study remained reasonably well defined. It was still clear what I 

wanted to find out. The categories therefore emerged relatively easily. By analysing memos and 

journal entries, and replaying the interviews, the categories gradually evolved. Primarily, this 

process involved sifting to identify similarities, differences, exceptions and contradictions. Common 

terrain was sought, to which labels could be affixed. 

Tasks undertaken to facilitate this sifting process included labelling, list-making, diagram design, 

and constant revision of questions. At one stage there were fourteen categories – a list which was 

eventually distilled to eight. Connecting the lists, comparing the diagrams, and reclassifying 

information with reference to the original focus questions, finally refined this distillation. 

The intersections between elements highlighted by my subjects at the research sites and my own 

evolving ideas were analysed, condensed and modified. In this way the categories by which the 

next phase of the analysis could be facilitated evolved. At this stage these were:  

• The Key Elements of Directorial Process  

• Company Structure 

• Approaches to Text 
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• Relationship with Audience 

• Approaches to Theory 

• Influences on Directorial Practice 

• Methods of Reflection and Analysis 

• Training. 

Once the categories were decided, the responses of my research subjects were collated as closely 

as possible with the category frames. The eight tentative categories were used as ‘collection bins’ 

for each interview transcript. It became obvious that there was a degree of overlap between some 

of the categories. For example, ‘Approaches to Theory’/‘Approaches to Text’ are constantly linked 

and connect invariably with ‘Directorial Process’, however there were enough significant differences 

between the subjects’ responses to the categories to support the separation suggested by the 

category choices. It must be noted that some subjects focussed strongly on some categories while 

offering little input in others. It is also important to signal that the categories chosen at this stage 

changed as the research progressed to its final stages. 

Phase 4 

The process of constant questioning revealed that the relationship between group 

dynamics/leadership and creative process was integral to the overall investigation of Radical Group 

Theatre practice. The existence of a university course with which I had no direct contact at the time 

provided a convenient and relevant research site to test certain hypotheses suggested by the 

research to date. After the fieldwork and preliminary analysis was complete I designed a project to 

test these hypotheses, which was to become known as The Stagecraft Research Project.  

Early indications gleaned from the case studies had supported the notion that developing a 

common language in relation to working methods and creative expression in group theatre making 

situations is perhaps the essential element for groups to maximise the effectiveness of their 

process and their product. The Stagecraft Project aimed to suggest strategies which could help 

establish that common language. 

The focus group consisted of 8 student volunteers who met officially for the first time on September 

24 1999. 

As participant observers the aim for the student focus group was to collect personal observations 

which would help address the group dynamic/leadership issues flagged above. The chosen 
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methods for recording these observations were the compilation of individual rehearsal logs and 

participation in videoed focus group feedback sessions. 

I collected and collated this material, compiled a detailed report and explored intersections and 

collisions with data collected at the other field research sites. The results of these tasks appear as 

Chapter 5 below. 

The research methodology, once accepted as fluid, responsive and organic, revealed more and 

more parallels with my directorial praxis which in turn shares many features with the praxis of my 

peers. In directing a production, often the answers, the conclusions, the script indeed, are the last 

things to emerge from the process. Similarly with this study: the findings exist only as signposts to 

further inquiry, more and constant questions. The research tasks including the preliminary study 

(see Appendix 1), the content and delivery method of the interview questions, and the field work 

(case studies) were each adapted in various ways as the project progressed.  The original Focus 

questions remained consistent However, when it became essential to clarify or test certain 

assumptions, or where subsequent contributing questions arose, methods such as the ‘Stagecraft 

Project’ (see Chapter 5) were devised to supplement the research plan. All of these elements, 

guided by the ‘what I know, what I need to know’ model, together shaped the framing concepts and 

analytical structure of the study.  
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CHAPTER 5: RADICAL GROUP THEATRE IN UNIVERSITY SETTINGS – 
REFLECTIVE AND REFLEXIVE PRACTICE IN GROUP CREATIVE 

PROCESS 

Until you can say to each member of your cast and production team, ‘It’s OK, you 
can’t offend me’, you are not ready to work collaboratively.  

Wesley Enoch 

 

Rationale for the Stagecraft Project 

I had interviewed twelve of the most significant practitioners and theorists currently working in the 

field. From these interviews I had begun to synthesise the following:  

• a serviceable set of parameters for the form of Radical Group Theatre; 

• categories devised to facilitate comparative analysis, and evaluation of the collected data; 

• intersections between categories which would eventually lead to the development of a 

grounded theory of Radical Group Theatre practice.  

The research, comprising data collection, sorting, sifting and initially categorising had highlighted a 

range of observations which I felt needed to be tested in order to help substantiate the evolving 

theory. The data sorting was both informed by and productive of the observations. 

The project  

A number of the observations offered themselves as able to be tested in a student theatre setting. 

These were:  

1. That a positive group dynamic is essential to maximise the effectiveness of creative theatre 

making process.  

2. That there are certain identifiable strategies that might assist in the establishment and 

maintenance of positive group dynamics in creative theatre making. 

3. That the existence of such a dynamic should result in the development of a common 

language for expression and a ‘shared dramaturgy’ within the group creative process; the 
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creation of an atmosphere where participants are free to concentrate on artistic 

development and quality production; the clear definition of objectives; and easier facilitation 

of critical analysis and self evaluation. 

The project allowed for the previously observed fact that group theatre making in university student 

theatre settings presents several problematic variables in comparison with accepted practice in 

wider full-time and/or professional settings. These variables include student director status and 

authority; external, imposed, corporate structures such as assessment; and distinctive time 

management factors. 

A focus group of students was selected from a group of volunteers and invited to assist in the 

collection of important data designed to test the observations. Research tasks included the 

compilation of rehearsal logs; completion of questionnaires; and participation in focus group forums 

as well as other associated research activity which might arise in the course of the project.  

The focus group consisted of eight students, the majority of whom were novice directors and some 

of whom were actors, from the third-year Contemporary Theatre Practice course which was 

delivered in intensive mode immediately prior to the commencement of Stagecraft, a second-year 

course in the theatre major. The student directors had project proposals which had been selected 

by staff (which did not include me) as most appropriate for development in a student theatre 

setting.30 Stagecraft students were then invited to join the project which most appealed to them. 

The volunteers were supplied with a set of focus questions and a criteria list of directorial 

strategies. This material was designed to provide a guide for the focus group volunteers in 

undertaking their research tasks. 

Based on a previous study (Foster 1993) I had synthesised a list of personal qualities and 

strategies that I had suggested were essential in establishing and maintaining positive dynamics in 

group theatre making process. The literature supported this synthesis (Mitter 1994; Marowitz 1986; 

Benedetti 1985; Delgado and Heritage 1996). These qualities included mutual respect, trust, 

flexibility, sensitivity, honesty, cooperation, bravery, imagination, resourcefulness, initiative, 

commitment and concentration.  

The essential problem posed by the compilation of what appears to be a largely obvious list was to 

determine whether these qualities could be controlled, taught, or imposed in the context of theatre 

making in process. Does the fact that all groups are different in terms of experience, vision, 

                                                 

30 The existence of this research project had no function in the selection of the proposals. 

 59



 
 

demographic and a host of other variables also effect the potential application and/or experience 

of these qualities? Or, is it possible that such qualities might be able to be encouraged by 

structuring groups in certain ways and implementing strategies designed to encourage, if not 

enforce group cohesiveness?  

This problem, partially articulated in the preliminary research project in 1995 (see Chapter 4), fed 

into the formulation of focus questions which drive the larger study. In terms of this subsequent 

project the salient focus question was Question 3: Is there a connection between concepts of power 

and status management and the praxis of the radical theatre director? This focus was adapted as 

follows:  

Project Focus Questions: 

• What are the essential elements needed to establish a positive group dynamic in theatre 

making processes?  

• Will the existence of such essential elements ensure a positive group dynamic and will it 

impact on the effectiveness of the group process or the product?  

A key concept connected to these questions, was the notion that developing a common language in 

relation to working methods and creative expression in group theatre making situations could be 

the essential element for groups to maximise the effectiveness of their process and their product. 

This concept seemed to be reinforced by my field observations and attracted strong support in the 

interviews with leading practitioners. I was persuaded that there are strategies that can help 

establish that common language. If that was the case, I now needed to explore what degree of 

emphasis should be placed on developing a shared vision and a common language in group 

theatre making process and how such an emphasis can be achieved. 

Contributing questions for the project – an organic list which had grown as the data analysis 

proceeded – included:  

• Is it possible to translate individual vision into shared vision?  

• What are the advantages of developing a shared vision?  

• Which directorial strategies assist the establishment of group cohesiveness?  

• What is multi-skilling in a group theatre context? 

• What is shared dramaturgy?  
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• What is reflexive dynamism? 

• How will these factors improve the quality and efficacy of the work? 

The preliminary research project (see Appendix 1) exposed the interesting potential problem of 

whether student theatre could in itself be classified as Radical Group Theatre. Central to this issue 

was the unique set of variables that apply to the director/student actor relationship. However, I 

came to believe that although this relationship varied in several fundamental ways from that usually 

occurring in other Radical Group Theatre contexts, in some respects the particular circumstances 

of student theatre allowed interesting questions to be further investigated precisely because 

matters of individual personality, group membership and power relations are intensified in a 

university, course-related setting. Consequently, I developed some questions expanding and 

refining the original focus questions which were synthesised for this project as: 

• Is there a tension between individual artistic vision and group goals in collaborative theatre 

making? 

• How does the director attempt to resolve or avoid that tension? 

• To what extent do concepts of personality, power and status effect group creative process? 

While not requiring the focus group volunteers to address these questions directly, I felt it was 

essential that the student participant observers consider the director/performer relationship as a 

reference point for their more specific observations. 

The focus group 

The focus group was briefed with the provision of background materials including summaries of 

observations and preliminary findings edited from my data gathered at the research sites. They 

were asked to commit to the following schedule:  

1. An initial group discussion at the beginning of the rehearsal period, video and audio 

taped (pre-production interviews). 

2. A focus group Interview at the end of the rehearsal period. 

3. A post-production meeting with their whole cast and crew. 

4. A final focus group, video taped.  

The results of these meetings are summarised below. 
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Pre-production interviews with student directors, 24.9.99 

The eight volunteer student directors or actors representing the five Stagecraft productions 

participated in a video/audio discussion. For ethical reasons the five productions are identified as:  

SP (Student Production) 1: an absurdist farce;  

SP 2: an allegorical environmental-themed comedy; 

SP 3: a visual theatre piece; 

SP 4: a radio play parody of film noir; 

SP 5: an experimental hyper-realist exploration of participants’ real addictive behaviours.  

Of the developed concepts: two included draft scripts as part of the concept (SP 1 and SP 2), the 

draft to be workshopped by the groups; the remaining three were presented to casts as an idea to 

be developed through group devising/scripting. The focus questions, drawn from the larger list (see 

above) were used as a basis for the focus group discussion without being posed in any formal 

sense. The discussion canvassed opinions in the following general areas:  

1. First impressions of your cast and the project. 

2. Early problems with personnel, resources or content. 

3. Assessing methods for building group cohesiveness and encouraging maximum input from 

participants. 

The aim of the initial discussion was to survey the research sites informally to determine relevance 

and identify potential problems with the focus questions and the focus group research activities. 

The responses summarised below represent a selection of the most relevant or significant first 

impressions I gleaned from the first focus group discussion.  

Student Production 1:  

The student director seemed calm and organised, and claimed that all aspects were proceeding 

smoothly. In response to this assessment, an actor from this group argued that their group had 

problems mainly because 

people place themselves in groups [within the group] which creates differences 
both personal and artistic between groups and some people see this as a 
competitive thing. (Focus Group 24.9.99)  
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It was also revealed by the student actor that two collaborators (who had been forced to join this 

group because their proposal was not selected) had either chosen not to provide input into the 

process to date or were effectively barricaded by the director who didn’t wish his proposal to be 

engulfed by the ‘outsiders’.   

Clearly the actor participant and the director disagreed as to the level of group cohesiveness. The 

more negative view is supported anecdotally by the incidence of complaints and reports of 

disharmony made to the course convenor in respect of this group.  

A new question arose at this time: to what extent does denial of problems in the directorial process 

exist? And if it does, why?  

Student Production 2 

Similarly the student director of this production perceived no real problems despite the fact that one 

cast member had ‘resigned’ from the group. The reasons given were unclear but involved a 

personal clash between actor and director. Much later in the process the director stated that when it 

becomes clear that agreement cannot be achieved then ‘something has to give‘. In this case it was 

the participant. The director also reported that attendance at rehearsals was poor and this was 

creating a ‘bad vibe’. 

Student Production 3  

Both co-directors took part in the discussion openly acknowledging the problems they were 

experiencing. The most common problem was the difficulty they had in attempting to communicate 

their vision for the production to the group.  

Interestingly, one of the directors spoke of open discussions conducted in their group as an attempt 

to discover the concerns and fears of the cast. These included a sharing circle and other 

techniques suggested in written material I had distributed at the beginning of the project. However, 

she commented that ‘people say the problems are resolved, but how do we know they are?’ This 

implication that group members are not always totally honest in such sharing sessions, if accurate, 

makes generalising regarding group dynamics in this situation highly questionable. In subsequent 

investigative discussions at the end of the process several participants agreed that such dishonesty 

was more ‘politeness’ coupled with an unwillingness to be seen to be causing problems by voicing 

objections or contrary views. This throws into doubt the reliability of data collected from group 

discussions in production teams. Considered in the light of all the collected data, this signalled a 

potential problem for the methodology of a fundamental variable in the student theatre context that 
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cannot be accurately measured.  

The matter of the reliability or otherwise of this aspect of my methodology and data raised 

interesting issues regarding protocol and civility in all group contexts, issues which are likely also to 

feature in more mature groups. That is, this problem presents as an element in group creative 

process in many contexts and certainly at the research sites I investigated. Wesley Enoch manages 

such protocol by taking time to achieve a level of trust in groups such that ‘I tell my cast they can’t 

offend me’ (Interview 12.8.99). Stefo Nantsou at Zeal provides a model of perhaps brutal honesty to 

create a culture of mutual trust. Melbourne Women’s Circus takes pains to structure their process 

to maximise input and emphasise ownership.  

To address the data reliability question, I might have designed alternative triangulation methods 

such as the allocation of independent researcher/observers to document all of the rehearsal 

processes, reporting directly to me. This would have been minimally intrusive but given the 

experience of more mature groups, probably would not have altered the fundamental process for 

my research site. Thus a decision was made to maintain the initial approach and to continue the 

collation and ordering of the data in an attempt to determine what light if any the observations, 

however unreliable, would shine on the focus questions. 

Student Production 4  

Most of the participants in this group were more high-profile students, which created a potentially 

volatile team of ego driven performers. The two participants interviewed expressed considerable 

resentment about the student director who it was felt was not taking the job seriously and was 

unable to structure rehearsals efficiently. 

…she just doesn’t know how to direct, one time she didn’t even turn up [to rehearsals]. 

(Focus Group 22.9.99) 

From knowledge of the director in question, it was possible that the criticisms were accurate and 

justified. However due mainly to the skills and experience of the group, I was confident that these 

personal clashes would be overcome and a successful product would result, after which all would 

be forgiven and the group would proceed to their next project. This assessment proved correct.  

In this case the tensions existing in the group fuelled the creative process and the result was an 

outstanding student production with all participants emerging reasonably unscathed. In post-

production evaluations that are reported below, some profound and perceptive comments were 

obtained concerning group dynamics. 
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Student Production 5  

This production faced major group dynamics problems from the outset. The problems were directly 

related to the style of production chosen and were paraphrased concisely by the director who 

asked, ‘How do we separate the performance from the personal journeys?’  

This production could be categorised as a potentially dangerous theatre as therapy/therapy as 

theatre situation. This style had developed as a ‘trend’ resulting from two highly successful student 

productions staged at ‘Newboards’ festival in 1998. Discussion revealed that issues of self-esteem, 

maturity and honesty impacted directly on the process. One participant, for example, who claimed 

her amphetamine addiction was under control, was in fact admitted to hospital during the last 

stages of the rehearsal process. Another who claimed to be drug free and merely recalling past 

experiences was still very much ruled by her habit. So this group faced unique obstacles on various 

fronts. The performance was rather self-indulgent and introspective as one might expect in a 

situation where focus on each individual was so pronounced. However, it was the process that 

spun out of control. One of the two participants referred to above left the project and subsequently 

dropped out of university. 31

The director, perhaps one of the most promising students, who suffered considerable personal 

turmoil at the time, has since recovered but is a changed young person. What these volatile 

situations emphasise is the inherent danger of working the reality as performance/performance as 

reality edges of art making. 32  

Emerging threads from preliminary discussions 

1 All groups were experiencing tensions the effects of which varied from minimal and 

expected, to fundamental and annoying, to profound and destructive. 

2 Most directors experienced difficulty in expressing their vision. Consequently, 

developing a shared vision became more difficult than they expected. 

                                                 

31 Upon reflection this student should never have been cast as she was in no position to distance herself safely from the 
issues which formed the content of the play. Although traumatic, the student was brought to a realisation which has since 
resulted in an improved situation. She is currently ‘clean’, and has relocated and returned to her studies.  
32 With the benefit of hindsight production proposals such as this should be considered very carefully before approval is 
given, particularly in contexts where one has the health and welfare of students as a primary concern. The ethical and 
moral issues are worthy of more intensive investigation. Perhaps what is necessary, in contexts where real personal 
stories are involved, is to enlist professional: psychological support to assist in monitoring the health and well being of the 
participants? 
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3 The level of group cohesiveness was very difficult to determine. Attendance at 

production meetings, collecting observations from the course convenor, and discussing 

individually with the student directors revealed an inconsistency in their assessment of 

the groups' cohesiveness. These sometimes misleading assessments were explained in 

focus group discussions as cases of ‘politeness and sensitivity to the feelings of others’ 

and in some cases a less than honest response to interrogation of group cohesiveness 

issues. This would have been a less difficult problem if I had attended rehearsals, 

however I had made the decision not to because my presence, as the senior staff 

member in the Theatre area, would have created a new context and affected the 

process (see point 5 below). 

4 The nature and extent of problems of group dynamics did seem to be influenced by 

‘individual personal characteristics that cannot be taught or enforced’ (project outline). 

For the most part problems generated from matters of personality, maturity and 

experience. 

5 All groups were completely focussed on the product – after all, this was what they were 

to be assessed on. Consequently there was an ‘end justifies the means’ mentality, 

which drove their creative processes. When quizzed about process problems, 

participants often cited production difficulties to which they were seeking solutions: 

…there were so many mistakes and changes to rehearsal schedules – 
sometimes I worried that we would ever make it to production. (Focus Group) 

In these cases the delineation of process and product became clear. The primary factor impacting 

here was perceived (student) director confidence and experience, or lack of it. The project casts 

were often concerned that practical production solutions to rehearsal problems would not be found 

– that is, that their director would not find them. This aspect of trust is virtually impossible to create 

in such a context as often student groups are confronting technical or production problems for the 

first time.  

Most of the student directors had experimented with some of the suggested strategies to assist in 

the establishment of positive group dynamics, however in most cases the personality of the director 

and the variable personal traits seemed not to be affected by these strategies in this production 

context. This appears to be related to the perceived role of the director. Where the director has the 

power and experience to monitor and adapt techniques to suit individual differences and the trust of 

the participants borne of that greater experience, the dynamics strategies may be able to be 

successfully implemented. In a student theatre context where the directors are also students, the 
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relationship between actor and director is fundamentally different.  

My methodological dilemma increased when I also needed to consider the variable demographics 

of student groups. The variations in age, gender, maturity and skill made generalisation regarding 

establishment of positive dynamics difficult. I began to question the usefulness of proceeding with 

this aspect of the study. But because the aim at this stage was to test emerging 

findings/observations, not to prove or disprove assertions about directorial processes, I determined 

to continue.  

The second focus group 22.10.99 

Conducted at the conclusion of the rehearsal process and before production, the second focus 

group was a directed interview/conversation. The responses were collated according to each 

question posed together with a summary of observations and my reflective commentary. Students 

are identified by the production group and number where relevant (SP1 etc), rather than name. 

Individual participant’s responses are indicated by S1 etc. Relevant responses were distilled from 

the interviews and, unless otherwise indicated, coherently summarise the opinions of the whole 

group.  

Questions, Responses And Commentary 

1. What have been the major recurring problems? 

The majority of the problems cited by respondents occur routinely in the student theatre setting but 

are not necessarily unique to it, generally occurring in most part-time theatre making contexts. 

Some of the most common and significant of these include: rehearsal scheduling; perceived 

directorial authority or lack thereof; achieving consensus on group goals; variable commitment 

levels; and general communication skills.  

There were also a set of non-routine problems which related uniquely to the course structure of 

Stagecraft as formatted in this particular semester (2, 1999). Each of the five directors was 

responsible for a separate production with a separate cast and crew. This meant that competition 

was intense for resources, including production management, technical production, administration, 

rehearsal space and directorial consultation. Regular compulsory production meetings assisted the 

logistical challenges the situation revealed, however cooperation and tolerance were constantly 

tested. Compromise, especially with novice directors, is not always an attitude one expects to 

exercise when attempting to realise an artistic vision.   

2. Has anyone experienced a problem-free process to date? 
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No-one had. 

3. Could these problems have been avoided? 

Aside from lessons to be learned by course planners that there is a need for attention to be paid to 

effects of organisation and structure in production-based courses, most problems involved 

important logistical matters such as casting/group selection and variable priorities. In all cases the 

student directors acknowledged the logistical difficulties as being to some extent unavoidable. They 

all appreciated the enormity of the task and ultimately embraced  cooperation and compromise as 

inevitable consequences of this type of production context. Some of the student actors took a much 

less accepting view of the problems and difficulties. They often focussed exclusively on their 

particular production, not being in a position to appreciate their colleagues’ projects as the student 

directors could. Ultimately, however, the evaluation sessions held following the Stagecraft season 

and the individual reflective production journals (which were not part of the research project) 

revealed both an enhanced understanding and appreciation of the qualities of the good director and 

a deeper appreciation of the challenges and rewards of collaborative theatre making. I am not 

convinced that the Stagecraft students’ specific skills in problem solving, creative thinking and 

group creative process were significantly improved in the short term. I am convinced that, equipped 

with first hand experience of team work and problem solving behind them, most participants in the 

process agreed that they learned more about theatre production and stagecraft during this period 

than in any other context thus far experienced. The students reflective production journals provide 

many perceptive and valid reflections.  

4. What comments do you have regarding the casting/group selection process?  

A representative response from SP 1 summarised the attitude of most of the focus group: 

The audition process could be as much about how you, the director, works as 
about you seeing how they [the actors] work.  

The suggestion is that actors can assess directors during auditions. It is a valid point. While in an 

ideal world actors would be able to select the directors with whom they work, the reality is usually 

vastly different. On the other hand, supervisors of student theatre may be able to match actors and 

directors more judiciously in some cases. Effectively, this observation emphasised the somewhat 

clichéd but nonetheless accurate conventional belief that casting decisions have a major impact on 

the success or failure of a production as well as on its process. Furthermore, acts of genuine 

collaboration, what Benedetti (1985: 6) calls ‘labouring together’, require a considerable extent of 

mutual understanding to be fully effective .  
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Often, in Radical Group Theatre, companies are created out of like-minded artists with a desire to 

work together – Legs on the Wall, Melbourne Workers Theatre, Women’s Circus  and Zeal, for 

example. In one notable case, Legs On The Wall, the company (the performers) selects directors to 

work with them (e.g. Nigel Jamieson for Homeland [2000-01] and Kate Champion for Under the 

Influence [1998]). This particular form of ‘mutual casting’ only occurs in non-mainstream theatre 

and arguably presents a richer, more satisfying creative collaboration than the ‘cold casting’ which 

conventionally occurs for pragmatic reasons, irrespective of the production context. 

To some degree mutual casting and casting by invitation does exist in all forms of theatre. Directors 

often invite actors to read; Wesley Enoch usually ‘only works with people I know’ (Interview August 

12 1999). Rarely, however, do actors ‘cast‘ their director. As a result of this project, the next time 

Stagecraft was offered in a similar format to the one described in this project (2002), actors were 

informed well ahead of time as to which director was directing what project. This situation allowed a 

significant degree of lobbying and jockeying for positions. Actors sought out and investigated the 

project concepts, spoke to directors and were in a position to make informed choices as to which 

project they would or would not audition for. Due to casting demands and a relatively small pool of 

actors, compromises had to be reached. But, by and large, groups had a greater opportunity to 

negotiate their stagecraft learning experience. In spite of this more accommodating form of casting 

there still occurred isolated cases of artistic differences, personality clashes, and other people-

management and group dynamic difficulties.  

The salient point here is that it takes some time for individuals to blend or bond artistically and 

personally. In the chapter analysing directorial process (Chapter 7) many directors are mentioned 

who value above most other considerations the ability to work with, get along with, or understand 

each other’s points of view. In the real world of either student or other non-mainstream theatre, the 

restraints of production schedules and resources mean that such time is often an expendable 

luxury. This was proven absolutely to me in my most recent production Lies (2003). Working with a 

meticulously cast but diverse group of skilled student performers, it only became evident a week 

after intensive rehearsals had begun that one or two of the seven actors were socially and thus 

artistically problematic. What casting strategy could have been used to determine whether a person 

will suddenly lose focus two weeks into rehearsal? What strategy will determine the extent to which 

an actor can change from group-oriented to ego-driven two weeks before opening? In order for 

mutual casting to contribute to richer, more rewarding theatre making experiences, groups and 

individuals in groups need an appropriate period of time and an appropriate context to learn about 

themselves and each other outside and inside the rehearsal room. I intend, in future productions, to 

conduct an intensive casting weekend in an attempt to allow time for potential cast members to 

learn about my directorial style, expectations, strengths and weaknesses (‘qualities of the director’ if 
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you will) and time for me to discover who the potential cast members really are, personally and 

artistically.  

5. What have been the most satisfying aspects of your process creatively and/or personally? 

Irrespective of the problems, the process was still satisfying for most of the student directors. I was 

impressed by the high level of reflective evaluation taking place and, as was proven subsequently, 

the quality of the observations made.  

6. Identify if you can the most significant lesson learnt. 

An interesting example was offered by a student from SP3: 

The process has been very testing on my ability. It has been a time to listen and 
communicate. (Focus group 22.10.99) 

This student agreed that groups need to know ‘what the devising process is’. She referred to Lost & 

Found, a previous Stagecraft production in 1998, where she had learnt valuable lessons, adding 

‘…experience with devising teaches you what to do’. 

Another student director commented:  

There is more to theatre than performing. At the moment I want to direct. I 
thought that group and director needed more knowledge of specific roles in the 
process. The cast sometimes expected the director to know/do everything. 
(Focus group 22.10.99) 

An actor from SP 4 brought to my attention a distinctly difficult situation in student production, but it 

also suggested an interesting dimension in terms of this study: 

At the time I felt frustrated and somewhat bitter about what I had perceived as 
shortcomings in the direction within his group. (Focus group 22.10.99) 

Such perceptions existed in isolated cases across the groups but seemed more concentrated in 

SP4.  

All Stagecraft classes wanted an experienced director because all work had been 
self devised and directed.33 (Focus group 22.10.99) 

Whether this means that inexperienced directors might better manage pre-scripted text-based work 

than group-devised work is unknown. What the comment does suggest is that this desire for an 

                                                 

33 The logistics of manipulating 40 plus students in five different productions created a raft of problems which impacted 
daily on the management and artistic development of the groups. These problems clearly created a research site that 
was difficult to manage. 
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‘experienced director’ to do justice to a group-devised piece highlights the extent to which trust in 

the capacities of directors matters to casts and that perhaps in group-devising, due to the sense of 

ownership of the product by the whole group, the question of directorial competence becomes 

intensified. 

7. What are the qualities of the good director? 

Samples from the responses suggested a general agreement on this question. For example:  

Openness, explain your decisions – leave space for other contributions and take 
time to try things. (Actor SP 1) 

To listen and to not listen and know when to do which. (Actor SP 2)  

Must be focussed and able to communicate. (Actor SP 3) 

A clarity of vision, clear aims and recognisable goals. (Director 1) 

Leadership and artistic sense and an ability to work with people, not necessarily 
be their friend. (Director 2) (Stagecraft student responses 22.9.99) 

All responses were connected to the generally-accepted personal and artistic qualities suggested 

by the literature, by interview respondents and students from the preliminary research projects.  

These observations are significant and contained implications in a number of contexts. Firstly, in 

respect of the research questions, the participants had been provided with opportunities to test 

various observations and develop positions relative to these observations. In most cases the 

positions were inconclusive regarding strategies for creating group cohesiveness. Most discovered 

that positive group dynamics were not ‘essential’ to the group creative process if end product 

assessment and audience reaction are the important criteria for the success of a process. Certainly 

all discovered that directing in a part-time student theatre setting does present a range of conditions 

that vary greatly from the real world of professional theatre or at least their perception of that world. 

The student directors experienced a profound and steep learning curve. At the end of their process 

it was clear that the students had discovered for themselves some essentials of good directing. The 

intelligent, perceptive and clear reflections on their practice had resulted in genuine learning. This 

was most impressive and confirmed to my mind that irrespective of the risks, throwing students in 

‘at the deep end’ has potentially very favourable outcomes. More importantly, it suggested that 

each production is likely to be a learning context even for the most experienced director. 

As a result of this focus group session subsequent questions were signalled for the next meeting, 

the post-production interview, which was videoed. 
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Post-production focus group 9.11.99  

Questions: 

• What do you know now that you wish you knew then? 

• In spite of quite serious personnel and artistic problems in some groups, each 

production was successful. Where does this leave the generalisations regarding 

harmonious process being essential? 

• There were one or two serious casualties during this process (well beyond bruised 

egos). Are such casualties inevitable and ultimately, proof of a ‘Don’t like the heat…’ 

cliché? Are some processes more prone to such negative outcomes? What else could 

have been done to avoid such outcomes? 

• It is clear that the post-production evaluations were positive, reassuring and full of ‘warm 

fuzzies’. Why are people less than honest in post-production evaluations? Is product 

ultimately the only significant test of process? What universal problems arose, that is, 

problems not directly attributable to the university setting? 

What follows is a summary of the student responses to these questions: 

SP 1  

All the problems cited by participants in this production revolved around three issues. Firstly, the 

director/writer clearly lacked people management skills. Almost every cast member at some stage 

had complaints regarding his personal attitude that was characterised by what appeared to be 

rudeness. It seems to me, however, that nervousness and lack of confidence due to inexperience 

may have caused his behaviour to appear erratic and dismissive at times.  

Secondly, there were variable commitment levels. Perhaps the number one issue of concern 

amongst student actors, this creates more dissension and tension within groups than any other 

issue. This is paralleled in community arts practice at most levels with the exception of full-time 

professional contexts where commitment levels are assumed and perhaps reinforced by 

contractual structures. In Radical Group Theatre settings, notions of community and social equity 

are driving forces. Consequently, adjustments to commitment expectations are often made to 

accommodate responsibilities outside the project, which participants usually share (family, work, 

childcare, study etc). However an attitude among students of demanding total commitment from 

their peers and themselves is not uncommon in a university theatre setting. This is not a surprising 

attitude given the culture of artistic commitment to which aspirant practitioners frequently adhere, 
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and given that the product and the process are assessable. ‘Weak links’ are perceived as 

impacting on artistic identity and assessment outcomes for the whole group. 

Thirdly, the amalgamation of groups caused some disruption. For example, two students who had 

submitted a joint project from contemporary theatre were forced, when their idea was not accepted 

for development, to choose another project. This occurred in many cases however most were more 

accepting of the result than these two. The result was a lingering resentment that was never fully 

resolved. The two in question were, ultimately, flexible and cooperative enough to bear their 

disappointment and focus on their new task, but such resentment followed by stoicism didn’t result 

in a harmonious process. The show in production, however, gave no clues to the disharmony. 

Design, stage-management, direction and performances were innovative, efficient, economical and 

skilful in all respects.  

SP 2 

Similarly this project’s problems seemed to focus on the director/proposer/writer. He was viewed by 

most of the cast as ‘too laid back’, dismissive of some cast members’ ideas, and insensitive. In 

consultation he played down the dissension in his group, arguing that the problems were confined 

to his relationship with one of the group members. Again, the end product belied the problems, 

even though the show was in doubt until the eleventh hour. Like SP 1, this production was a 

triumph. SP 2 was perhaps the most popular of the quintet of plays. It became clear in this case 

that the success was not due to skilful direction or efficient stage-management, rather it was the 

result of panic and fear. Several of the performers saw the problems and just ‘dug deep’ to get the 

show up to performance standard. The roughness was part of the appeal and, in retrospect, the 

very style the director was seeking although he failed to articulate this in rehearsals.  
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SP 3  

Although beset with similar problems to those outlined above, the team working on this project did 

manage to make collective decisions, especially creative ones. Compromise was reached 

regarding the content and certain design features with enough time left to implement before 

production. These compromises often involved simplification and economy, and in that sense 

indicated strong direction supported by the cast. The maturity demonstrated in this production 

belied the ages of the co-directors. 

SP 4 

Members of this group all referred to their process as ‘a nightmare’. However, I believe this 

overstates the case. Certainly there was a great degree of ‘bitching’ and some significant tantrums, 

however the most perceptive and relevant comments about creative process and harmony 

emanated from this group. The director was criticised for ‘not directing enough’ when in fact the 

personnel in this cast were accustomed to directing themselves. Indeed the style, which was sketch 

comedy, allowed the scenes to be very loosely connected with a spontaneous, ‘thrown together’ 

look. Sometimes a relaxed approach to directing can help this style. Interestingly, members of this 

group who were part of the focus group were the ones who argued that not only was harmony not 

necessary to achieve a successful production but an active disharmony could be created to spark 

creativity. However they understood the method, it worked. The show was extremely polished and 

slick with excellent timing and very efficient design, sound and stage-management.  

SP 5 

With as many problems as emerged from the content/stories, this production was the one that was 

clearly affected by its process. Indeed the problems, both chemical and psychological, which 

formed the focus for the text, were, I think, at the core of the eventual process breakdown. This 

project needed to have employed trained counsellors to deal with the interpersonal and 

psychological problems that arose during rehearsals and indeed spilled over into the production 

phase. It is a credit to the group and especially its young director that more damage didn’t result.  

The major problem during the rehearsal phase was of an interpersonal nature between the director 

and an individual cast member who found it difficult to cope with the rehearsal scheduling. She was 

unable to accept that her social/chemical addiction existed and even missed rehearsals in order to 

satisfy these other needs. Her addictive problem was denied just as vehemently as her 

commitment problem. There was no room for compromise and she was asked to ‘resign‘ from the 

group. The result was disastrous with the individual reacting emotionally over her ‘dismissal’. This 
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incident clearly affected the entire group. The final product, while confronting and powerful in 

parts, lacked the consistency and structure needed to fully exploit the potential of the stories. 

Significantly, an interpersonal problem of this nature is by no means unique to university theatre, it 

could have occurred anywhere. In this sense, then, observations and analysis of the situation as it 

developed have a clear parallel with real world Radical Group Theatre (allowing for the fact that a 

more experienced company may have had trained personnel to assist in dealing with the 

participants). 

Synthesis of project outcomes 

Data collected from observations, interviews, focus group responses and the final video interview 

were collated and summarised as synthesised responses to the focus questions. The analysis was 

referenced against student production logs, informal production evaluation, project assessment and 

emerging findings from the twelve field case studies.  

As a result of the combination of evidence from literature sources (cited below) and the 

interrogation of directorial practices (my own and two colleagues, 1993), the case studies, and the 

Stagecraft project, I am suggesting the categorisation of directorial qualities into the following 

general or conceptual qualities and specific practices. These findings are in no way surprising. 

They reinforce the findings of the preliminary survey (see Chapter 4), and are supported by a wide 

range of the literature, including Mitter (1994); Marowitz (1986); Benedetti (1985); and Delgado and 

Heritage (1996).  

1. The essential qualities of the good director 

A synthesis of responses during this project considered in conjunction with the rest of the research 

supported the view that the personal qualities most essential for the director are: communication of 

vision; recognition and implementation of equity principles; organisation and discipline; and, to a 

lesser degree, sensitivity to the varying emotional and practical needs of the cast. The following 

responses from the student directors are typical of those received: 

Tanya: “A clarity of vision, clear aims and recognisable goals.” 

Adam: “…to maintain a certain distance, earn and maintain respect as a good 
coach would. Be prepared with tools to guide and control the focus.” 

Brad: “Openness, explain your decisions, leave space for other contributions and 
take time to try things”. (Focus Group 2 discussion 22.10.99) 

 

2. The essential elements needed to establish and maintain a positive group dynamic in theatre 
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making process  

The somewhat idealistic list of qualities above, if consistently applied, should establish and maintain 

a positive group dynamic. However, theatre making in many contexts is far from ideal. The student 

theatre making context, in particular, has inherent and structural variables that inhibit the 

establishment of an ideal model.  

The majority of inhibitors of positive group dynamics revealed in this project related to 

organisational and logistical problems of one kind or another; inexperience of directors; imposition 

of internal restrictive factors such as assessment; participants with vastly variable levels of 

commitment; and organisational decisions which related to the pedagogical and administrative 

rather than to the artistic and technical requirements of production. These inhibiting factors 

impacted directly on the theatre making processes.  

…letting the vision grow from the group took some adjustment - general focus 
within discussion. (SP3, Focus Group, 22.10.99) 

….lack of attention and maturity and commitment [were the major recurring 
problems]. (SP4, Focus Group, 22.10.99) 

Group energy [was the problem]… to sit around and talk about a situation is easy 
but to actually get up and block it is another thing – they have it in their head but 
whether we can all commit to the doing with the same energy level seems to be 
tough. (SP5, Focus Group, 22.10.99) 

Similar ‘inhibiting factors’ exist in wider Radical Group Theatre contexts. Production deadlines, 

expedient administrative decisions, critical and audience reception (a form of assessment), the 

politics of form, each contribute positively and negatively to the group creative processes. Whereas 

variation in commitment levels proved to be the most significant factor that makes the 

establishment and maintenance of positive group dynamics virtually impossible to predict in student 

theatre contexts, expectations regarding commitment levels are usually more consistent in Radical 

Group Theatre companies34.  

Commitment and time [are the problems] – the subject is supposed to take top 
priority [but] getting [the] whole group to rehearsal has been impossible… We 
work around that by working with half the group. (Focus Group 22.10.99) 

In professional and full-time cooperative ventures the commitment factor is contractually supported. 

Indeed, the company structure imposes an obligation on the performer/participant such that their 

attendance and commitment is guaranteed by mutual, often legal agreement. Given principles of 

                                                 

34 Unless the company operates part-time or is an amateur (hobby) company. 
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equity and the recognition of external demands on commitment levels, many Radical Group 

Theatre contexts nevertheless deal with problems attendant on variable levels of participation. I am 

suggesting that a positive group dynamic is very significantly dependent on a group’s acceptance of 

a mutually acknowledged, morally and/or legally contractual, commitment agreement which 

includes acknowledgement of equity. The comparison with student theatre highlighted the extent to 

which the issue of commitment is a vital factor informing the practice.  

3. Does the existence of certain elements ensure a positive group dynamic? 

The findings of this project suggest that a positive group dynamic can never be guaranteed, 

certainly not in a student theatre context and probably not in the broader field. In an ideal context 

where individuals have time to ‘bond’ as a group, where the group leader possesses a remarkable 

combination of artistic passion and pragmatic wisdom, such guarantees might be possible. In the 

‘real world’ however, irrespective of the theatre-making context, rarely do such conditions prevail. 

Most of the prominent Australian directors I have investigated have experienced less than perfect 

group dynamics. Don Mamouney, for example, was compromised by the very group that came 

close to establishing the ideal creative working dynamic, Sidetrack Community Theatre, in that the 

vision for Sidetrack became more Don’s than the group’s. Circus Oz, according to co-founder Tim 

Coldwell, has a process identified by continual disagreements. A student respondent in this project 

argued that ‘disharmony’ can spark creativity. The group dynamic, positive or otherwise, is not 

always related to the artistic goals of the production. The problems are often interpersonal and or 

external to the creative process:  

…everyone has their own agendas… it’s very hard to agree on everything and 
often people in the group are reluctant to let go of their opinions or beliefs or 
ideas. (Student Director SP 4 Director’s journal Nov. 1999) 

4. How does a positive group dynamic impact on the effectiveness of the group creative process 

and the final artistic product? 

There appears to be little evidence to support the notion that a positive group dynamic impacts 

proportionately on the artistic product. Observations made in the student theatre context in both the 

‘stagecraft project’ (1999) and the preliminary survey (1996) indicate clearly, that even the most 

appalling group dynamic can produce quality theatre product. 

It was amazing – it’s as if the conflict and “bitching” somehow stimulated the 
creativity of the group. (SP 3 Director’s journal Nov. 1999) 

The fact that cases of damaged and emotionally affected participants are quite common seems to 

support Stefo Nantsou’s assertion that if people crack under the pressure of creative process they 

shouldn’t be working in his theatre (Foster 1993). However, the question remains as to whether 
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such ‘casualties‘ are acceptable. I tend to agree with Graham Pitts who argues that ‘there is no 

excuse for a “bad” process’ (Interview 23.4.99).  

So while there can be little argument to counter the notion that a positive group dynamic will impact 

positively on the creative process, the existence or otherwise of that positive dynamic does not 

necessarily impact directly on the creative product.  

5. Is there a tension between individual artistic vision and group goals in collaborative theatre 

making? 

Always, the key function of the director is the translation of his/her vision to accommodate the 

mutually agreed upon goals of the group. This creative synthesis, if it can be achieved, will impact 

directly on the process, contributing to a stimulating and mutually satisfying experience. 

Participants will be more likely to see results of their efforts created in an atmosphere of mutual 

support and their individual artistic integrity being respected. The resultant feelings of ownership of 

the group-created text should enhance the quality of performances but there is little evidence to 

support the assertion that this sort of creative environment is a prerequisite for the creation of a 

quality product. The following exchange between student directors during the final focus group 

succinctly summarises attitudes to the relationship between group harmony and creativity: 

P: I don’t think harmony is essential. 

G: Perhaps not essential for success of the show but definitely makes the 
experience more enjoyable. 

K: It’s hard to believe people when they say they don't have problems and you 
sort of know they do. 

P: …it’s possible to manufacture a sense of harmony but it’s hard to test it… All 
have made a tacit agreement to work as a group but we are not game to go too 
far for fear of upsetting others…it’s a sort of fake politeness. 

G: Harmony is essential for feelings, not the show. 

K: There’s a difference between personal harmony and creative harmony. 

P: Creating disharmony can be useful as long as everybody knows what is 
happening…like a role play situation. [Keith Johnson’s insult game] 

M: Yes a conscious effort to spark creativity is okay. (Focus Group, 9.11.99) 

In spite of quite serious personnel and artistic problems in some groups, each production was 

successful. Where does this leave the generalisations regarding harmonious process being 

essential? 
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6. How does the director attempt to resolve or avoid that tension? 

Due to the inexperience of the directors, little evidence was collected in the context of the 

Stagecraft project to determine the strategies employed for resolution. Some directors exploited the 

tension, arguing that the pressure enhanced the creative atmosphere. The responses above are 

relevant here also. This is an interesting notion and suggests a future research question. 

Directorial function: conceptual principles  

Initial reflection on the responses and observations made during the Stagecraft project suggested 

that, due to the particular circumstances (i.e. variables) impacting on the theatre making processes, 

generalisations connecting such processes to the broader Radical Group Theatre field would be 

tenuous at best. However, further reflection indicated that at many points connections could be 

made and similarities could provide intensified opportunities to consider aspects of the research 

questions. When the student theatre setting is characterised by pedagogical strategies that attempt 

to establish or parallel elements of Radical Group Theatre practice identified in this chapter and 

Chapter 3, it either presents a partial microcosm of the wider field, or functions as a useful site by 

its very difference. Accepting this provides many insights into the directorial function particularly as 

it relates to ‘people management’ and group dynamics. The obvious differences between Radical 

Group Theatre and university theatre notwithstanding,35 it was possible to obtain a sharply 

focussed sample of the directorial function at work. Such a focus enabled me to identify certain 

general conceptual principles and strategies which comprise an important segment of the directorial 

function.  

The following qualities appear to be necessary to assist in the establishment and maintenance of 

positive group dynamics in group creative process. 

• Clear articulation of artistic vision. 

• Maximum participant input relative to skills and resources. 

• Consistent recognition of principles of equity.  

• Thoughtful and judicious utilisation of resources. 

• An inclusive approach to power sharing which should include intelligent delegation.  

                                                 

35 For example: The degree of autonomy, artistic status and power invested in participants; the degree of independent 
decision making possible; the imposed structures of timetables and assessment in the training/academic context, and the 
simple fact that in many cases the Radical Group Theatre practitioner works full-time with their artform.   
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• The ability to negotiate, compensate and delegate. 

• An awareness of the need to communicate to your team your sense of purpose, 

competence, organisational ability, trust, commitment and respect.  

Specific strategies for initiating and facilitating a positive creative rehearsal room are discussed at 

length in Chapter 7 as part of the more detailed interrogation of the directorial process in Radical 

Group Theatre in Australia.  
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CHAPTER 6: COMPANY STRUCTURE 

This chapter identifies the issues which impact on the relationships between company structure, 

creative process, content and form. These include political position, theoretical perspectives, 

management style, process orientation and notions of community. An important constant in the 

analysis is that the impact can be mutual. For example, company structure can directly and 

indirectly influence the form and content of the work as well as the process of creating that work. 

Conversely the work and the process can impact and alter the company structure. In the following 

analysis it will be demonstrated that while companies share certain aspects of their practice in 

terms of structure and management they often conceptualise and devise their shows in quite 

different ways.  

Generalising about a certain element of, say, structure, over a wide sample is dangerous practice 

because great diversity can occur. That is, a similar structure can impact in totally different ways 

dependent on a wide range of variables.  

This can be illustrated through, for example, the concept of collectivisation. Two companies, Zeal 

Theatre and Legs On The Wall, operate along loosely collective lines. Their structures feature 

group decision making, shared responsibilities, non-hierarchical principles of governance and an 

inclusive flexibility. But, although these elements of company structure are similar, the processes of 

the two companies, on the floor, are quite different. Legs is a physical company and this aspect of 

practice drives their process. Content and issues, on the other hand, drive Zeal. They therefore 

conceptualise and devise their shows in quite different ways. So to argue that the company’s 

structures affect the work methods with any sort of commonality is fraught with difficulty. However, 

this does not mean that we reach a point where diversity is the only unifying feature on which to 

base comparison. It remains useful to think in terms of models if differences within and between 

company structures and processes are to be appreciated and considered in terms, particularly, of 

recognising what distinguishes Radical Group Theatre as a field in relation to other forms of 

theatre. 

An attempt is therefore made here to identify structural models and analyse the various 

intersections and variations within these models which inform the nature and extent of the 

relationships between structure, process, content and form.  

I have chosen four distinct structural models as a basis for analysis. Features of these models 
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could be debated. However, certain characteristics present, I argue, as identifying sometimes 

subtle and other times distinct differences. The four models are identified as:  

• the strongly collective performer-driven model; 

• the loosely collective performer-driven model; 

• the board/management-driven model with participant (performer) input; 

• the individually-driven model with limited participant (performer) input.36  

In terms of this analysis I have eliminated the first of these because, strictly speaking, it is difficult if 

not impossible to identify a totally committed, strongly performer-driven collective Radical Group 

Theatre still operating in Australia.37  

The analysis is framed by discussion with individuals and companies whose varying philosophies of 

and relationship to structural features frequently intersect with, occasionally contradict, but 

generally connect to characteristics of the structural models proposed. The analysis begins with the 

structural model identified as ‘Loosely collective performer-driven’ as evident at Circus Oz.  

The loosely collective performer-driven model 

Circus Oz 

To my question, ‘How do considerations of personnel connect to company structure and process in 

Circus Oz?’ artistic director of Circus Oz, Mike Finch, responded: 

The individuals drive it. There are no training institutions producing people who 
can do comic matador tight wire acts combined with trumpet skill, combined with 
something else. That’s the type of performer we want. How do you get the most 
out of a small group of people? You get them to do all of their best bits, and you 
get them to do everything, but now driven by a kind of company style. That’s 
what Circus Oz does – it does multi-skilling. The other thing that makes it a really 
organic show is that you’re also looking for performers who have a creative spark 
as well; who have a drive to make something and to refine things, to make it 
better. Twelve people with their own political agendas and their own highly 
creative sensibility and a sense of themselves as artists, all in one room, all trying 
to put themselves on stage – it’s chaos theory, it’s luck of the draw. (Interview 
27.4.99) 

                                                 

36 Clearly there are further models, particularly in mainstream theatre, where participant input is marginal to non-existent, 
however these types do not qualify as Radical Group Theatres.  
37 Examples from recent theatre history of companies representing a strongly collective, performer-driven model would 
include Sidetrack Community Theatre (1979-89); Australian Performing Group, the Pram (1969-81); Popular Theatre 
Troupe (1976-87).  
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The model referred to by Finch can be traced back to vaudeville and traditional circus where such 

multi-skilling was de rigueur. Circus Oz choose staff with flexibility in mind. Finch says:  

…you’re looking for a mix of staff; for people who are aware, but the whole 
political thing isn’t necessarily a huge thing anymore. You apply the kind of 
Vaudeville model where you want a bit of stuff in the air, some on the ground, 
you know, so you’re trying to keep that mix happening; trying to keep the gender 
balance and balance their skills – whether they’re theatrical people or aerial 
people or floor people or technical. And then there are a whole bunch of primary 
things: performance ability; just raw charisma; how they relate to an audience. 
And then the secondary things are things like whether they’re great at creating 
work; whether they’re musical; whether they’re socially functional. They need to 
not be a complete nightmare to work with. That’s pretty important in devised 
work. But it’s a really complex thing. Casting actually becomes the most crucial 
aspect, you know, beyond anything else; beyond scripting, design, construction. 
If you’ve got the right people in the room at the right time, that’s the only way 
really good work can be done. (Interview 27.4.99)  

The central question here is whether, having cast with such factors in mind, creating a positive 

group dynamic can be achieved using any methodical approach, or whether a company needs 

certain strategies to facilitate the type of group relationships that will lead to the creation of ‘really 

good work’. Group dynamics may well be a matter of chance where the number of variables is 

simply too great to legislate for or against. The Stagecraft project38 findings indicated that ‘groups 

will be groups’ and very little can be done to predict how certain people will react in any given 

circumstance, especially when the group creative process is, as many of my much more 

experienced subjects suggested, anarchic, eclectic and chaotic. The key, perhaps, is flexibility but 

again, can an individual’s potential flexibility be assessed in advance?  

As noticed in analysis of student directors/actors various responses to questions regarding 

establishment and maintenance of group cohesiveness (see Chapter 5), time is a factor – time for 

individuals to grow together and learn each other’s processes, styles and characteristics. There are 

companies where continuity of membership has allowed such time for personnel to achieve this 

mutual understanding. Renowned overseas groups such as Arianne Mnouchkine’s Theatre du 

Soleil, The Wooster Group from New York, Eugenio Barba’s Odin Teatret, are examples where 

longevity has created the sort of understandings referred to here. In Australia The APG, Legs On 

The Wall and certainly, 2 Til 5 Youth Theatre, achieved a similar working environment. Equally 

though, continuity of membership of a group does not necessarily guarantee the creation of mutual 

understandings and an agreed work ethic. At Circus Oz, as already observed, the differences 

among and between core artists have always been a feature of the company and contribute in their 

own way to the creative process to the same extent that consistency and agreement do.  

                                                 

38 See Chapter 5 
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One of the functions of directing at Circus Oz is to manage and shape the multiplicities of 

personality, experience, skills, in an ever-changing ‘family of performers’ so that differences are 

moulded into unity for the sake of the shows. In addition the Artistic Director at Circus Oz has the 

function of massaging tricks into theatre. This is a consultative, collaborative role but involves 

specialist skills and understandings. 

Legs On The Wall 

In common with Circus Oz, Legs On The Wall Theatre Company is ‘performer driven’. In this case 

the company is not run by an artistic director but by the performers themselves. In what appears to 

be a contradictory move, in 1998 they handed most of the administration over to a professional 

manager. However, Deb Batton, Legs company member, makes a distinction between artistic 

direction and company management. The point is that the performers make the appointments 

whether it’s director, manager or as we will observe later, artistic coordinator. 

We do employ the director and that’s quite a unique feature of Legs On The Wall, 
I think. Where usually a director has a vision and they employ a cast, we, as a 
cast, have a vision and employ a director. I think it used to be a bit more 
common, and it’s now very rare. At the same time, we are trying to nurture 
directors from within the company – I’m possibly directing the next show. That’s 
part of what the company wants to do long-term, to nurture a directorial element 
in the company. (Batton, Interview 14.4.99) 

Legs, according to Batton, is in a process of changing from the one model to another: ‘…it’s not like 

a complete change, but it is a significant change.’ For the first time Legs has an artistic coordinator, 

whose prime and most difficult task is  

…trying to find a line between what’s happening artistically on the floor, and how 
the company is managed; and that the communication there moves along a bit. 
(Interview 14.4.99) 

This shift is reflective of 1990’s economic rationalism as it impacted on cultural policy, and of the 

realities of triennial funding – a situation which pressurises companies to think commercially. For 

nationally significant companies this means thinking globally. Developing such thinking and ways to 

work with it probably identifies Legs On The Wall as one of the ‘tough’ companies referred to by 

Alison Richards (Interview 28.4.99) as the ‘survivors’ of extensive changes in Australian arts 

funding policy.  

Circus Oz, similarly, are triennially funded and are forced into adopting management structures 

designed to maximise their commercial impact, for example the company’s highly organised and 

slickly marketed national and international tours  

Legs On The Wall too have corporatised their marketing in a quest to crack the global and 
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festival/event circuits. The Homeland Project, for instance, was geared specifically towards the 

Millennium celebrations; and their involvement through Nigel Jamieson and Gavin Robins in the 

2000 Olympics opening ceremony in turn led to the company’s involvement in the 2002 Manchester 

Commonwealth Games opening. The market value of such projects is obvious. Whether the artistic 

ideals of the company remain intact is another question altogether. 

Although all circus has traditionally been ‘managed’, New Circus as exemplified by Circus Oz is 

distinguished by the process variation that artistically the work is performer-driven, regardless of 

management arrangements. One reason for this distinction is that the repertoire of skills belong to 

individual performers who collectively determine the ‘acts‘ which comprise each show.  

Whatever the extent of management shifts occurring in companies like Legs and Circus Oz, the 

performer driven ethos can affect directly the style and quality of the work, especially in the creation 

of new original work which is Radical Group Theatre companies’ preferred way of working. As 

Gavin Robins explained in relation to Legs: 

One of the weaknesses we found with being kind of a more collective principle 
was that we often felt like a headless monster. We had great ideas, we had great 
energy, we had all of these people, but everyone was going off in different 
directions, and that was a real problem. So, in creating this position [artistic 
coordinator] now it’s kind of being put on someone, where you’ve got to grab that 
monster and actually work out where it wants to go, and get everybody focused 
in the same direction, at the same time. So that’s quite new, and it will be 
interesting to see how that affects the work that we make. (Interview 14.4.99) 

In this case it can be seen that inventing a common language needs to extend beyond the 

rehearsal room floor. The artistic coordinator provides, it is hoped, the link between performers and 

management so that the entire company ethos, and the structures informing that ethos, ideally are 

accepted and internalised by the whole company. It is clear, however, that there is an ever-present 

danger in divorcing the managerial from the artistic in Radical Group Theatre. That danger occurs 

when the realities of marketing and public relations inform disproportionately the artistic content. 

Stefo Nantsou warns that when administrators start to influence the work on the floor it’s time for 

the actors to leave (Foster 1993: 128). One of the disadvantages of the loosely collective 

performer-driven model is that it may on occasion lack the necessary leadership to determine 

where the buck stops. Who is steering the ship? When or if the artistic and managerial functions 

lose the facility of ‘common language’ or when managerial rationalism subsumes artistic vision, the 

relationship between company structure, directorial process, content, form, and aesthetics is 

threatened. Concerns about relationship disjunctions or painful first-hand experience of 

breakdowns in management/process/artistic relationships explains perhaps, why directors like Neil 

Cameron, Steve Gration and Don Mamouney have all at times left companies to work freelance. 

 85



 
 

Alert to the danger, the shared company understanding of the relationship between structure and 

product is being reflected in what Legs are actually doing on the floor. As Robins added, ‘…we’re 

keeping our “stamp of quality control” on what’s happening.’ So a sense of performer ownership 
remains a big issue with the company in a time where change is often forced on smaller, alternative 

theatre companies. Gavin Robins concluded on this issue:  

I feel that Legs are, at the moment, at a point where over the next two years 
we’ve got to fly or we’ve got to flop. But there’s not much point in staying the 
same. There’s a lot of interest in the company. We really need to be taking off to 
a level where we’re known around the world. (Interview 15.4.99) 

What motivates this need? Recognition? Fame? Influence? A search for efficacy? The demands of 

financial survival? The case of Legs On The Wall is an intriguing one. Gavin Robins has told me 

that following the global responses to internationally broadcast shows like Homeland, large-scale 

spectacular work has been embraced by corporations and other promotional contexts. He 

commented that he would be able to ‘spend the next 5 years walking down buildings around the 

world’. Have the new managerial structures created this situation; changed an innovative, artistic 

cutting-edge company into a maker of spectacles? And if so, is such a change inevitable, positive, 

satisfying? Time will tell. Interestingly, Gavin Robins – performer, director, teacher – while 

maintaining his direct connections with the company has sought other and different challenges as a 

freelance movement director in particular and has slightly distanced himself from the new, 

corporately identified Legs.  

John Bayliss and Urban Theatre Projects 

A different view of the performer-driven structure is evident in the work of John Bayliss, co-founder 

of Sydney Front and current artistic director of Urban Theatre Projects.  

When I was in the process of forming the Sydney Front with the other four 
members, I wanted the artistic direction to be from within the group itself. It’s 
partly an industrial issue – to see work named after the director just seemed kind 
of a... it just wasn’t morally right. So, the idea was our work, the performer. 
Everyone in our company would be a performer and the ideas could come from 
anywhere and we would all own the work. So every work was by the Sydney 
Front, it wasn’t directed by this person or that person. (Interview 13.4.99) 

Thus, whereas Circus Oz is performer-driven based on the skills of the performers which in a very 

real way constitute the process discourse of the company, Urban Theatre Projects (like Sydney 

Front before them) are performer-driven along ideological lines, concerned essentially with issues 

of equity, ownership and aesthetics. Legs On The Wall, also performer-driven, do not announce an 

ideological position. While they too are concerned with notions of ownership of the work, they are 

more concerned, it seems, with setting artistic challenges for themselves while attempting to 
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maintain a firm directorial hand to ensure artistic cohesion and coherence. This nexus between 

ownership, company structure and directorial process is clearly a feature of Radical Group Theatre 

practice, but it presents in a variety of ways.  

Apart from the industrial/equity aspects, Bayliss sees the issues this way:  

…it’s partly artistic as well... Five minds can kind of think better than one, if the 
situation is made conducive to that. We didn’t actually set up the Sydney Front as 
a collective in any structural sense. We had no rules or charter guiding the way 
we interacted, so it was always based on a personal relationship between the five 
of us and we didn’t go out of our way to encourage an equal contribution from 
everyone. We tried to make sure that everyone worked in his or her strength. I 
think one fault with politically-driven collectives is that there is a kind of ‘dumbing 
down’. If a thing is driven too much by a political agenda then it means that 
people have to inhibit themselves. So we never had a political agenda in our 
collectiveness, there was the moral thing about wanting to assert we all owned 
the work and there was the practical thing thinking that five minds work better 
than one. (Interview 13.4.99) 

The practice philosophy expressed here is indicative of a shift away from politically collective-based 

social and cultural activism to a performer-driven structure similar to Circus Oz which emphasizes 

multi-skilling. It differs in that Bayliss’s position is based in an ideological rejection of the director as 

auteur/boss. However, to the extent that Bayliss is suggesting that collective structures, a 

collectivist process discourse, will lead to more interesting artistic outcomes, the similarity to the 

philosophy motivating Circus Oz is apparent.  

This shift foregrounds the emergence of an aesthetically coded practice heavily influenced by post-

structural theory which developed in that sector of Radical Group Theatre most often referred to in 

Australia as Contemporary Performance. Often this sector embraced the carnivalesque, about 

which Kershaw observes:  

[There was] a shift in the focus from the distanced satire to participatory excess 
…but often the aesthetic tactic created its own insidious oppressions. The very 
iconoclasm that represented radically unfettered creativity was sometimes 
dangerously reliant on a formalist aesthetic that consisted of “Art for Art’s sake”, 
ego bound, self referential and reactionary. (1992: 71)  

This form, Kershaw argues, developed in the late 1960’s in the UK to become what he calls 

‘decontextualised carnivalesque, the carnival which has no roots in the developed organisational 

structures of an oppositional community’ (1992: 71). In its worst excesses, this is the type of theatre 

that Wesley Enoch calls ‘Theatre of Distraction’ (Interview 12.8.99).  

The danger of creating such work is sidestepped at Circus Oz and Urban Theatre Projects by 

established structures of the distinctly collectivist kind. The paradigms may have shifted from the 

overtly political Soapbox Circus (Circus Oz) and Death Defying Theatre (UTP) roots of these 
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companies but the performer-driven, flexible, reflective, audience-connected, ensemble-based 

process discourse remains.  

John Bayliss, in common with several current prominent Radical Group Theatre practitioners, 

hankers for a return to that form of company structure known as the ensemble – a permanent group 

with the luxury of full-time employment in a company allowing time and resources to be focused for 

extended periods on training, project development, research and experimentation.  

Ideally I would like this company [Urban Theatre Projects] to be an ensemble, 
you know, to have a team of four of five artists who are doing a lot of community 
process work we do. I’d like to continue to do community-based work, but with a 
team so that, you know, an aesthetic way of working could develop. (Interview 
13.4.99) 

However, he warns that: 

...an ensemble practice might be dangerous, you know, if the ensemble is rent by 
differences, then the whole thing collapses. To turn a company into that and risk 
that happening is to endanger a cultural resource which is extremely important to 
western Sydney. (Interview 13.4.99) 

While acknowledging the dangers, Bayliss nonetheless retains his preference for the ensemble 

structure. This form of the performer-driven model is rare indeed. 

If I could choose the ensemble, then what I’d do is I’d demote myself to be an 
ensemble member and the artistic director would be the ensemble. If it worked, I 
think the work would be much better, you know, we could really develop. We 
could become a community-based theatre company, but also a laboratory for that 
practice. (Interview 13.4.99) 

I don’t believe John Bayliss’s ideal is achievable in Australia today. Firstly, a laboratory environment 

demands time – process time, conceptualisation time and reflection time. The style of community-

based work done at Urban Theatre Projects doesn’t provide the luxury of such available time. 

Secondly, an ensemble needs to eat, and the funding necessary to sustain a full-time professional 

ensemble simply is not available any more unless, like Legs On The Wall and Circus Oz, the 

company attracts enough lucrative overseas corporate and touring work. Thirdly, unless such an 

ensemble could be seen to be providing access and participation to a specific client community, the 

chances of securing establishment or continuing funding would be very slight, given the current 

funding guidelines. 

There have been and are ensemble companies in the international field of Radical Group Theatre. 

Bayliss and I discussed Pina Bausch, Jerzy Grotowski, Tadeuz Kantor, Min Tanaka, Tadashi 

Suzuki, Peter Brook, Arianne Mnouchkine among others who have, in some cases, maintained 
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ensemble companies for many years. These companies though, are not part of what I have 

termed the ‘performer-driven’ model. While the actor is at the core of the work, the model is leader-

driven; a leader/driver whose charisma or reputation has secured private or government 

sponsorship and patronage enough to ensure survival. Bayliss, when asked if such ensembles 

could happen in Australia, replied: 

Oh, it obviously can happen – it is the standard model, so it can happen. But it’s 
interesting that it hasn’t happened that much in Australia. You look overseas and 
you see, you know, the…  

Foster: The Brook company?... 

Bayliss: The Brook company. And so it can happen, but it hasn’t happened much 
in Australia. I think the kind of inspired leaders within the Australian context, if 
they are really inspired, usually do it from the back seat. They know that to try 
and take that role explicitly will lead to instant disintegration of the group, 
because I just don’t think it suits the Australian temperament to look up to an 
inspired leader. (Interview 13.4.99) 

In terms of inspired and inspiring individuals who have created company structures which 

profoundly and extensively contributed to the formulation of Radical Group Theatre practice in this 

country, I was compelled to suggest the following possible exceptions: Donna Jackson, Don 

Mamouney, Neil Cameron, Stefo Nantsou, Wesley Enoch, Theresa Crea, Angela Chaplin and Nigel 

Jamieson. A case could be made, I suggested, for the inspired leadership model being clear among 

these and perhaps others – certainly youth theatre directors like Gail Kelly, Bomber Perrier, Errol 

Bray, Steve Gration, Barney Langford and Michael Doneman.  

The following discussion developed:  

Foster: Don Mamouney, for example, had an aura for a time of that inspirational 
director, leader, teacher. I’m not sure how, his approaches varied over the years.  

Bayliss: The way he worked with an ensemble in the early nineties, when he 
made the shift from doing community-based work to doing more investigative, 
contemporary performance – he established his ensemble, it was much more 
teamwork in that. I don’t think you’ll find the ensemble kind of looked to Don for 
inspiration, they were much more equal partners with different roles. 

Foster: It seems to me, that you’re talking about something that a colleague of 
mine once termed a “directorless theatre”?  

Bayliss: Yes, the example of the Sydney Front. I think we did a significant body of 
work using that style where everyone could contribute from their strength, without 
a hierarchy forming which was codified and therefore bred resentments and a 
feeling of disenfranchisement. So that’s really the ideal, I think. You get a group 
of people who have complementary skills, who are all prepared to work to do 
what that skill allows them to do, without it becoming a hierarchy. (Interview 
13.4.99) 
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Bayliss’s example here typifies the 1990s theorist-practitioner paradigm shift to notions of 

collectivization in a much broader sense of the word. The Radical Group Theatre practices 

identified as multi-skilling – shared dramaturgy and a process discourse emphasizing bricolage, 

disturbance and ‘spheres of engagement’ – are flagged here as aspects of Radical Group Theatre 

which typify the form. These features of the practice are discussed at length in connection with text 

making, directorial process, reflexive and reflective analysis and notions of the political in later 

chapters. It needs emphasising here, however, that ensemble company structure and ensemble 

directorial practice are two different notions. An ensemble style or feel is usually sought by Radical 

Group Theatre directors in their theatre making in spite of the fact that no full-time ensemble 

structures exist in non-mainstream theatre in Australia at this time. 

It also seems that in the Australian context the idea of the charismatic leader of an ensemble 

company is resisted in Radical Group Theatre practitioners’ understanding of themselves, their 

peers and their practice. 

The board/management-driven model with participant (performer) input 

Melbourne Women’s Circus and Melbourne Workers Theatre  

Speaking about matching structure and culture in Melbourne Women’s Circus, Mandy Gilblatt said: 

What we have developed to help deal with that is we run what we call the new 
women’s workshop, and all new women go into that for at least their first two 
training blocks of time, and that’s as much about learning core skills as it is about 
learning the culture of the circus and how we work. We’re not a star structure. It’s 
very much an ensemble. (Interview 29.4.99) 

In this case the ensemble connects more distinctly as part of the process discourse of a company, 

part of the method by which the performers don’t actually ‘drive‘ the company but remain at its 

centre. The performer-driven model without a clearly defined individual director could not work in 

the conventional circus context. For one thing, the untrained ‘performers’ without an adequate 

period of instruction could not possibly work safely any more than an untrained pilot could fly a 

plane. The Women’s Circus is, however, performer-centred to a significant extent. 

As Melbourne Women’s Circus administrator, Mandy Gilblatt was instrumental in creating and 

maintaining the clear and solid structure of the company. She articulated that structure, in part, as 

follows: 

In terms of the company’s structure, we have a number of committees or 
whatever to help out with the organisation. I think it’s really important that a 
company like the Women’s Circus is driven by the community. It’s not a 
management-driven company at all, because that just wouldn’t work. So we have 
what we call an advisory group, and that’s made up of a representative from each 
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of the workshop groups. Sarah, myself, Jo, Amanda who’s the head trainer, talk to the 
women about issues they may have. …Ultimately, Sarah and myself take 
decisions, but it would be highly unusual for us to make a decision without 
agreement with everybody. I think we practice open communication. (Interview 
29.4.99) 

Before my visit to The Women’s Circus, I was of the impression that a politically-based ‘sisterhood’ 

created the inclusiveness of the company, with a well developed theoretical home base in the 

women’s theatre movement. What I discovered was that while there are many politically motivated 

women representing a broad range of feminisms, there is no ‘platform’ or unified political 

positioning. Rather the company structure reflects a women-participant-centred, cooperative 

working ethos. Responding to my questions regarding the extent of the non-hierarchical structure of 

the Circus, Gilblatt said that it is  

…as non-hierarchical as management can be. And we do have a hierarchy, I 
guess, in one sense in that final decision making rests with Sarah and myself, I 
guess, ultimately. But I don’t see that as a kind of ‘power position’ at all. I see it 
as a responsibility to make sure that any decision I take, and I know Sarah 
probably thinks the same way, it is responsible to the women that we’re working 
for. (Interview 29.4.99) 

So the model here might be seen as not so much performer-driven as performer-centred, board-

driven and led by women committed to maximizing participant input and ensuring artistic 

cohesiveness. 

The comparisons between The Women’s Circus, Melbourne Workers Theatre and La Mama are 

quite clear on this category, the main point of intersection being the concept of inclusiveness. In the 

case of Melbourne Workers Theatre and Women’s Circus, another common factor exists in that 

both companies were initially brokered by grassroots community arts initiatives like  the Art and 

Working Life movement  or organisations such as Footscray Community Arts Centre . In the case 

of Women’s Circus, according to Gilblatt: 

There has been a consistency in the aims and objectives of the company, but 
that’s regularly reviewed. I mean, we’ve developed quite sophisticated 
community processes for working with the women who are the company 
basically. Our artistic directors have been with us for long periods of time – time 
to develop a style of work, you know, that is recognisable and unique and 
special. (Interview 29.4.99)39  

                                                 

39 Interestingly, Alison Richards was involved with the initial management of both Melbourne Worker’s Theatre and 
Women’s Circus. La Mama practices a similar ‘open communication’ among their community with somewhat less 
structured strategies for eliciting input from participants. It seems to me that theirs is a management and volunteer 
relationship. La Mama, however, is no longer a Radical Group Theatre, rather a venue/production house. 
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Since the late 1970s, community arts funding policies have favoured a model of funding 

professionals to work in and with communities in the manner described by Gilblatt above. The 

majority of participatory theatre companies share such approaches. The needs, abilities and 

desires of groups vary greatly. It is the celebration of these differences, rather than articulating 

them as problems, which is the identifying feature of inclusive Radical Group Theatres.  

The extent to which changes or additions to personnel affect change in company structure and 

flow-on change to the practice is an interesting aspect of structural and artistic paradigm shifts. The 

practice at Legs On The Wall of ‘importing’ directors to challenge the company is an example of 

intentionally changing personnel to effect an artistic shift. When Donna Jackson, long time founding 

artistic director of Women’s Circus, left the company, her replacement, Sarah Cathcart, came to the 

position with no prior circus experience. This change was structural in that a new artistic director 

will normally alter certain aspects of a company’s managerial and artistic operations. However, 

because Cathcart was familiar with the company structure she was entering, the structural changes 

resulting from her appointment were minimal. It was in fact her different approach to content, 

informed more by questions of aesthetics and text, that wrought changes to the style and quality of 

the company’s work.  

Donna Jackson had been a very strong, high profile, head of the company. As Gilblatt related: 

…it was very much Donna Jackson and the Women’s Circus and it was like 
“Whoa, that’s going to be a big role to fill for anyone who comes in.”… You know, 
there was quite a lot of discussion about it. We certainly knew that we needed to 
bring in someone who would change the style of the company, and Sarah had 
done some workshops with the Women’s Circus. She had a connection with the 
company, she had an idea of what we were about, and even though she had no 
background in circus, she did have a style of theatre. So for us she just seemed 
like a really good choice, and came in with a strong vision, lots of integrity, very 
open to the community. It’s been a very fruitful and exciting few years for the 
circus with Sarah and at this stage she will be with us for quite a while longer. 
(Interview 29.4.99)  

Neil Cameron Productions 

As the name suggests, this company fits the fourth structural model suggested at the beginning of 

this discussion: the individual-driven/limited participant input model. Cameron Productions is a 

privately owned Propriety Limited Company. In most models of Radical Group Theatre, ‘the 

company’ is a largely stable group of people, regardless of the funding source and, indeed, whether 

payment is able to be made between productions. However, Cameron Productions is, in effect, Neil 

and Faridah Cameron, two workers and the people engaged for each project: 

There are only two workers employed full time and we hire teams as needs arise. 
However the team is fairly stable and some workers are employed on a project 
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basis for almost every project. (Letter from Neil Cameron, February 2002) 

As such, the structure is quite different to the companies discussed thus far in this chapter. 

However, Cameron also values a sense of a ‘community of performers’ in much the same way as it 

is understood in other models of Radical Group Theatre: 

I tend to work with the same team all the time. Because of the experience and 
danger that’s necessary, to work with people you really know. And so we are now 
quite a large family and very much a sense of our own community. And we 
gather together and know each other and put on our work. (Interview 24.3.99) 

To compare Neil Cameron’s management structure to commercial theatre, however, would be 

erroneous for although he shares some features with fully commercial mainstream companies, the 

company, perhaps paradoxically, exemplifies other features of Radical Group Theatre. This is 

particularly the case in relation to its part-pedagogical, part-community cultural development, part-

entrepreneurial philosophy. 

The major impact Cameron Production’s structure has on their process discourse is that it tends to 

be product oriented. That is, the brief of the (community) client determines the working process and 

often the content. For example the Woodford Fire Event on 1 January 2001 contained in its brief a 

ten-minute live global satellite television hook-up as the closing segment of the international 

Millennium Celebration broadcast. This demand on the company dictated many aspects of design, 

choreography, blocking and stage-management for the entire two-hour performance.  

For Neil Cameron, the tensions inherent in a company identity positioned between training, 

community arts development and entrepreneurship are not easy to negotiate: 

…even after 30 years of Arts work, the business of making even a modest living 
is very difficult and insecure. (Letter, February 2002) 

Cameron’s product-driven process is of necessity fuelled by economic survival. His product must 

be ready for ‘delivery’ by the agreed deadline and must be the best it can be to ensure client 

satisfaction, audience engagement and, in the case of events such as Woodford, re-hiring for next 

year’s event. Such market forces, while certainly not unique to Cameron’s theatre making, 

determine to a larger extent the day-to-day operations of the company than is the case for 

companies more reliant on arts subsidy and volunteerism. Cameron has succeeded in developing 

and sustaining a private company in Radical Group Theatre in Australia, however, it clearly involves 

a delicate balance between philosophy and practice:  

Being a business is not really what we would like to see as it involves a profit 
motive and a large amount of office work which is not really suited to our way of 
working. (Letter, February 2002) 
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That is, the company continues to adhere to principles of sustainable community engagement, 

and is highly resistant to its obvious potential to become a profit-driven ‘major events’ organisation.  

Although other Radical Group Theatre companies refer to a business model at various stages of 

their funding bids and creative practices, devise touring programs, promote their product and work 

to client briefs, such imperatives do not affect the process to the extent evident at Cameron 

Productions. Neil Cameron agrees that the ‘business model’ whereby the business really does 

function as a business, is disadvantageous in terms of his theatre making process:  

We don’t apply for grants, which makes artistic development very difficult. All 
work is product oriented. We would love to have the time and opportunity for 
creative development which was financially supported. (Letter, February 2002) 

Recent changes in funding policies have opened up more opportunities for funding artistic research 

and development with fellowships, creative development grants, partnerships and emerging artist 

support programs. However, with a structure in place such as we find at Cameron Productions, it is 

unlikely that the company would be successful in securing this type of support, simply because of 

its fundamental business orientation. 

Of course, frequently the brief is from a community organisation which has itself received a grant 

for the event that Cameron Productions is engaged to facilitate, or the company is commission by 

local, state or federal government to be part of a major event. In these ways, government funding 

does flow to the company. 

An aspect of Cameron’s process that is core to the company’s structure is training: ‘We take 

training very seriously and often exchange training for labour with dozens of volunteers’ (Letter, 

February 2002). The training component is almost completely hierarchical with little or no reference 

to the ensemble ideals of Mamouney, Bayliss or Zeal Theatre. More related to the Women’s Circus 

training model (although much ‘tighter’), Cameron’s team trains an army of volunteers with strict 

rules, schedules and rigid decision making and teaching structures which, again, are product 

driven. The job must be completed on time, safely and according to the agreed details of the 

commission. Therefore there is little room for flexibility and only minimal opportunity for participant 

input.  

Partly due to artistic frustrations, partly due to ‘burn out’ and partly due to personal toll on the 

principals’ health, Cameron Productions has scaled down its operations, particularly the big budget 

events. The individually driven ’business model’ has impacted on the process discourse to the 

extent that the company no longer functions as before. In this case it might be observed that the 

company structure has negatively determined the directorial process. However, it should be noted 
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that Neil Cameron’s business structure does not prevent him from accessing major arts funding 

as an individual artist. Indeed, in 2002 he was awarded a three-year Australia Council Fellowship 

for exactly the kind of community arts research he here expressed a strong interest in pursuing. 

Further, the company’s long-standing emphasis on training means that the benefits of Neil 

Cameron’s pioneering work in the areas of site-specific, community-based performance will 

continue to impact on the field of Australian Radical Group Theatre40.  

Don Mamouney: Sidetrack Community/Sidetrack Contemporary Performance  

In conversation Don Mamouney provided invaluable insights into the structure of Sidetrack 

Community Theatre which clearly emphasised notions of the collective, but completely refuted John 

Bayliss’s directorless model. As a general rule, Mamouney’s companies operated as performer-

driven/ensemble models with subtle differences in each ‘version’ of Sidetrack. 

Well, we did Adios Cha Cha in 1986 which was when I left here [Sidetrack 
Community]. It’s probably Sidetrack’s most successful show, in terms of 
audience, but I felt at that time that the work needed to build on that, in a slightly 
different direction; that it was time to do work that was more subtly political. Most 
of the company disagreed with me, and I left. (Interview 14.4.99) 

In a general sense what is clear is that the dislocation referred to here by Don was a watershed in 

the history of Australian Alternative Theatre. Part of the problem was that Adios Cha Cha was 

almost too successful. Arguably the most impressive and influential community theatre show ever 

staged in Australia, there was a distinct impression that Sidetrack had ‘peaked’ and would be hard 

pressed to repeat the universal acclaim of Adios. In this form, what else could be said?  

We were a collective throughout most of that time, and I was a kind of leader 
within that collective, which I now realise was a most difficult situation to be in. So 
I left, and I tried to set up this huge multi-ethnic company in Canberra, and that 
lasted eighteen months and collapsed. 

The discord created by Mamouney’s departure was the catalyst for the creation of Zeal Theatre, 

prompted partly by the collective attempting to continue the Sidetrack tradition under a succession 

of director/administrators. Stefo Nantsou resigned at the end of 1987 and returned to Newcastle 

where Zeal was launched in 1988. Don Mamouney confirmed that at the time of his leaving for 

Canberra he was burnt out. Sidetrack’s struggle to continue clearly led to a similar effect for the 

company: 

                                                 

40 Even as they wind down their company, Neil and Faridah Cameron continue to have input to arts training through 
contributing to tertiary teaching in theatre, visual arts and cross-arts practice. 
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When I came back here in 1990, Sidetrack had basically been worn [out]... it was on its 
last legs. The board, basically, desperately rang me up and offered me the job, 
and I said, “Yes, but it has to be a contemporary performance group, and we’ll 
change the name to Sidetrack Performance Group”. (Interview 14.4.99) 

The collectivist, performer-driven yet strongly ‘directed’ Sidetrack had been unable to survive a 

paradigm shift which refocused the collectivist principles at the core of its structure. With both the 

founding leaders absent (Mamouney and Pitts) the collective’s energy could not be sustained. 

Consequently, on Mamouney’s return the only option was a change of artistic vision in the form of 

Sidetrack Performance Group. 

And the work that we’ve done since then has differed. There’s a whole strand of 
work in the first period after my return – up until 1994 or ‘5 – when we were still 
working with trade unions, so there was a whole lot of underground work that 
people don’t know very much about that was very much in the old Sidetrack 
tradition. (Interview 14.4.99) 

That is, the change of artistic vision and direction did not take place all at once, but essentially, the 

company re-made itself from the time of Mamouney’s return. 

Mamouney says that these days 

I’m fairly happy to work project to project, because it means that I’m working with 
a lot of different people. I’m trying to forge a group of people that I can call on for 
different projects. So, the structure of the company influences very much what I 
do. (Interview 14.4.99) 

Sidetrack Performance Group is currently in an audience building stage and ‘going back to making 

theatre theatre’.   

A fundamental continuing influence on the structure of any company is funding. The vagaries of 

changing cultural policy and political pressures have created a tendency for companies to be paring 

back and going ‘independent’. Zeal Theatre, for example, have made a conscious decision not to 

seek funding and it seems to be working for them, especially since they’ve relocated to Melbourne. 

Similarly Legs On The Wall have recently been engaged in establishing and seeking new 

audiences, getting a market, paring back, moving further and further away from the ideal of the 

ensemble structure. 

I was interested to find out how this paradigm shift had impacted on Don Mamouney and the ‘new 

Sidetrack’. 

The money always influences you. And Sidetrack hasn’t got a triennial [funding] 
yet. See, I would like to have an ensemble. In fact I’m going to set up a training 
group. When we did Adios Cha Cha I had ten full-time actors. That’s incredible. I 
can’t understand how we did it. Well partly I do, we had a lot of school shows and 
worked our guts out basically. But I miss the coherence of a company training style, 
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and one of the difficulties in working with just actors is that actors are talking heads, you 
know... I like physical performances, and even though my background training is 
in Stanislavski and, later on, my own adaptation of Brecht and Meyerhold’s 
techniques, I like that idea of being physically connected with the intense action 
and tension that you get out of following it, more than the more psychological 
aspects of Stanislavski. So, I find it hard to get that from people who are just 
employed for each show. (Interview 14.4.99) 

To what extent Sidetrack’s change of direction caused their financial collapse is a matter of 

contestation. Certainly the ‘rationalisation’ of funding policies played a part. In any case, Sidetrack 

changed, lost most funding, and has continued to struggle. However, more significantly, its 

experience exemplifies the profound way in which company structure can impact on all aspects of 

the theatre making process. 

It is now clear that during the seventies and eighties an approach which linked company structure 

to theatre making process emerged in many sites of Radical Group Theatre practice throughout 

Australia. There are indications that such a ‘Community Theatre model’ may be re-emerging. Some 

significant practitioners – including Alison Richards, Richard Murphett, Neil Cameron, Graham Pitts, 

Don Mamouney and Stefo Nantsou – agree with me that the moment of working with community is 

arriving again. This fascinating situation invites a range of explanations. Perhaps the old guard are 

feeling nostalgia for the halcyon days of the seventies and eighties, or the community theatre 

‘faction’ never truly abandoned the concept or did not come to an accommodation with a 

suggestion in cultural policy rhetoric that ‘audience development’ should be the primary rationale for 

community arts. Perhaps the practitioners still working in non-mainstream theatre have adapted to 

changing political and theoretical environments and have undergone reassessment, reframing and 

re-articulation of their attitudes and guiding philosophies in response to new ways of defining and 

positioning ‘community’. There is also the important observation to be made that professional 

community theatre workers are irritated at the apparent policy adoption of the American definition of 

‘community theatre’ as what we know as amateur theatre and are reclaiming their term. Each of 

these explanations can be seen playing themselves through over the past decade or so. Further, it 

may be the case that a tide of political apathy is turning and theatre workers want to be heard again 

as participants in public life. This last possibility could account for a resurgence of interest in ‘old 

style political, community theatre’ in Melbourne involving Stefo Nantsou, Steve Payne, Tracey 

Harvey, Jon Hawkes and others. Already three shows in this vein have been completed: The 

Essentials (May 1997); Mechtron (August 1998); and The Torch (January 2000). 

The ‘Community Theatre’ model and the ‘performer-driven’ model clearly share many structural 

features which impact directly on the work, albeit in varying degrees. Both models provide evidence 

of the ‘two-way street’ suggested at the beginning of this discussion in that the work itself frequently 

determines aspects of company structure which may or may not remain as permanent features of 
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company life.   

Richard Murphett, however, believes that the field is not quite ready to reclaim the old term:  

“Community Theatre”? I don’t think so. I think [the term] is still redolent of a 
particular style of theatre which is now no longer relevant across the spectrum. 
But I think for me, anyway, the future of theatre is only community theatre and by 
that I mean that theatre’s future seems to me to be more and more about giving 
voice to those target groups who don’t have a voice within the mass media. That 
is, it is less and less likely that theatre will get mass audiences and more and 
more likely that it will speak to particular groups of people about particular things. 
But those groups of people, certainly in a country like Australia at the moment, 
are so diverse too. Those communities are so diverse. I’m fascinated by the 
diversity of it. In my mind, anyhow, I wouldn’t be quite ready to reclaim 
[Community Theatre] as a whole. (Interview 29.4.99) 

Often, in the companies I investigated, structural features are created by or for political 

circumstances or reasons. Companies such as Melbourne Women’s Circus, Melbourne Workers 

Theatre, Arena Theatre and Urban Theatre Projects are examples of democratic, inclusive, board-

driven companies with well developed political knowledge and understandings. As Alison Richards 

observed ‘The thing that often makes or breaks a company is their board’ (Interview 27.4.99). She 

cited Melbourne Workers Theatre as an example of a company that has survived due in part to 

their pragmatism and political savvy.  

The issues here are related to cultural policy and political expediency. Richards says that the 

companies that have weathered the period of economic rationalism are ‘really tough’ (Interview 

27.4.99). It is also likely that survival is a function of political awareness, opportunism and in some 

cases the luck of being in the right place at the right time. 

Melbourne Workers Theatre, for example, through their multi-tiered inclusive structure and 

networks of politically canny groups and individuals have lobbied intelligently to ensure their 

recognition as a viable alternative to the mainstream theatre establishment in Melbourne. So 

successful have they been that the company now enjoys the relative luxury of triennial funding. It 

might also be argued that the then Kennett Government saw the wisdom in supporting their 

potential enemies. Urban Theatre Projects (formerly Death Defying Theatre) in Sydney, again 

thanks in no small way to an active board and a notionally supportive state Government, have 

achieved the same result. Their success in attracting funding is also attributable, at least in part, to 

their demographic and geographic constituency in Western Sydney. As explained by John Bayliss 

(artistic director of Urban Theatre Projects), ‘…the NSW Labor Government needs to be seen to be 

supporting cultural efforts in this politically and socially sensitive location’ (Interview 14.4.99). In a 

similar way, Aboriginal theatre has benefited from the political realities of the 90s where 

governments needed to be seen as supportive of marginalised communities. This is in no way to 
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diminish the artistic merits of these companies, but it indicates agreement with Alison Richards’ 

opinion that in non-mainstream theatre only the tough could survive the cultural policies of recent 

years. Not only have many surviving companies made ‘tough’ decisions in relation to their 

structures, but those that have attracted funding are often companies whose work is ‘tough’ – 

focused in and with socio-economically disadvantaged communities. 

There is, of course, a danger with this for the development of a mature community of practitioners, 

as Wesley Enoch pointed out in relation to Indigenous theatre: 

…you don’t create a group of peers in this country because it costs money. The 
whole idea of, say, having in Brisbane three aboriginal theatre companies doing a 
whole range of different types of work so that you could actually create a whole 
dialogue between them is almost impossible because politically, as soon as you 
get one, you tick the box and move on as a government. (Interview 12.8.99) 

But beyond the problem of an inadequate funding pool and short-sighted policy/politics decisions 

about how widely that pool is distributed, funding policies can determine the ‘shelf life’ and survival 

rates of companies through direct relationships between granting criteria and company structure. 

Those willing to meet the structural imperatives of granting agencies often reap the financial benefit 

of that compliance. Yet as can be seen with many of the companies examined here, this need not 

reduce a company’s capacity to develop its practice and processes artistically and in the interests 

of its constituency.  

Zeal Theatre 

Zeal theatre presents a particularly strong example of the interdependence of personnel change 

and structural realignment. The addition of Tom Lycos with The Stones (1997) project has in my 

assessment changed the company fundamentally. Of the artistic impact of the change in personnel, 

Stefo Nantsou said: 

He’s got the most skills of anyone who’s ever worked with the company, so 
you’ve got to be that good when you work with him. And you try and raise the 
level of your work to a standard that Tom [demands], having been involved in film 
and television and community theatre and circus – I mean he’s covered the 
whole gamut. There’s chemistry. I reckon that from the moment we met we had a 
chemistry, and the beauty of that was that we met in another company, so we got 
to develop our own skills together when we were younger, before Zeal even 
came along. (Interview 30.4.99)41

                                                 

41 Tom Lycos, ex-Circus Oz, ex-Toe Truck Theatre, worked as a member of Sidetrack Community Theatre with Don 
Mamouney and Stefo Nantsou from 1985 till the end of 1987. 
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The addition of Tom Lycos to the Zeal team has had another very significant outcome in that his 

equal, if not superior skills, so respected by Nantsou, have resulted in a greater degree of sharing 

of artistic decision making within the company. Five years ago I argued that Zeal Theatre would 

most likely never survive without Nantsou’s ‘fire in the belly’ (Foster 1995: 16) Now, although 

Nantsou remains vital to the company, Lycos has relieved some of the pressure on Nantsou that 

would have led inevitably to burn-out. Nantsou is now much more willing to relinquish his tight rein 

on all aspects of the Zeal theatre making process, but only to Tom Lycos. Changes in personnel 

have occurred at Zeal since its founding in 1988 and while these changes brought new or different 

elements and skills to the shows, Rob Dilley, Louise Chapman, Karen Lantry and others did not 

fundamentally alter the structural and thus working processes of the company. Tom Lycos has. 

However, there are more subtle implications for company structure arising from the introduction of 

‘the right person at the right time’ to add to the collective skills base of the company used as 

resources in the theatre making process. Steve Gration speaks of these resources as one of the 

important features of his theatre making process developed over many years working in Theatre In 

Education and Youth Theatre using an approach which builds on individual skills through collective 

processes. Similarly, Circus Oz encourage individual performers to develop specific routines to the 

point of performance. There is a phase in the process when other company members with skills 

and experience in other related areas contribute ideas for shaping and polishing the final piece. In 

this way, personnel and process affect structure in the form of collective artistic decision making 

focused through notions of multi-skilling and shared dramaturgy. As Richard Murphett comments, 

actors in non-mainstream theatre ‘naturally’ need to know a little bit about everything (Interview 

29.4.99). 

In Zeal, such subtle structural processes interact with more overt aspects of structure. Its 

oppositional stance impels an administrative style guided, curiously perhaps, by notions of 

economy and market forces discussed earlier in that it has eschewed subsidy. This forms the 

structural base and dictates the form of Zeal Theatre. The structural changes, which have heralded 

a new phase in the development of Zeal, have been hastened along by the company’s absence 

from Victoria for overseas engagements. The company was faced with an intriguing problem. What 

was the company do with two or three established and popular schools productions while they were 

away? The standards set, being so high, made the employment of an adjunct company very 

difficult, particularly given the fact that the core members of Zeal have not for years worked closely 

with adjunct companies which might be called in. The Nantsous foresaw this possibility, making all 

2000/01 bookings tentative, contingent upon any of the ‘irons in the fire’ being ready. The other 

option of creating a second company has not been completely discounted although in the final 

stages of my project, it seemed that time was becoming an increasing problem for Zeal in 
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instigating such a move. As it transpired, commissions for independent productions of The Stones 

were received from Glasgow, Amsterdam and Frankfurt. For these commissions Zeal supervised 

the initial rehearsal process, trained the company in the Zeal style, were paid for the package and 

moved on to the next gig. When last we corresponded, the immediate future for Zeal looked secure, 

commuting between Europe and Australia with the company divided between the continuation of 

their Australian schools program and various engagements throughout Europe, the most recent 

being a two week season of The Stones at the National Theatre London in March, 2003.  

In Australian Radical Group Theatre, it is clear that the directorial process and company structure 

cross over at every level. The often deliberate investment in chaotic process which characterises 

most of the Radical Group Theatre companies investigated here would create nothing of lasting 

value if the structure did not provide flexibility as well as support for the artistic choices made by 

company members.  

Does structure tend more often to inform process or does process tend more often to inform 

structure? Or do the two interact with different effects where necessary to contribute to the 

achievement of the collective goals of the company? The answers are yes – no – sometimes – 

usually, depending on which companies are under consideration. But structure and process are 

never separate. They must always be understood as related and intersecting factors. The following 

chapter investigates the ways in which companies acknowledge and work with these and other 

intersecting factors by interrogating directorial process discourses.
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CHAPTER 7: DIRECTORIAL PROCESS 

Directing means to prepare meticulously to make it up as you go along.  

Robert Benedetti (1985) 

 

Distilling any ‘essence’ of the directorial process involves sifting a mesmerising array of features 

and elements which collide, intersect, separate and adhere with varying frequency and intensity in 

a continually shifting field. Determining precisely what directing means is no less confusing. Do we 

define directing as a ‘role’ performed by an artist or worker in the theatre? Are we seeking definition 

of a ‘function’ which may incorporate a range of roles, responsibilities and tasks carried out by one 

or more partners in a theatre making process? Or are we attempting to construct a definition, which 

combines both function and role according to an almost unlimited range of contexts and 

circumstances? I am inclined towards the last of these. 

However, irrespective of the precise nature of the notion of directing being considered, it is 

reasonable to assume that not much original can be added to the broad definitions already 

formulated. We can assume, based on the degree of consensus found in the literature on 

directing,42 that the useful generalisations have been proposed and that directing is the deceptively 

simple craft of manipulating all the elements of theatre making into a completed product following a 

generally agreed upon blueprint of common sense practical strategies.  

Key principles of directing 

The bulk of the literature, which is predominantly of the ‘recipe book’ genre, tends to support the 

existence of a collection of basic principles and personal qualities which govern the duties and 

responsibilities of the person designated as director. The principles may vary in their application 

according to the production context, the personal qualities may vary according to the person’s 

cultural context, gender, age and training but there does exist a set of predominant views or agreed 

principles. It is generally agreed that directors should have: the ability to articulate an artistic vision 

with clarity; organisational skill in facilitating the rehearsal process; people management skills; the 

ability to balance personal and artistic considerations in an equitable but authoritative manner; 

                                                 

42 A representative sample of relatively recent authors would include: Cole, Marowitz, Benedetti, Mitter, Roose-Evans, 
Delgano and Heritage, and Bogart. 
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experience in a wide range of performance, artistic, historical and political contexts; and the ability 

to lead, inspire and empower. To this list could be added the personal qualities of creativity, 

patience, compassion, decisiveness, bravery and other saintly attributes. The aim of this chapter is 

to explore the variables within this set of principles in the context of Radical Group Theatre to 

determine the extent to which practitioners in this field of theatre adhere to principles common to all 

forms and whether Radical Group Theatre can be identified by an evolved set of specialised 

directorial principles/practices defined by the context in which they work.  

The accepted set of directorial principles are re-examined in terms of: directorial qualities; issues 

and models of leadership; global views of directorial practice. In particular, the chapter explores the 

concept of directorial function/directorial role. 

The differentiation of role and function 

The traditionally designated ‘role’ of director implies a status or a position within a hierarchy, often 

but not necessarily authoritative, however, likely to be at the very least mentoring, guiding, shaping, 

or in Murphett’s analysis, ‘facilitating’ (Interview 29.4.99). ‘Function’, on the other hand, implies a 

job description – a dramaturgical and technical, probably artistic, job description. It may be possible 

to consider directorial ‘function’ as a signpost for the form of Radical Group Theatre.  

As a reaction against what might be termed the ‘inspired leader’ directorial model, where one 

charismatic or dominant personality imposes his/her artistic vision on a group, the possibility was 

suggested to me by John Bayliss (Interview 13.4.99) and earlier by Dominique Sweeney (Interview 

1996) that their shared aim of a ‘directorless theatre’ is achievable. This was what initially provoked 

my thinking and many discussions on the role/function dichotomy. Such a ‘directorless’ aim is also 

hinted at by Peter Sellars (1996: 226). Don Mamouney however, emphatically rejected the notion:  

Well, you’ll never have a directorless theatre – the task may be shared. John 
Bayliss did a lot of his work at Sydney Front that way, without a nominated 
director but there were two very good directors in the company, who happened to 
forge quite a good relationship. (Interview 14.4.99)  

The evidence collected for this research suggests that Mamouney’s point is irrefutable.  

There is an important distinction to be made between notions of directorial role and directorial 

function, between person and practice. Both aspects of the one process can exist in parallel in any 

given production context as was hinted at by Lyn Coleman (Interview 26.4.99), Mandy Gilblatt 

(29.4.99) and Richard Murphett (29.4.99). In some theatre contexts, predominantly the mainstream, 

the notion of the director’s role is more pronounced. Pitts, Gration, Mamouney and Richards agreed 

that ‘role’ more clearly defines directorial practice in mainstream theatre. This study demonstrates 
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that the lines of demarcation between role and function are blurred, or consciously rejected, in 

non-mainstream theatre and that this is particularly the case in Radical Group Theatre. Based on a 

suggestion by Richard Murphett (Interview 29.4.99), I have examined the directorial function/role in 

terms of ‘Initiation, Facilitation and Structuring’, using this division to encompass the aspects of 

directorial process for the purposes of analysis.  

Mamouney’s strong rejection of ‘directorless theatre’ is interesting in the light of subsequent 

observations made by Richard Murphett in discussion about the role/function comparison. I asked 

Murphett whether the director’s function changed depending upon the degree of collaboration and 

delegation that may exist in a company. His reply recalled earlier suggestions made by Bayliss 

which hinted again at the ‘directorless theatre’ and many directors’ yearning for a return to the 

permanent ensemble mode of operation.  

Yes, well I suppose by definition [the degree of collaboration] changes the 
function. I’m not quite sure then whether a director as such, even exists. Because 
I think it can be the case that actors can initiate and rehearse themselves and 
have some sense of structuring, but I think once one of the actors sits outside 
and becomes an outside eye on any part of the process then that actor is taking 
on what I would consider to be more of a directorial role. (Interview 29.4.99) 

In the sense that Murphett is using it here, the directorial ‘role’ implies both a position and a 

function, but it suggests a job description, a function that incorporates the capacity to be an artistic 

‘outside eye’, much more strongly than it implies a role involving a position of greater authority than 

other participants in the process. 

What is directing? 

As Delgano and Heritage observe, directing  

…is still a strangely undefined and shifting role with a range of responsibilities 
that require someone who is artist, philosopher, actor, procurer, pedagogue, 
coach, midwife, technician and administrator. (1996: 1) 

The views and philosophies of celebrated directors helped to provide a framework for the 

development of specific directorial practices in Radical Group Theatre in Australia as much as they 

have informed the frameworks for this investigation. At many points, observations and commentary 

by the world’s leading directors intersect coherently with observations and responses from the 

subjects used in my study. 

As suggested above, an agreed set of principles of directing can be synthesised from the literature. 

Cole (1992), Marowitz (1991), Benedetti (1986) and other commentators agree on the often 

contradictory range of roles that the director is expected to fulfil in any theatre making context. 

‘These different roles and responsibilities are part of a continuum of the definition,’ according to 
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Delgano and Heritage, who also propose that directors should have the ability to ‘efface 

themselves at the moment of performance and empower the other artists with whom they work’ 

(1996: 11). Further, Benedetti (1986: 4), Marowitz (1991: 5) and Brook (1991: ix) make statements 

which suggest that they substantially agree with Delagano’s and Heritage’s claim that 

‘collaborations are at the heart of all significant directing enterprises’ (1996: 2). 

In an interview with Alison McAlpine, acclaimed French-Canadian director Robert Lepage sees 

directing this way: ‘I try to be a kind of jazz-band conductor in all of this ...all the actors improvise 

and write their own text’ (in Delgado and Heritage 1996: 139). Lepage’s jazz band metaphor works 

to a point, except for the fact that a jazz band does not use a conductor as a general rule, and 

certainly not in the case of smaller, experimental bands which might usefully compare with most 

Radical Group Theatre companies. Perhaps a more appropriate term would be ‘bandleader’ or, as 

he also suggests, ‘facilitator’.  

I try to be a facilitator because at one point in this way of working we all have to 
admit that the subject matter and the resources are more infinite than we are. 
Because everything is larger than us we have to have a sense of humility and let 
the story tell itself. (interview in Delgano and Heritage 1996: 140)  

Lepage refers to the often cited sport analogy comparing both the act of performance and the roles 

of the director and the audience with that of the players and coach and spectators in professional 

sport, emphasising in this context the relationship between text and audience The ‘text’ in sport 

includes the game rules and playing conditions, which cannot be changed prior to or during a 

game, but also the interaction between players, officials and spectators which evolves during the 

course of the match (1996: 147).  

Arianne Mnouchkine uses a medical/educational analogy to analyse her directing process, first 

arguing that ’actors and directors should teach each other without knowing it’ (Interview in Delgano 

and Heritage 1996: 186). Then, in speaking of her role as director: 

I’m like a midwife, I help give birth. The midwife doesn’t create the baby, she is 
not the woman and she’s not the husband. But still if she’s not there the baby is 
in great danger and might not come out. (187)  

Peter Sellars sees the directorial process as analogous to the family or at least connected to 

distinctly personal/life relationships: ‘I cast people who I want to have dinner with and who I want to 

know as friends for the rest of my life‘ (interview in Delgano and Heritage 1996: 22543).  

                                                 

43Later in this chapter I provide examples of practitioners in Australia including Wesley Enoch, Stefo Nantsou and Neil 
Cameron, for whom notions of family are recurring motifs in their directorial practice. 
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Extending the group relationship concept to collectivist principles and notions of dialectics, Sellars 

parallels the view of one of my respondents, Graham Pitts, in saying: 

Theatre is not a solo activity. It’s actually the understanding that we will never be 
able to understand any of these issues until we search for a collective 
understanding. (226) 

Giorgio Strehler of the famous Piccolo Theatre also hints at the family motif in his commentary on 

the position of the ensemble in theatre making: 

I love the theatre only when it is a family, a fraternity, a house filled with parents, 
children and cousins. I don’t mean by this that I think of the family as a pure 
harmony – for family is also a space of dissent and of abandonment. But the 
theatre as home is the only one that for me is worth the effort (interview in 
Delgano and Heritage 1996: 266)  

Strehler shares with Sellars (and Pitts) the notion of ‘living’ the dialectic: 

A theatre in which there is no point of view is an empty theatre. Brecht taught me 
to doubt, the fundamental essence of dialectics. To live dialectically with oneself 
and with the world is difficult, but for me it is essential. Dialectics doesn’t mean 
that everything is only ever contradiction and it is impossible to have your own 
ideas and to fight for them whether in life or in art. But it means you are always 
able to change your ideas, that you are not bound for life to an ideology and that 
you can seek the truth in opposites. (270). 

Another fundamental of dialectics is questioning. Asked to differentiate between creativity and 

interpretation in his practice, Robert Wilson responded: 

I wouldn’t say create but it’s to ask questions. I feel my responsibility as an artist 
is not to say what something is, but to ask what it is. (Interview in Delgano and 
Heritage 1996: 275) 

So, from this range of internationally significant directors we gain a sense that directors themselves 

may find it easier to understand what they do in terms of analogies, particularly analogies to other 

co-operative human contexts such as music making, birthing, family, community. At the same time, 

they reveal a determination to inform practice with intellectual rigour and ideological dynamism.  

In seeking a coherent, concise expression of the nature of directorial process I was drawn back to 

Robert Benedetti’s seminal book, The Director at Work (1986). On the basis of an extensive if 

culturally restricted study, Benedetti synthesises features of a director’s process which incorporate 

both the role of the practitioner and the function of the practice. Benedetti posits a list of ideal, 

predominantly personal qualities of the director which he identifies as measures of a director’s 

potential effectiveness. These qualities include:  

…a thorough grounding in theatre tradition; an open, curious and observant 
nature; eclectic tastes and interests including the other arts; an adventurous 
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spirit; a quietly authoritative manner; skill in collaboration at all levels; patience; the ability 
to focus and the ability to cope with anxiety. (1986: 7) 

Beyond this idealised picture painted for his emerging director students, Benedetti postulates four 

directorial positions: Conservative, Liberal, Radical and Variable. Benedetti’s ‘four positions’ are 

useful to reinforce the fact that the ‘radical’ is distinct and apart from positions occupied by directors 

in other forms. Benedetti’s ‘radical’ directorial position could, in fact, correlate with the directorial 

function in Radical Group Theatre contexts.  

This correlation is particularly noticeable in Benedetti’s synthesis of what he terms the ‘Executive 

Function’ (1986: 23). His analysis categorises this function as comprising four main components: 

Structuring, Focussing, Alignment and Editing. Consideration of Benedetti’s ‘four positions’ informs 

the analysis of directorial process/directorial function at the various sites in this study and links to 

Richard Murphett’s phases of directorial process, which I will consider next.  

Both Benedetti and Murphett imply that the directorial function involves principles of leadership, that 

is, the qualities of the good director correlate with the qualities of the good leader. 

Richard Murphett, Head of Directing at The Victorian College of Arts and arguably the most 

authoritative thinker in the field of directorial practice in Australia, has based his directing pedagogy 

on a three-phase categorisation of the directorial function which closely parallels Benedetti’s 

analysis.  

People are here [at VCA ] to create new text and facilitate new text. I suppose in 
a way that’s the three areas that seem to me important within the function of 
directing. Those circumstances are initiation, facilitation and structuring, and by 
facilitation I include the organisation of the entire project [parallel to Benedetti’s 
‘executive function’]. Then the director’s task is to empower the performers and 
other personnel to explore ideas which initiate creative input. (Interview 29.4.99) 

Using a framework amalgamating Benedetti’s four components and Murphett’s three categories or 

phases of directorial process with the responses of my research subjects, has suggested sub-

headings under which virtually all aspects of the directorial process observed can be coherently 

grouped. Directorial ‘role’ is implied by both Benedetti and Murphett as referring to personal 

qualities and skills. In Murphett’s case such qualities and skills would include: ‘patience and clarity 

of thought, orchestration of creative input, finding ways of resolving conflict and skill in organising 

the whole project’ (Interview 29.4.99). Benedetti’s list would include: skill in collaboration at all 

levels; patience; the ability to focus and the ability to cope with anxiety (1986: 7).   

The difference between the two is that Richard Murphett suggests quite clearly that these qualities 

and skills can and should be part of a directorial function which can be ‘facilitated’ by any 
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participant in the theatre making process.  

Once one of the actors sits outside and becomes an outside eye on any part of 
the process then that actor is taking on what I would consider to be more of a 
directorial role. (Interview 29.4.99) 

This point of difference suggests to me that Murphett’s analysis is more appropriate to apply to 

Radical Group Theatre as he acknowledges the existence of the participants in the directorial 

process discourse and seamlessly amalgamates function and role, whereas Benedetti is quite 

clearly focussed on the single artistic ‘role‘ which performs a function. 

Driving my discussion is the premise that directorial process in non-mainstream theatre means 

engaging participants – audience and artists – in that process. It is my intention to show that in 

Radical Group Theatre Murphett’s three elements co-exist and continuously intersect with the 

generally agreed key principles of ‘good directing’ discussed above. 

Engaging the participants in the process: the initiation phase  

The methods of engagement may vary in Radical Group Theatre but the purpose is the same: to 

determine the nature or type of contribution each participant might make, to affirm each 

participant’s contribution and to search for means to incorporate those contributions into the theatre 

making process. 

Steven Gration comes to this phase of creative process in theatre making through a focus on skills:  

In addition to developing new skills in creating an original performance or in 
working on an established text it is important to list the wide range of skills actors 
already bring to the rehearsal room. This will inform the director, and the 
company, about the type of skills exchange which may take place but will also 
affirm participating artists and their previous experience and/or cultural 
background. (Gration 1992: 53-7) 

Don Mamouney achieves participant engagement by assigning ‘projects’ within the project, which 

depends on: 

…valuing the actor, the performer’s intellect and intelligence, to give them 
opportunities to explore. The way that I work is to give people projects. I 
construct projects which, to a certain extent, are open ended. (Interview 14.3.99) 

All directors working in participatory theatre, that is in contexts where participant creative input is 

encouraged, use strategies, usually of their own devising, which best suit their individual directing 

style, the backgrounds of the participants, the nature of the project and the resources at hand. 

There are, however, variables which impact on the efficacy of such strategies for achieving 

participant engagement. The degree of engagement achieved will depend upon the stage in the 
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theatre making process at which the engagement is sought. If the participant input is requested 

from the very beginning of the creative process, the chances of engaging the participants are 

greater because it is affirmed from the outset that this is their creation. Further, the size of the 

company impacts on the possible levels of participant engagement. The bigger a company, the 

more diverse the range of ideas and opinions to be canvassed and hence the more difficult it is 

likely to be to achieve compromise and consensus on matters of content or style. Also, the length of 

theatre making/rehearsal time, affects engagement. This is a factor often determined by external 

forces such as commissioning clients, boards of management, budgets or festival dates. Working to 

a tight schedule can mean that it is not possible to obtain a maximum level of participant input and 

can result in a greater degree of artistic imposition by directors.44  

Don Mamouney and John Bayliss confirmed that laying the foundations for a production – referred 

to by Murphett as the initiation phase – has everything to do with the establishment and 

communication of parameters. When asked to describe the early stages of Urban Theatre Projects’ 

theatre making process, artistic director John Bayliss said:  

Well, the first step I guess is to create a common conceptual framework, 
parameters. That’s where there’s an authorial role that defines somehow the 
parameters, and so by discussion, by research, by common readings, [it requires] 
building a sense of where those parameters are in the group you’re working with. 
That’s why an ensemble is far better because the group has worked together for 
a while, and they can outline those parameters much quicker than one that’s 
coming together in a one-off project. (Interview 13.4.99) 

Does this attitude of establishing and communicating parameters suggest a pedagogical paradigm 

at the heart of the initiation phase? John Bayliss believes that such a suggestion implies a certain 

inequity where a sense of the director as guide to learning would be patronising: 

The framework doesn’t have to come from one person. Those parameters can be 
built up by kind of a team-scape of ideas between everyone. As long as everyone 
is in the loop and builds together, it can be a group teaching experience in that 
way, and again this is why an ensemble is far better at this kind of work. 
(Interview 13.4.99) 

Certainly, the notion of ‘team-scape’ aptly describes a teaching ideal that many would strive to 

achieve. The ‘teacher’/initiator/facilitator/leader establishes the parameters through providing the 

opportunities for the participants to solve problems, make choices, discover, learn by trial and error, 

and eventually create and produce. Murphett would support this notion: ’I think there has got to be 

                                                 

44 An example of how engagement levels can vary according to the existence of these variables can be found in Neil 
Cameron’s work. In a performance project as huge as the Millennial Woodford Fire Event, the normally inclusive and fully 
participatory Cameron process became a casualty of time, size and client demands. 
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a contract set up at the very start of the rehearsal process; a contract in which there is an 

understanding of the particular skills and particular tasks within the group’ (Interview 29.4.99). 

‘Finding a common language’ is identified by Bayliss as being vital and in his view continuity of 

membership of a given group makes the development of the shared language easier to achieve.  

The initiation phase of Neil Cameron’s work, which does not have a great degree of cast continuity 

from production to production, epitomises another familiar, accepted and effective pedagogical 

model. Cameron is a skilled leader/motivator who begins with a concept for the outcome of the 

process and builds enthusiastic engagement through gentle, firmly imposed structures. He 

acknowledges that there are difficulties with the imperatives of his working contexts:  

The type of theatre we do has a lot of room for individuals’ participation, because 
the theatre is a collaborative process, as you said before, and has to be. I do 
start with a vision of the end, and sometimes that, I think, gets in the way of 
allowing people to progress in their own way. It can be a great advantage, of 
course, but I think it’s a double-edged sword, that one. (Interview 29.3.99) 

Because Cameron always works quickly the degree of input and participation depends upon the 

level of participant agreement with the stated ‘vision’. So this ‘vision‘ needs to be clearly articulated 

and time is required to answer questions and deal with opposing views. However, at a certain point 

in the process discussion must end and rehearsals must begin. An important feature of his event 

form is that time constraints are absolutely non-negotiable. Irrespective of production deadlines or 

other restrictions, Neil Cameron always defines his parameters clearly and articulates a ‘shared 

language‘ which all participants need to learn if the projects are to be facilitated successfully.  

Circus Oz presents a distinctive slant on engagement and initiation, which is linked directly to their 

text-making process. The attitude to making shows expressed by Mike Finch and Tim Coldwell 

demonstrates how the acts, their ‘owners’ and in some cases their apparatus, become the 

‘parameters’ of the show and form the essential elements of engaging participants in the process.  

Basically it goes from a process of establishing fairly early a consensus that the 
show is going to have these half a dozen or eight or ten acts in it because that’s 
what we can do and that’s the stuff that people already know. We don’t have time 
to even think about turning all that stuff around. Because we’re working with a lot 
of the same people we were working with before, that’s sort of there already 
before we start. (Coldwell, Interview 27.4.99)  

So, in effect, the acts already developed by the members of the company, usually incorporating 

specialised apparatus, become the starting ‘text‘ for the next show.  

Usually acts are based around a single skill or piece of gear – it’s a trampoline 
act or a diving act or a pole act. That’s also a kind of given, that they’re not going 
to try and combine too many in one go. That’s the way Circus Oz does it (Finch, 

 110



 
 

Interview 27.4.99) 

In essence, what Finch and Coldwell are talking about here is a skills focus as the starting point for 

the creative process which is Circus Oz. Even though in their particular setting this involves 

specialised personnel, apparatus and acts, the creative process does not differ greatly from 

workshop-style production in many other contexts. 

Like Gration, Zeal Theatre often use the skills of the performers as a focus in developing 

parameters. While not necessarily as a basis for an entire show, these skills help define the 

conceptual boundaries by being incorporated somewhere in the shows. For example, in Fixin’ Bart 

and Maggie (1998) Tom Lycos began the show with a handstand on a skateboard which used a 

particular skill to establish the ‘coolness’ of his character for youth audiences. Neil Cameron draws 

from project to project on a pool of performer/technicians who have developed signature pieces for 

use in his ritual spectacles. Narratives are devised and circumstances are created to utilise these 

‘resources’ to which the company has access.  

Skills, techniques, virtuoso acts or ‘party tricks’ constitute essential building blocks of group created 

performance. Such a repertoire not only assists in establishing and maintaining participant 

engagement but represents a significant component of the text in Radical Group Theatre contexts. 

The directorial function at this stage is primarily one of guiding choices. 

Cameron’s particular approach to engagement of participants always includes the audience 

because the spectacle presented must attract and hold the attention of an often very large and 

demographically highly varied audience while working with and through their recognition of a range 

of concepts. Audience participation is achieved not only by the presence of community members in 

the performance, but through ritually embedding in the spectacle various key aspects or signs of 

shared community narratives which invite ready but open conceptual engagement of the 

spectators. Questions of spectacle as a primary tool in the conceptual engagement of spectators 

are also a major consideration in relation to what has become known as the ‘Wow Factor’ in 

physical theatre. 

Participant engagement, then, as a directorial process is characterised in Radical Group Theatre by 

strategies which involve various degrees of shared concept development and text creation, various 

approaches to establishing shared parameters and a shared language, and various means of 

identifying and building on the skills of the participants as part of these development processes. 

Developing a common language: the discursive function 

Wesley Enoch believes very strongly  like Peter Brook ,in creating common voices, speaking with a 
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common language – In turn drawing on the legacies of Artaud, Lecoq, Meyerhold and Grotowski 

When discussing the initiation phase of his directing/writing process he suggested the complexity of 

the writing-directing relationship. 

At the beginning I’m not a director, I’m not a writer, that person’s not a designer, 
they’re not an actor, we’re all artists. And it’s not collective. That’s the wrong 
word. Sometimes the collective can create a lowest common denominator 
approach, but if people are equal to each other, equal to the task, it doesn’t 
become the lowest common denominator. You begin to get this synergy that 
builds it up. At the beginning my role is about bringing people together and 
saying things like: “What do you really mean when you say that?” “You’re not 
really saying that, say it properly, say it out front.”  

Is it an agitator? Is the role one of facilitating discussion? Is it a sense of trying to 
dig for the truth, the rawest type of emotion? 

I think the directing of a play, the very putting it on stage, is the smallest part, so 
to call myself a director is just using a title – someone so they can kind of connect 
where it’s all coming from, you know. The director, my directorial style, I think is 
to say more about asking questions than providing answers, and that’s what it’s 
about. (Interview 12.8.99) 

Enoch’s comments draw our attention to the ways in which concept and ideology are inter-

implicated with language in its broadest sense, which suggests that the directorial function is first 

and foremost a discursive function. That is, directors in participatory settings work with the 

ideology/language dyad to encourage participants to make use of the discursive tools at their 

disposal.  

The similarities between Enoch, Nantsou, Mamouney and Murphett are very clear. Theirs is a 

position I also share. The common notion is the conceptualisation of the director as being more a 

function in the process than a clearly identified role. That function is to provoke, to question, to draw 

out the responses and creative input from the group. The directorial function as a discursive 

function encourages, works with and contributes to the shared discourse as a primary tool in 

participatory contexts. 

An important aspect of the directorial function in developing a common language during the 

‘initiation phase’ was suggested by Alison Richards:  

A thing that is crucial in all of these questions about how people come up with 
style is the extent to which they share a particular culture and approach to 
making work. Somebody needs to be articulating the boundary, you know, and 
the direction. There’s a potentially infinite horizon of motivations, desires, goals, 
aims, in terms of how people want to make work. (Interview 27.4.99) 

Don Mamouney argues that any group must have a leader who provides the inspiration, the 

organisation and overall focus of the group. Richard Murphett concurs in proposing the categories 
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used in this discussion (initiation, facilitation and structuring) as the leader’s functions. He cites 

Canadian director Ann Bogart, who takes time to train her actors in the specialised language of her 

process (using words like ‘space’, ‘time’, ‘kinaesthetics’, ‘topography’, ‘geography’, ‘tempo’) so that 

a common language exists through which creative theatre making can be facilitated. Murphett 

describes her process: 

She works with that company to empower the actors so that first they do a lot of 
work on the floor, not about character or plot but about space, time and 
kinaesthetics and so on. In this way she can say to them during a rehearsal, “I’m 
not happy with the topography at the moment” and they will know exactly what 
she means. They will reconfigure themselves in the space in order to try and give 
focus to something like the psychological hot spots in the space or the variations 
within the geography of the space. Or she might say, “the tempo feels ...” and 
they will know. Now she’s worked a lot with them in a sense to ingest the 
directing process within themselves. But she is still the one who’s calling the 
shots from the outside. (Interview 29.4.99) 

Zeal Theatre use a common language too. Stefo Nantsou is fond of the culinary metaphor, for 

example, using phrases such as, ‘we just need a dash more paprika here, now stir in a little basil, 

now turn up the heat…put all the spices in a big pot and stir the bastard’ (Interview August 1995). 

Nantsou will stress the need to ‘add more cayenne pepper, it needs more spice’ or ‘the moment is 

too pretty it must be uglier’, or ‘that look was so skinky, don't go for skinky, find the cartoon’. The 

invented, idiosyncratic language is spontaneous and occasional, nonetheless the company, most of 

whom have been with Zeal for long periods of time, are completely comfortable with the 

eccentricity.  

Whatever the method used, the aim is to create a common language. This setting up of a discourse 

initiates a group focus by identifying the process as special and unique. In a purely practical sense, 

developing a common language should save time. 

If the group have learned the common language well, it may be possible for leadership to shift or at 

least not be dominated by one individual. This has happened at Zeal. The once-dominating 

presence of Nantsou has been modified such that he now frequently shares the dominant position 

with Tom Lycos. And it is remarkable how quickly a language of process can be assimilated. ‘The 

Zeal Way’ permeates their process from the first moment of the conceptualising phase. Very 

quickly the language is absorbed and the methods internalised. The result can be that the group 

evolves as a source and location of power so creating the moment where language and ideology 

are jointly implicated in the discursive function of the creative process of theatre making. 

The culinary is also important to Wesley Enoch who, when asked how he sets about finding a 

common language, replied: 
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I eat. I think it’s done through acts of generosity and commitment to each other and I 
can’t work with anyone unless I’ve eaten with them. I literally have to cook with 
them, I have to give service to them so that we can work together. That’s just 
who I am. It’s stupid, I know, but I have to actually say, “I have to give to you 
something of me”. That also means telling them about my family, telling them 
where I’m from, telling them about the work that I’ve done, so building a 
relationship. (Interview 12.8.99)   

These personal, distinctly humanist, socially oriented, inclusive aspects of group organisation, 

including notions of sharing food, family, living and working together, are frequently found in the 

world elite of directors45. Perhaps the most famous is Arianne Mnouchkine’s Theatre du Soleil 

where sharing, living together and the act of taking food together with audiences is legendary. Peter 

Brook’s internationalist group of performers has a family orientation. Peter Sellars speaks 

passionately about notions of family as pivotal to his process (Delgano and Heritage 1996: 225).  

Few would disagree with Murphett when he stresses that leadership through the ability to inspire 

fellow artists is an essential part of the ‘initiation phase’ (Interview 29.3.99) – of communicating 

vision, setting parameters and engaging the participants. Regarding ‘inspiration’, Don Mamouney 

said: 

I suppose the essential quality of the director is to be able to co-ordinate and 
inspire the energy of all the other participants to achieve at their best level, 
because theatre is, absolutely, a group act, and without the full group working 
cohesively, you don’t get good work, and it seems to me the director has to try to 
facilitate that. (Interview 14.4.99) 

Given that all theatre is a collaborative, group activity, observations and comments regarding the 

‘essential qualities of the good director’ quite specifically emphasise personal qualities of people 

management and leadership. Neil Cameron stresses ‘vision, organisation’ and being ‘well informed’ 

as the most important qualities a director brings to the process (Interview 29.3.99). Steven Gration, 

while acknowledging that ‘no director sets out to make bad theatre’, argues that because 

mainstream directors need to compromise ’their choices of actors, productions and venues, they 

get to do their own passions less often, but with bigger budgets’ (Questionnaire response April 5 

1999). Gration’s implication is that although the qualities of directors may be shared, the outcomes 

are possibly not always as satisfying for directors in mainstream.  

In Radical Group Theatre ‘inspiration’ is a quality of leadership. It is the capacity to: ‘empower the 

performers and the other personnel to explore the ideas in ways which come up with creative input’ 

and further ‘to be able to express the answers [input] in the terms that have been coming from the 

                                                 

45 The culinary metaphor often referred to by Enoch and Nantsou recalls Michael Billington, quoting Kenneth Tynan 
when introducing Peter Brook to an audience in Manchester in 1994: ‘His principal appeal is still to the theatrical 
gourmet, not to the fasting friar. He cooks with cream, blood and spices. Bread and water addicts must look elsewhere.’  
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discussion’ (Murphett, Interview 29.4.99). If the participants are empowered to the point of 

ownership they will be inspired; if they know they are being listened to they will be inspired. And 

they will be inspired if the directorial vision becomes a group vision. Such inspiration/leadership 

should be embedded in what Murphett has categorised as the ‘initiation’, ‘facilitation’ and 

‘structuring’ phases of the directorial process and what Benedetti calls the ‘structuring’, ‘focussing’ 

and ‘alignment’ components of the directorial role (executive function). 

Facilitation 

Assuming that engagement of participants has been achieved, a common discourse has been 

established or is being developed, and parameters of the directorial vision have been 

communicated, what aspects of the directorial function facilitate the rest of theatre making process? 

For Richard Murphett, ‘facilitation’ covers the philosophy, strategies and techniques incorporated in 

directorial process. The terms ‘facilitation’ and ‘structuring’ (Murphett’s third phase) merge 

repeatedly when directors talk about their work, sometimes causing a blurring of boundaries. 

Further, care needs to be taken when working with the notions of directorial structuring and group 

or company structure. Directorial structuring is central to facilitation, however, in many cases 

company structure is likely to influence the strategies used in directorial structuring. For example, 

the inclusive structures of Melbourne Workers Theatre and the Women’s Circus impel particular 

inclusive directorial strategies. Similarly, in companies where a strong director has had continuity of 

tenure (Don Mamouney for example), company structure has come to reflect and support directorial 

structuring even if the strategies are quite often not as inclusive as in other companies.  

The ‘facilitation’ phase of a director’s process is interpreted here to incorporate elements of 

pedagogy and training (including the recognition and management of group dynamics), clear 

articulation of purpose, creative vision (imagination), organisational ability, patience and innovation. 

Such qualities of the ‘good teacher/facilitator/director’ were identified by the research subjects and 

supported by participants in projects conducted in student theatre settings. Themes are the ‘agreed 

key principles’ referred to at the beginning of this discussion. Each of the practitioners interviewed 

in this study explained with varying emphases how these qualities and other aspects of their 

practice or their thinking about the practice, informed and wove through the theatre making 

process. 

Neil Cameron provided a succinct summary of directorial qualities: ‘visionary, organised, well 

informed, inspiring trust, and the ability to guide creative talents to one spot’ (Interview 29.3.99). 

Cameron proposes that his way of working is largely determined by the style of work he creates – 

large scale outdoor spectacle: ‘a lot of our work contains a lot of different skills which are not 
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necessarily found within the ordinary theatre, like fireworks for example’ (Interview 29.3.99). Multi-

skilling is explicit not only in the theatre making of Neil Cameron but in the structure of his 

company. As a distinctly cross-artform operation drawing together specialist skills from outside 

traditional theatre contexts, Neil Cameron Productions provides a clear example of a company 

where process and product are inextricably linked. Indeed, it could be argued that their process is 

their product. 

The training and workshop phase of Cameron’s projects involves artistic specialists and community 

participants working co-operatively towards a common goal, the production of a theatrical event. As 

previously noted, the demands of the client pre-determine many aspects including the development 

of the final product and the process of achieving that product, thus the structure of the company is 

informed absolutely by the process and vice versa. Put another way the company structure has 

‘evolved’ in partnership with process, form, context – including audience, space, time, content and 

aesthetics. In this case, clearly the phases of  initiation, facilitation and structuring overlap 

continuously. 

In terms of his specific working methods, Cameron’s observations indicate that establishment of 

understanding during the initiation phase underpins the effectiveness of the facilitation phase: 

It is essential to have a concentrated, disciplined, hard working and happy 
creative group. I think the first thing is establishing, in common agreement, the 
rules of practice. I don’t mean with a capital ‘r’, but the code of conduct if you like, 
the truth, what is going to be expected of people. (Interview 29.3.99) 

The group dynamic here is a key element. And the cornerstone of Cameron’s group dynamic is 

leadership, because however it is observed or participated in, the process is led by the charismatic 

Neil Cameron. Insights into the form of this leadership are contained in the following response Neil 

gave to a question relating to the degree of structure he ‘imposes’ on groups: 

At the Woodford Festival, which has got a hundred artists working in a team, the 
different elements are already predetermined…but within the six or seven 
minutes of [their aspect of] the performance each particular group of actors with 
an assistant director, are asked to create their own feeling. And once I’ve given 
my permission for that group [to develop their work] – as long as they’re still 
within the parameters of the situation – I’ve got no right to walk in and say they 
can’t do it. (Interview 29.3.99) 

As an ‘inspired leader’, Cameron’s leadership model is authoritative, familial, pedagogical and 

entirely appropriate for his art making context. Radical Group Theatre understands itself as 

participatory, inclusive and democratic, but this does not mean that directors or coordinators of 

groups don't exercise leadership. Like directing itself, leadership can be defined as a function rather 

than a role. Moreover, leadership can be and usually is an essential part of the directorial function. 
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In a creative process as large as Cameron’s, leadership is possibly the most important aspect of 

the artistic direction of his projects. 

It is a huge team effort and we’re very honest with one another, and debriefings 
are very, very loving but quite critical about what we felt went wrong and right. So 
I think that for us, anyway, that core team is the important sort of generator of 
ideas. And when we do get into conflict, my job between actors and visual artists 
and musicians is to try to solve the clash. You know, problem solving exists in 
every organisation. I think if one can do it with trust and love and, you know, 
really be reasonable with people… (Interview 29.3.99) 

A ‘democratic guru’ leadership model is not uncommon in group theatre. The vision behind the 

company belongs to one person, in Cameron’s case someone who treasures that vision but is 

absolutely passionate about sharing it with others.  

A leader’s effectiveness might be measured by his/her ability to set parameters, communicate 

vision, engage participants, in short, develop strategies for initiation, facilitation and structuring of 

the process discourse. These measures are inextricably connected to his/her role in the group 

dynamic. In this context, the degree to which tensions occur and how they are manifested in the 

process discourse becomes significant. I asked Don Mamouney if he believed that there perhaps 

exists an inherent tension between individual artistic vision and group goals that can surface at any 

point. He replied:  

Yes, I think there is a tension – one that I’ve walked into from time to time. 
Although, in particular, I must say the people I’ve worked with who came from 
more what I call the contemporary performance community in Sydney were 
excellent in this way, in that they really give over to the whole notion of what the 
piece is trying to do. (Interview 14.4.99) 

This sheds an interesting light on the existence of a degree of shared discursive practice, a shared 

approach, across a community of Radical Group Theatre practitioners, which strongly suggests a 

mature field of practice. 

Don Mamouney’s observations on the issues impacting on group dynamics and power and status 

relationships present useful reference points. He claims that if time is taken with the parameters 

and establishing the group cohesion for a particular process, tensions dissolve, or are helped to be 

resolved.  

The group dynamic changes from show to show, but I do think that if you’ve got 
that, you can find ways of the piece valuing those who are in it. And also, I like 
to... you know, one of the things that I think I was pretty good at in the early days 
of Sidetrack was “radicalising” the people who came along. (Interview 14.4.99)  

Whatever the aim or context, a harmonious group is always more pleasant to belong to. Whether 

harmony, shared vision, equity – that is, a positive group dynamic – necessarily creates better 

 117



 
 

theatre is questionable (as we have seen in relation to the Stagecraft Project). As most radical 

practitioners are usually equally concerned with process and product, a good show resulting from a 

negative process will probably not be evaluated by the participants as successful overall, however it 

is assessed by audiences or critics.  

Graham Pitts has a particular grasp on the nuances of the directorial function, especially on the 

correlation of authorial and directorial aspects of the process. Pitts observed the different phases of 

the process and the inherent tension between writer and director this way:  

There's almost always a tension, let's face it. At the best of times, I think there's a 
process you can follow where the tension's by no means very great, and that is 
with the director and the writer working closely together, so they're sharing the 
same vision and the same objectives.  

And further  

The director in the early stages has a creative and/or analytical and 
dramaturgical function. Maybe also the director has suggested the original idea 
or abiding image of the play. And it may be that the director is good at bouncing 
back ideas or reshaping them, or selecting a brilliantly mad idea from ten stupidly 
mad ideas. At the best of times there can be a chemical or intuitive 
understanding of what is happening inside each other’s head. (in Foster 2000: 
63) 

The relationship between authorial and directorial functions in Radical Group Theatre is often 

extremely close or even ‘conjoined’ much more so than in the mainstream. The relationship is not 

always between two individuals (one director and one writer). Indeed, the relationship is frequently 

group centred, becoming a ‘writerly function’ that works with and through a directorial function. As 

such I have suggested the term ‘shared dramaturgy‘ as a convenient descriptor.46  

I want to argue that by developing the common language referred to throughout this analysis, 

tension can be channelled into creative energy of the sort suggested by Alison Richards (Interview 

27.4.99) and regarded by Deb Batton as the energy on which Legs On The Wall thrives (Interview 

15.4.99). At Zeal too, the tension is ever-present and Nantsou, who usually assumes the writer 

function with Zeal, has to be, in his words ‘not precious about dialogue’ (Interview August 1995).  

Certainly the relationship between writer and director is often fraught with tension but I would argue, 

and Pitts would agree, more pronounced when the two roles are specifically defined such as is 

usually the case in mainstream theatre. On the other hand if shared dramaturgy is the agreed 

working method ‘creative demarcation disputes’ are less likely to occur. If the directorial quality of 

                                                 

46 Shared dramaturgy is explored in the next chapter which investigates text and meaning making. 
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creative vision and the ability to communicate that vision are conceptualised and realised as 

shared goals between writerly function and directorial function, opportunities for effective creative 

process and product are enhanced. 

A different version of leadership can be found in the physical theatre companies. At Circus Oz, a 

more specialised directorial process has evolved as a result of the changing nature of circus around 

the world including: the move away from animal-based acts; the move into theatre spaces and 

other non-traditional circus venues; and the fact that Circus Oz has always had a range of directors 

who did not have the same theatrical or performance philosophy or practice models. In the 

beginning a more ‘arts collective’ model applied but as the nature of the circus changed, the form 

evolved into a smoother, slicker, more precise and theatrical form and so the specialist skills had to 

be developed to match. 

The directorial model now appears as similar in many ways to the large scale, highly structured, 

meticulously planned model of Neil Cameron. But the directorial function is quite different in its 

notions of leadership, status and power. In Circus Oz the various theatrical and production 

elements have to be manipulated with absolute attention to details of scheduling, safety and people 

management above consideration of overall artistic coherence. Circus Oz  is organised more along 

craft lines, with clear delineation of areas of responsibility. Cameron’s production team faces many 

similar demands but the safety and timing considerations are not of the same order as in a season 

of circus. Thus leadership grounded in notions of consensus, co-operation and delegation, with 

administration and creative functions merged, is more possible. Neil Cameron is, in effect, the 

‘boss’ and runs the company according to his plan. Circus Oz is structured differently, with 

managers responsible for the administrative and logistical aspects of the company operations 

separated to a degree from the artistic stream. 

There appears to be little ‘new’ in the theatre making process of Circus Oz. However, it is a blend of 

traditional circus tricks based acts whose running order is determined by their ‘Wow Factor’ and the 

now conventional theatre making practices of group devising such as improvisation, themeing, 

linking, polishing, revising, finessing and presenting. In other words, the group creation of a 

performance text. The resemblance remains to grassroots  community performance projects where 

many disparate elements and resources must be drawn together to form an artistic whole. 

A feature of Circus Oz’s process is that, unlike other group theatres, all members of the  Circus Oz 

company do not, unless they choose to, impact on the individual acts which, as a general rule, are 

created and developed to performance standard more or less independently. The task of the 

director therefore becomes predominantly one of leadership, manipulating the many fragments into 
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a coherent whole. 47

Tim Coldwell, the only remaining foundation member of the original Circus Oz, dispels the myth of 

inspirational creativity in the company. He claims that a great deal of the innovative and exciting 

practice emerging from Circus Oz has always been attributable to chance or accident and 

continuous ‘differences of opinion’. Describing the theatre making process at Circus Oz, Coldwell 

said:  

It’s best to call it creative collaborations. You know, the best work that I’ve done 
is with people who are very different from me and have very different ideas. 
Fabulous things happen when you’re prepared to work in an atmosphere where 
some of it hits and some of it bombs. There were differences of opinion in just 
about everything – things either accidentally or arbitrarily get together and 
something happens that wasn’t there when you built the thing in the first place. 
(Interview 27.4.99) 

Mike Finch, current artistic director, explained that the ‘creative collaborations’ or differences are 

frequently to do with issues of craft and that trust, often mooted as a fundamental of harmonious 

creative process, had a distinctly pragmatic definition in the circus.  

You continuously come up against the issues of craft, so the sense of trust, for 
example, is often more about: do I trust the rigger that they know their shit and 
I’m not going to fall out of the roof or do I trust my trainer that when I try to do this 
back flip… A lot of it becomes really concrete trust, like life-threatening trust, 
rather than just a creative sense of trust which the theatre world talks about a lot. 
(Interview 27.4.99) 

Tim Coldwell added:  

It’s a funny thing that trust though. People can arbitrarily pick things, like I’ll have 
this idea and that idea, then hand it over to somebody else who is paid to do it. 
And they don’t have to believe in it at all. And, you know, possibly it works 
because they believe in the actors, they believe in something about that show, 
but there’s this sort of reverse mechanism which used to operate within Circus 
Oz, and it’s been used ever since, which is that you couldn’t get someone to 
make something unless they were really into it. “Theoretically” what was 
supposed to happen was that if you wanted something then you made it yourself, 
or you had to forge some sort of partnership or collaboration with someone who 
could do whatever else you wanted to do. It was very economical because it 
meant that most things that actually ended up working ended up being in the 
show because the people who were making made them work. (Interview 27.4.99) 

A dominant concept of theatrical trust which is not emotional or spiritual or psychological is possibly 

unique to physical theatre – trust with an engineering/design base, equipment driven, ‘apparatus as 

text’. This logical, pragmatic, tangible trust may have contributed to Circus Oz moving away from a 

                                                 

47 An example of Benedetti’s ‘executive role’ and aligned with Murphett’s feature of ‘structuring’ which is dealt with below. 
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more esoteric, theoretically based process. In the circus the trapeze poles must be ‘theoretically’ 

correct in their design configuration and if they aren’t actually, tangibly anchored in the ground the 

performer can die. 

So the leadership model at Circus Oz has always been performer-driven, but not necessarily for the 

same reasons as in other forms of group theatre. Nevertheless, leadership is an aspect of the 

overall directorial function. Mike Finch commented that: 

The reputation Circus Oz has for really vibrant, performer-driven work dates back 
to that period, where everybody did everything – the ability to take something 
through from a drawing to a piece of gear. The people in the acts believed so 
deeply they’d created them from scratch and had to follow them through. You can 
imagine quite a dynamic sense of the performer being empowered in the ring, 
and that they understand the gear well enough to make it work properly; that 
you’re getting maximum value out of each image or piece of gear that’s used and 
that now you have to replace that with a really strong sense of direction. The 
company, on the other hand, is not necessarily set up to be highly directed in a 
kind of auteur way. (Interview 27.4.99) 

This is another example of the blurring of boundaries between creative process and company 

structure. The way of working common to the traditional circus – where apparatus and/or individual 

tricks are put forward by different people with different views to be a part of the show – actually 

directly informs the way the company develops, the way problems are solved and the way theatre 

is made. The fragments consist not only of the acts but the range of elements which comprise the 

acts: the rigging; the various pieces of apparatus; the moods and needs of the performers; the 

relationship between performers; how the acts link, relate or connect to each other; and the special 

consideration relationship of the created ‘whole’ to the audience as spectacle.  

When I came here into this situation a lot of it was sort of sitting back and 
watching how other people did it, because it obviously wasn’t a traditional theatre 
model, where you started from a script, a director comes in and interprets it, unit 
by unit, and the actors are pretty much empty vessels ready to be worked. So the 
monitoring involves a lot of “massaging” the show around and during 
performance as well, which is where the really dynamic stuff happens because 
it’s actually being performed. Circus as a form allows direct, instant response 
from the audience, there’s a direct sense of the performers getting moment to 
moment feedback. It’s almost like those worms they have in those political 
debates, you know, you can feel when a show’s dying, and you can feel when it’s 
succeeding. (Interview 27.4.99)  

This sounds no different to most live performance, but as Finch went on to explain, the directorial 

function continues beyond opening night and is rarely handed over to a stage manager as with 

more conventional, especially mainstream forms. As part of this executive structuring (leadership 

function) Mike Finch cites a monitoring role as part of his function: 

The really dominant directing seems to happen during the running of the show, 
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and we seem to have a full-time directing of the show wherever we go. We have a 
director with the company all the time. He’s continually giving notes, continually 
moving things around and also dealing with problems as they come and go, you 
know, actor injuries or gear or changes in venue or whatever. So the process 
develops throughout the run of the show and one of the director’s functions is 
almost like an ongoing monitoring of what’s happening. (Interview 27.4.99) 

In fact, this practice of directors ‘staying with a show’, extending the creative process beyond 

opening night, is not uncommon in Radical Group Theatre. Stefo Nantsou rarely leaves a show in 

production, mainly because he usually performs in Zeal shows as well as writing and directing 

them. The directorial function therefore continues to benefit from his presence throughout the run. 

Don Mamouney stays involved also. As the prime member of the ensemble who made the shows, 

youth theatre director Barney Langford attended every performance of shows he directed as did all 

directors at 2 Til 5 Youth Theatre. In my current practice where training and educational outcomes 

are an integral part of the performance context, I continue to give notes throughout the season. 

Such a practice could relate to the form of theatre, the structure of the company, most particularly 

the director’s perception of his/her position in that structure, his/her perception of the leadership 

function, the individual philosophy of the director or perhaps the demands of the text. In any case, 

extending the directorial process into production suggests itself as a notable shared feature of a 

number of Radical Group Theatre performance contexts investigated in the study. It represents, at 

its best, an ongoing process of facilitation and structuring in performance.  

In terms of facilitation, Legs On The Wall share certain similarities with Circus Oz, Zeal Theatre, 

Melbourne Workers Theatre and Women’s Circus. These centre on concepts of sharing, 

experimenting and challenging, and on being performer centred. Deb Batton, artistic coordinator of 

Legs On The Wall, cites this example: 

On the floor, our process very much comes from the performers and where 
they’re at, and who’s in the company at the time, and how they’re pushing things. 
So, we’re at the moment embarking on a new creative process to make a new 
show, and we’re touching on some comedy. We’ve recently had up Frank 
Woodley from Lano and Woodley to do some comedy with us. (Interview 15.4.99) 

This approach exemplifies characteristic Radical Group Theatre elements of equity, 

experimentation and education (in terms of advancing group knowledges and skills). However, the 

attitude demonstrated here appears to stem from circus roots in the sense that the ‘challenge’ is 

usually technique-based with a philosophical support. That is, the notion of physical challenge 

transfers conceptually, thereby impacting continuously on the theatre making process. Women’s 

Circus and Circus Oz both conceptualise in this way.  

An interesting aspect of Legs On The Wall’s facilitation phase of their directorial process is a 

practice of challenging the company through working with outside directors: ’Legs, as a deliberate 
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policy, employ new directors and new people who will see the work differently, and also make us 

see our own work differently’ (Batton, Interview 15.4.99). This ‘group controlled policy’ enables 

Legs to set challenges and keep their work fresh while reinforcing non-hierarchical structures within 

their theatre making process. Other companies employ different directors from time to time – 

Melbourne Workers Theatre and Sidetrack, for instance. However no other company investigated in 

the study rationalises this practice in the same contentious way as Legs On The Wall do:   

You know, we don’t try to create the shows from within, as the performers. We do 
argue and talk a lot about who we’d like to work with. But once they’ve come onto 
the floor [the guest directors], there is a process of us letting go and allowing 
them to create the work, and we become their tool. I think we’re getting better, 
now, as we approach a new director, at putting into place a few more things that 
make our expectations clear. We are prepared to hand over the direction but we 
do expect, in the early days, to be very much part of creating the way we are 
going to work. (Batton, Interview 15.4.99) 

In this way the company defines the directorial function precisely. The directorial role is handed 

over in the refining stage of the process in a similar fashion to Melbourne Workers Theatre. Again 

the concepts of ‘shared dramaturgy’ based on a ‘shared vision’ assists the company in the 

development of a common language of theatre making. So the ways in which the leadership 

function works within the directorial function can be shaped by the group. There are possibly as 

many variations of the relationship between leadership and directorial functions as there are 

Radical Group Theatre companies. From my research there does not appear to be a distinctive 

‘radicalised‘ element to the relationship other than a general acceptance that flexibility and 

ownership of the process is at the core of the relationship. This is nowhere more obvious than at 

Legs On The Wall. 

One of the visiting directors used several times by Legs is Nigel Jamieson. Gavin Robins, 

performer and company member, shared an example of Jamieson’s technique which demonstrates 

the distinctive approach to facilitation undertaken by Legs On The Wall. 

Nigel Jamieson used an interesting combination of physical playing and strong 
character, in a Stanislavskian sense. [Quoting Jamieson ] “If I was to hurl an 
insult at you, and you, making a Stanislavskian choice, decided to be pushed 
backwards, that’s your action. But, if I were to throw, hurl an actor at you and 
they were to hit you in the fucking chest, you don’t have to play hurled 
backwards, because you are hurled backwards, you know?” There’s no pulling 
the wool over anyone’s eyes. (Interview 15.4.99)48

                                                 

48 Evidence of this specific technique was observed in a performance of Under the Influence at the Adelaide fringe 
Festival in March 1998 – a wonderful example mixing styles, open/flexible techniques and working dangerously. 
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Further evidence of the flexible nature of the performer-centred directorial function embraced by 

Legs can be seen in how Gavin Robins positions his analysis of Jamieson’s work with the 

company: 

Also, Nigel’s a really inspiring person to work with. He’s very passionate and 
exciting, and also very earthy. You know, whenever we work with Nigel, we often 
spend a lot of time laughing, and he encourages us to almost take the piss out of 
him without that being a detrimental thing. (Interview 15.4.99) 

All the directors spoken to for this analysis agreed that apart from all other reasons for doing work, 

it must be fun (even Brecht said this). However, such a degree of non-hierarchical engagement, 

even when the group has ‘handed over’ the process to an outside director, is only fully achieved 

where the group is at the centre of the structure and the process.  

Reinforcing the non-hierarchical aspects of the process Deb Batton concluded  

Legs has actually worked with many different directors, and always followed its 
own nose. In that way I think there’s a simplicity about that, too, but there’s also a 
certain courage. There’s a certain willingness to break convention and to use the 
term “artistic coordinator” that’s not an artistic director so that the power still lies 
in the performers. So, Legs has always sought to further that vision, by finding 
appropriate directors to do that. And in that way, it’s been, I think, liberated by the 
sense that it hasn’t been restricted to one person’s view, but more of a collective 
vision. (Interview 15.4.99) 

So, when examined through these insights into the facilitation phase, the conventional view of the 

directorial/leadership function as dual roles within an individual’s job description is disturbed in 

Radical Group Theatre. The function can be split into manager/organiser/motivator/guide in a 

similar way to Circus Oz and Zeal in particular, or shared between the group and the guest director 

as in Legs On The Wall, or vested more in the group than in the director/leader. Moreover this 

function more often than not comprises the ‘shared dramaturgy’ of the group. 

As discussed earlier, not only does Radical Group Theatre company structure impact on process, 

but the process demands certain structural features in order to exist. Don Mamouney is one of the 

longest continuously practising professional directors in non-mainstream theatre in Australia. His 

views on all aspects of directing in this field represent an authoritative, highly informed perspective. 

In relation to my consideration of the notion of ‘facilitation’ as part of directorial process and in 

response to questions relating to the essential qualities of the good director, Mamouney, like many 

others, cited the ability to inspire the energy of the group because theatre making, in his view, is 

essentially a group activity and a group without cohesiveness will not produce good work. He liked 
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the Benedetti quote which heads this chapter, agreeing that ‘I’d be very close to that model’ 

(Interview 14.4.99).49

When asked to describe his major strengths apart from working spontaneously, Mamouney 

suggested that: 

I think I have a really strong kinaesthetic and spatial sense, which has been 
developed over quite a long time. I believe that I have a good understanding of, 
especially, the acting area, characterisation area. [Another quality] is that I have 
very finely tuned antennae to what’s bullshit and what’s not bullshit. (Interview 
14.4.99) 

As to identifying recurring strategies and techniques believed to be beneficial in facilitating creative 

process, Mamouney was the first of a number of my subjects to suggest a distinctly pedagogical 

paradigm for his directing strategies when he described his approach to building participant 

engagement whereby people are given projects within the overall project. Such working methods 

are consistent in Mamouney’s work as part of facilitation as well as of initiation. It is likely that he 

pioneered this technique in professional theatre in Australia. In any case, the technique has been 

widely adopted in Australian participatory theatre. It is probable that such project-based theatre 

making is to some extent a legacy of Mamouney’s teaching background. Other ‘teacher directors’, 

for example Steve Gration, Michael Doneman, Donna Jackson, Angela Chaplin and Barney 

Langford, often bring pedagogical models such as this to their work. Fundamental to inclusive 

teaching, and discovery learning, this type of technique directly informs my directorial practice and 

is the foundation of the notion of ‘shared dramaturgy’ which in turn has as its purpose the facilitation 

of ownership of the work for participants.  

In comparing his directing techniques and strategies to those of a teacher, Mamouney suggested 

quite strongly that the directorial strategies are very important in determining the quality of the work 

being created: ‘the leader/director’s way of doing things has got a lot to do with the success and 

failure of pieces’ (Interview 14.4.99). 

I suggested that facilitating the achievement of group goals could be the most important function of 

the director or the teacher. He answered this by stating that: 

I think you need to have a combination of mentor, teacher, supporter, mother, 
father. I don’t mind the term “leadership” at all. People are brought up in 
hierarchical structures, and a theatre company is, whether you like it or not, 
hierarchical. You’ve got different experiential levels, your work is conditioned by 

                                                 

49 Benedetti’s perspective also appealed to Neil Cameron, who said, ‘I think that’s a wonderful quote’; while Wesley 
Enoch said, ‘Absolutely, that’s absolutely what I do.’  
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deadlines and conditioned by money, and all kinds of things that not everyone has a 
grasp of, and someone has to take responsibility. You need to be able to kick 
someone at the end of it. (Interview 14.4.99)    

Mamouney’s answer here summarises the views revealed at the Radical Group Theatre  sites 

investigated. Facilitation is a multi-faceted component of the directorial function. Tasks of facilitation 

can be implemented by the sole director or shared among the participants (and here exists a major 

difference to directing in the mainstream). The implication from  respondents is that if a project is to 

progress beyond Initiation to Realisation (production), there has to be responsibility for 

’organisation of the whole project’ (Murphett, Interview 29.4.99). So the skills of articulating a 

concept; planning and scheduling; composing and editing the creative input; and ultimately, leading 

the artistic team would be agreed by most Radical Group Theatre practitioners as tasks of 

facilitation. As noted often in this chapter, there is considerable blending of the initiation, structuring, 

facilitating phases which is exactly as Murphett expresses his analysis. His use of the term 

‘animateur’ presents a potential model for the Radical Group Theatre director and concisely 

focuses ‘facilitation’. Explaining his use of the term, Murphett offered the following:  

Animateur…yes, it’s a word first used here [at the VCA] by Peter Oyston when he 
set up the college. It’s a French word from the Latin meaning to breathe life into, 
to animate. (Interview 29.4.99)  

I think most of my respondents would be comfortable with such a descriptor. 

Structuring, training and the educative function 

‘Structuring’ in Richard Murphett’s terms refers to the planning and organisation of theatre making 

projects and connects coherently with the pedagogical/leadership models referred to by 

Mamouney, Cameron and Bayliss. Elements of company structure and the skill of ‘structuring’ 

intersect with the facilitating functions of the director. The distinction between the director’s 

strategies of structuring the directorial process and the structure of the company has been referred 

to (see above and Chapter 6). Because company structure and directorial structuring are neither 

mutually exclusive nor interchangeable, one must maintain the demarcation of the two terms to a 

certain extent or at least remain cognisant of the distinction.50  

The emphasis on ‘teacher/mentor’ as aspects of Mamouney’s preferred directing model provides a 

link to his current aim of returning to the ensemble model of company structure. A number of 

directors, in particular Neil Cameron, incorporate training in their processes. Indeed it presents as a 

                                                 

50 In a subsequent chapter the elements of specific company structure will be isolated from the research sites in 
response to those focus questions specifically directed at the administrative and managerial functions of theatre 
companies. 
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feature of Radical Group Theatre that there is almost always an aspect of learning/training, the 

‘education’ key element, included in the theatre making process. However, there are distinctions in 

emphasis between companies in respect of the ‘educative function’. The ensemble working 

methods of Mamouney for example and the professional ongoing training environment found at 

Legs On The Wall and Circus Oz, vary fundamentally from Neil Cameron and Melbourne Women’s 

Circus where professionals ‘train’ non-professionals and community members as part of their 

process. The differences are subtle, shifting between companies in variations of the distinctly 

‘professional development/constant learning’ of the Mamouney/Legs On The Wall model, to the 

more overt ‘teaching/community cultural development’ model of Neil Cameron and Women’s 

Circus. Subtle differences aside, what matters is that I have found that Radical Group Theatre 

practitioners have a desire, need or commitment  to continue to grow their practice through 

constant learning, challenging of conventions and passing on of skills and approaches. By contrast, 

in mainstream theatre, it is often assumed that the director and cast come to the production ‘ready 

made’, as ‘talent’. There are exceptions to this generalisation of course, however one could not 

generalise the mainstream theatre as a location of lifelong learning or argue that its educative 

function was a basic element of its process discourse. But this can precisely be argued in reference 

to Radical Group Theatre. 

In Neil Cameron’s case, without training, his usually novice participants would be placed in 

situations of extreme danger. More than that however, the training aspect is directly linked to the 

artistic aims of the production such that the workshops and skills sessions are instruments or 

elements of the text, and as such, an essential component of the event. There is, quite simply, a 

directorial commitment to training as integral to good practice.  

In terms of seeking out features of Radical Group Theatre directorial practice which could be seen 

as distinctively ‘radical’, the aspect of training as an ongoing feature of process is certainly a 

recurring motif. If it is not actually part of each production process then it is frequently a regular, 

specific component of facilitating theatre making.  

In the context of Radical Group Theatre, training can be taken to mean: skill aspects required by 

performers to create certain aspects of the performance text; learning a new skill such as martial 

arts; playing a musical instrument or acquiring a new language; improving physical fitness, balance 

and flexibility for physical performance; researching a period, culture or theatrical form previously 

unfamiliar; researching particular social and political contexts in relation to community-based work; 

or extending knowledge in art form areas beyond their normal range, for example technical 

production, design or similar. Radical Group Theatre practitioners, engaged in a process of 

expanding their art form and constantly questioning their work, clearly seek opportunities to train 
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and to build training into production contexts more routinely than mainstream colleagues. 

Furthermore, the connections between an ensemble, project-based, pedagogical leadership model 

and theatre making processes seem to occur more frequently in Radical Group Theatre contexts. 

For example, Ann Bogart’s company is a permanent ensemble where structure and process 

routinely collide and where training is an integral facet of the process discourse. The Bogart 

company is similar in structure to Peter Brook’s company, and to Cricot 2, the late Tadeuz Kantor’s 

group. It is also central to Tadashi Suzuki, and rooted, I would argue, in the group approaches of 

Grotowski and the political avant-garde of The Open Theatre (New York), Joan Littlewood’s 

Theatre Workshop (UK), and Mnouchkine’s Theatre du Soleil (France). 

Although in Australia the permanent ensemble is almost extinct, changing funding policies having 

forced companies out of this expensive structure, remnants can be found; pockets where the 

fragments of the ensemble are clung to in a project-to-project fashion. Don Mamouney, chief 

among the mourners, attempts to make theatre following principles of the ensemble, by employing 

personnel consistently, attempting to manufacture a coherence which enables intense and deeply 

reflective approaches and includes a substantial emphasis on continuous training. Wesley Enoch, 

Zeal Theatre, Legs On The Wall, Force Majeure, Grin and Tonic and Zen Zen Zo, among others, 

also tend to work this way as circumstances allow. Circus Oz links training to performance directly. 

The daily routine of circus performers involves fitness, flexibility and skills training in order to enable 

the ‘show to go on’.  

The circus ensemble, however, is more transient than that sought by Don Mamouney, whose 

desire for a return to the past ideals of a full-time professional ensemble is probably unattainable. 

Nevertheless, when incorporated into the rehearsal methods and supported by a company 

structure, the training aspect of Mamouney’s model remains realistic and practical in that it provides 

a context where the art form is constantly questioned and explored while enhancing the skills of the 

company.  

Mamouney implies that without the teacher/mentor/leader structure he is advocating, the traditional 

criticisms of group devised work – for example, that it lacks discipline and consistent structure and 

often appears as a ‘mish-mash’ of ideas without coherence – are validated. This kind of observation 

has clearly not been made by Mamouney alone – whatever approach Radical Group Theatre 

companies take to the directorial function, most seem to have recognised that training is a vital 

means to avoid the possible pitfalls of the participatory theatre making process. 

Richard Murphett, whose job it is to train directors, claims that problem solving strategies are 

essential for the working director, highlighting the connections between directors-in-training and 
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directors as trainers: 

I think there’s got to be a contract set up at the very start of the rehearsal 
process; a contract in which there is an understanding of the responsibility of 
particular skills and particular tasks within the group. Now when it comes down to 
the nitty-gritty of the day-to-day rehearsal, and a problem comes up, the main 
skill it seems to me that I’m teaching the directors here is one of patience and 
clarity of thought. 

There’s nothing worse for a group of actors if either the work they’re doing on the 
floor or the ideas they’re putting forward are completely ignored by the director 
who has been going off on their own particular tangent. With problem-solving you 
need to be able to express the answers in the terms that have been coming up 
from the discussion. The actors need to feel that, and they need to be right in 
feeling that they are being listened to. (Interview 29.4.99) 

So in relation to this crucial aspect of the facilitation phase which refers specifically to structuring of 

directorial process, Murphett is emphasising a pedagogical model of leadership, and reinforcing the 

fundamentally discursive nature of the directorial function. By providing a pedagogical model for 

aspiring directors, one favoured by Radical Group Theatre  practitioners such as Mamouney, 

Cameron and others, Murphett is training his students in discursive process, that is, using Radical 

Group Theatre praxis in his own teaching context. I interpret his position as endorsing such praxis 

and as an encouraging sign for the development of reflective, reflexive theatre practice in Australia. 

An opportunity to investigate the relationship between the facilitation and structuring phases of 

directorial function was provided accidentally as part of my analysis of the theatre making process 

of The Women’s Circus. Unexpectedly, a facilitator other than a director was interviewed – 

administrator Mandy Gilblatt. Thus, the observations and commentary assembled came from an 

interesting, slightly arm’s length perspective, informed by Gilblatt’s insider knowledge of the 

company’s structure and administration. Her observations demonstrated that Women’s Circus is 

perhaps the most fully collaborative and inclusive of any of the research sites encountered in this 

study. The company structure contributes significantly to the maintenance of elements of process 

based on inclusivity and ownership. These features are therefore embedded in the directorial 

function. 

In delineating the specifics of Women’s Circus director Sarah Cathcart’s directorial process, Gilblatt 

said: 

Sarah is very much involved in shaping the overall script, and editing and 
selecting. It is quite a complex process. You’re dealing with a text script but 
you’re also dealing with physical scripts. There’s engagement on a research 
level, and we come together as a whole community and share that research. And 
it is very clear that the thing about research is, as you know, that probably ninety-
eight percent of what you get you’re never going to use, but it still informs the 
text. In terms of devising the physical work, building the images that match the 
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text, it’s very much a collaborative effort between Sarah and the women, because often 
they’ll have ideas about that. Also Amanda Owen, our head trainer, comes from 
the UK from a strong circus-theatre background herself, so she’ll come up with 
images. Kim Baston, our music director, throws her two bob’s worth into 
everything really. So, yes, there’s lots of kinds of input into the whole process. So 
I think it’s really great to see the women engage with that and understand that, 
you know, their contribution is valued even if in the end their story doesn’t make it 
into the final show. Sarah basically designs the script and she may work with 
other people on that. (Interview 29.4.99) 

Gilblatt doesn’t claim the co-operative, collaborative working methods as exclusively or originally 

the precinct of the Women’s Circus or women’s theatre in general. Indeed the process described 

above is similar to many participatory non-mainstream theatres throughout Australia. What is 

outstanding about Women’s Circus is that the process discourse is consistent, grounded at all 

times in a position that might be understood to acknowledge what Wesley Enoch calls ‘spheres of 

engagement’, and seeking to explore and expand the artform. An exemplar, I am arguing, of 

Radical Group Theatre practice in action.  

Zeal: a case study in Radical Group Theatre directorial function 

Zeal Theatre combines Murphett’s concepts of facilitation and structuring in a manifestation 

characteristic of Radical Group Theatre. In ‘Zeal Theatre: Community Theatre Without 

Compromise’, I described the Zeal form of theatre making as follows:  

Firstly, dedication to an oppositional stance both politically and artistically and 
secondly, a democratic if somewhat chaotic theatre making process. …Zeal’s 
answer to “collective chaos” seems to be based on mutual trust and co-operation. 
(Foster 1995: 14) 

As Nantsou said: 

“You can’t underestimate the value of shared experience and maturity within a 
group. I guess we trust each other and they trust me to make final editorial, 
artistic and managerial decisions because the company is my bread and butter 
too and so far those decisions have been ‘more or less’ correct.” (Foster 1995: 
14) 

A third characteristic identified was ‘a combination of freshness, flexibility and freedom spiced with 

danger‘ which has always been a feature of Zeal’s work. Their freshness lies in the fact that they 

only produce original material. Rarely in ten years have they presented what could be termed a 

conventional, pre-scripted Theatre In Education show. Their flexibility lies in how this process of 

developing original work occurs:  

…there is a certain freedom in there, to put in what you feel is fresh and right and 
you can. Most people who’ll come in and work with Zeal on a show will bring 
something, and that something’s allowed to blossom and grow, and become part 
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of them – then that’s part of the show. (Meg Nantsou, Interview 30.4.99)  

And the show itself is allowed to stay fresh, like, it’s not on a page so you have to 
say this word like that every time. [It’s about] the freedom to just let the show 
breathe and adapt to its audience and adapt to the performers’ performance. 
(Stefo Nantsou, Interview 30.4.99) 

Zeal have always been willing to take risks, due, I’d suggest, to a genuine lack of complacency and 

the scope to experiment due to their independence. Their freshness is a quality that some would 

argue is not shared by many Theatre In Education companies which have developed within the 

safe funded model, enjoying, unlike Zeal, annual or triennial funding but needing to justify their work 

in terms of box office, projected outcomes, response to current funding priorities or other funding 

guidelines. For Zeal, not getting stale is paramount: 

As Artistic Director I’m an actor who writes and directs. I’m busy so I don’t get 
stale. I try to keep everyone fresh by giving them new roles, new challenges, a 
chance to write, try out a new skill or something. I don’t think actors get asked to 
do that very often and I think that’s wrong. (Stefo Nantsou, Interview August 
1994)  

Almost nothing has changed in this aspect of Zeal in the eight years since Nantsou said this. The 

risk taking is also related to form. The company has always demanded of itself the need to explore 

the raw edge, to challenge themselves and their audiences with confronting anti-naturalistic forms 

and styles – what Nantsou calls ‘surprises'. 

For example, in Joyride (1992-96), just as an audience might have been becoming deeply engaged 

in the developing emotional relationship between Gina and Bongo, where the atmosphere was thick 

with tension, I noted that: 

…Nantsou fractures the moment with a song, a gag or the introduction of some 
quite bizarre, unrelated character. Zeal Theatre is no easy ride for audiences – 
and this is intentional. (Foster 1995: 15) 

The major difference between Zeal and most other theatre companies then in terms of the 

relationship between artistic direction and company structure was that ‘...neither one is ever 

compromised by the other because both are informed and controlled by a mutually agreed upon 

vision, rather than by pragmatism, trends or compromise’ (Foster 1995: 14). In this respect, a 

change has gradually occurred since 1995. Pragmatism and compromise have become much more 

a part of Zeal’s day-to-day operations. The distinction between company structure and directorial 

structuring, as in the cases of Mamouney at Sidetrack and Neil Cameron, is a good deal more 

blurred today. The two concepts intersect, collide, separate and re-connect more freely than was 

once the case.  
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In other respects, my reading of the company in 1995 has proved accurate: ‘Zeal’s enthusiasm, 

flexibility and energy, fuelled by confidence in their process, in their product, their skills and their 

willingness to take risks, make it not unreasonable to predict that this company will one day 

become internationally significant’ (1995: 14). This company has been a unique, uncompromising, 

independent Radical Group theatre in Australia. In the last two years they have arrived 

internationally with several significant commissions, tours, workshops and other projects in Europe 

and the USA. 

Zeal has always been concerned with the marriage of content and style in order to make the best 

theatre. To do that, the aspects of Robert Benedetti’s ‘Executive Functions’ as well as the related 

ideas contained in Richard Murphett’s categories of initiation, facilitation and structuring, are linked 

continuously and seamlessly at various stages of the theatre making process. Engagement in the 

process has become internalised. Power struggles occur periodically but are quickly resolved in 

response to a structuring policy which demands the work is done on time. So engagement in the 

process, exploring and expanding the ‘spheres of engagement’, are the means by which the 

product is created at Zeal Theatre. The development of a common language, a process discourse 

which drives the shared dramaturgy, in concert with a leadership model which allocates and 

delegates tasks equally according to skills and experiences, is fuelled by a dynamic which channels 

creative energy appropriately. Zeal’s process clearly favours the function rather than the role of the 

director, despite the fact that strong leadership has made the company what it is today. In most 

respects, and particularly in the significant aspects of directorial practice, Zeal Theatre presents as 

particularly typical of how the directorial function can operate in Radical Group Theatre.  
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CHAPTER 8: SPHERES OF ENGAGEMENT – APPROACHES TO TEXT 
MAKING IN RADICAL GROUP THEATRE  

The unconventional approaches routinely taken by alternative theatre makers to their texts and the 

variety of audience relationships to and with those texts, are markers of the radical. Such 

approaches are elements of Benedetti’s definition of his ‘radical director position’ (1985: 32) which 

implies an open and flexible approach to the creation of new text or the manipulation – what he 

refers to as ‘translation’ – by the director, of existing text. A discussion of the range of approaches 

to text in alternative theatre directorial processes became a significant aspect of developing a 

grounded theory about Radical Group Theatre practice. 

In considering the range of approaches to text and meaning making which constitute the field in 

Australia, it occurred to me that creating a ‘performance text’ (of a kind) based on an investigation 

of this range of approaches might reflect or parallel the practice. The assembled conversation 

between the various respondents I interviewed is a decontextualised juxtapositioning of opinions 

canvassed at the research sites. These intersections are punctuated by my commentary made 

during and after the conversations and linked by questions posed either at the site of interview or 

after a period of reflection. The assembled conversation and commentary makes use of the 

deliberate processes of assemblage and bricolage which are characteristic of text making in 

Radical Group Theatre. 

According to Deleuze and Guattari any text is an assemblage, a composition: 

…as in all things there are lines of articulation, or segmentarity, strata and 
territories: but also lines of flight, movements of deterritorialisation and 
destratification. Comparative rates of slowness and viscosity, or, on the contrary, 
of acceleration and rupture. All this, lines and measurable speeds, constitutes an 
assemblage. (Deleuze and Guattari 1987: 3-4) 

As Hadley noted, as an assemblage ‘the text can be conceived as a heterogeneous juxtaposition of 

elements defined not simply by the tangible and discursive aspects of the signifiers but the interplay 

of various forces between and within the composition’ (Hadley 1997: 25). Theatre making, including 

’play making’, ‘play building’ and ‘group devising’, has from the beginnings of alternative theatre in 

this country implied notions of the assemblage, of the manipulation and interplay of theatrical 

elements to create or construct a new work which has come to be known as a performance text. In 

this sense it could be understood to have fostered the sense of craft, of construction, carried in the 

word ‘playwright’, but to have often shed the concept of ‘authorship’ that has come to accompany 
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that word.  

It is useful here to recall Deleuze and Guatarri’s use of the terms ‘map‘ and ‘tracing’, and how they 

suggest that tracings reproduce what is there, while maps do not, even though they will contain 

tracings within them. In Radical Group Theatre, when a text is assembled through workshops, 

research, improvisation, adaptation, juxtapositioning and decontextualisation, it makes tracings (of 

other texts, people’s lives, social issues, specific events and so on) but transforms them, abstracts 

them, recombines them, reconceptualises them, recontextualises them, enhances them. The 

resultant assemblage is a map, not a tracing. Alison Richards suggests that this interplay of 

elements ‘depends on what kind of a composition you’re making, what the traditions of work are 

that the people are coming from, and it can be very complex’ (Interview 27.4.99). 

A seminal example of this form of performance text is Wesley Enoch’s and Debra Mailman’s 

acclaimed production The Seven Stages of Grieving which was entered in a ‘playwrighting’ 

competition. 51  

Enoch: …and it didn’t win because [the judges] said it wasn’t a play, it was a 
blueprint for performance, and I said, “Exactly, thank you very much. I don’t want 
the award.”  

Foster: That’s the exact rationale offered to Stefo Nantsou and myself in 1995 
when submitting a treatment to a well known Australian publisher for a book of 
edited Zeal Scripts. We were politely advised that the scripts “were not really 
plays”. 

Enoch: Yeah and I think, well then, what is a play? They want it to live on the 
page but I think that it’s not true to us. (Interview 12.8.99) 

As an engineer, Tim Coldwell from Circus Oz relates easily to a construction model for theatre 

making, noting that ‘the whole thing is constructed out of differences of opinion’ (Interview 27.4.99). 

Indeed, I am not aware of a non-mainstream theatre practitioner who is not perfectly comfortable 

with ‘text as assemblage’, or a similar phrase inferring constructing, making, play-‘wrighting’.  

Any such theatre ‘engineer’ needs, of course, a blueprint to begin. However, perhaps ’blueprint’ is 

too prescriptive, implying a finished, complete plan. The concept, modelling phase of the 

assemblage might be more accurately compared to a sketch plan or ‘mud-map’ (not a tracing). In 

any case, Enoch’s ‘construction’ takes place as the production is rehearsed. Don Mamouney, on 

the other hand, prefers to add working models to his preparation: 

                                                 

51 Green Room Awards, Melbourne, 1998. 
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One of the most important things in making a work is to set the parameters. If you don’t 
set parameters and you’re too wishy-washy on the parameters, everyone gets 
lost. So, one of the most important things is to be absolutely clear what it is 
you’re trying to do. So, you have a statement about that. (Interview 14.4.99) 

Mamouney’s colleague John Bayliss agreed, introducing dramaturgical function as significant: 

Well I guess the first step is to create a common conceptual framework, 
parameters. And that’s where there’s an authorial role. (Interview 13.4.99) 

The role of dramaturgy in Radical Group Theatre practice. 

It could be argued that what Bayliss calls an authorial role is in these contexts a dramaturgical one. 

Dramaturges, theatre practitioners, and especially theatre and literary critics have long recognised 

certain weaknesses in group devising and the collaborative process. Deb Batton and Gavin Robins 

from Legs On The Wall acknowledge this: 

Batton: I think it’s also that sometimes you have many ideas but almost everyone 
feels that their ideas get watered down or taken somewhere, so that when you 
must throw your ideas into a pool you lose them. And in a way, we have to be 
prepared to do that, as the co-devisors. You have to be prepared to throw it in 
there and let it go. (Interview 14.4.99) 

Robins: Well the big weakness of self-devising is that you’ve got to create a script 
that works, whether it’s a physical script or whatever the language you choose. 
What we’re doing is this daunting task of trying to create something from the 
individual that has a kind of theatrical eloquence and dramaturgical 
sophistication, as well as new physical language, and I think that that’s a 
disadvantage. Often there is a mishmash of visions, there’s a grab of inspiration 
here and there, but there sometimes isn’t that through-line, nor is there that 
dramatic structure a text offers. (Interview 15.4.99)  

The idea of ‘finding the common language’ was recognised by every practitioner I interviewed as 

fundamental to the effective group creative theatre making process. It is certainly fundamental to 

Zeal Theatre’s process: 

Stefo Nantsou: When I was with Sidetrack there was three years of learning the 
same language of how to talk about things. Having stayed and lived together in 
caravans and motels, we learnt to play; we learnt to discuss the work. We learnt 
and shared skills, to develop miming for example. That stuff always comes into 
the work somehow, somewhere in an ensemble. That’s where the circus analogy 
comes in, in a big way. Community theatre practitioners and circus artists tend to 
get on… It’s a very intense situation. Not like the mainstream. (Interview 30.4.99) 

Collective ownership, setting parameters, developing a common language, are all features of what I 

refer to as ‘shared dramaturgy’. ‘Ownership’, may be a term some have become uncomfortable 

with, but as I have argued earlier, it remains a key element of Radical Group Theatre practice. This 

can be seen in the discourses of prominent practitioners. 
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Bayliss: The only thing people are getting out of it is their artistic expression and control 
of the means of that expression. So it’s a form that encourages that; everyone 
owns the company, the work, and the direction of the company is informed by 
everyone. (Interview 13.4.99) 

As we have already noted, Mandy Gilblatt remains comfortable with the term ‘ownership’, which in 

text creation for the Women’s Circus is achieved through strategies such as sharing each 

member’s research as a whole group. Although ‘probably ninety-eight percent’ (Interview 29.4.99) 

of that research is not used, it informs the performance text. The implication is that the degree of 

‘ownership’ by participants does not necessarily relate to the actual material finishing up in the 

created text but that recognition by the group of the act of contributing to the text creation infuses a 

sense of ownership for each participant involved in the creative process. 

As Bayliss infers, the form needs a term for that part of the process which combines authorial and 

directorial functions. ‘Dramaturge’ implies this interplay, but rather than being lodged in one person, 

in group theatre the function is almost always shared. I have related the term ‘shared dramaturgy’ 

to ‘shared artistic franchise’ (Foster 1993) to suggest the ‘ownership’ of a jointly created text. 

Eugenio Barba defines dramaturgy as ‘that which concerns the “text” of the performance that is the 

work of actions in the performance’ (1985: 75). Commenting on this, Hadley observes that  

consequently the term dramaturgy embraces an understanding of textual action 
in its structural and theatrical senses, not only within the construction of the 
script, but in extension to that which concerns the dramaturgic structure, the 
weave of the performance. (Hadley 1997: 13) 

In non-mainstream theatre this dramaturgical process is administered by the director or absorbed 

into the directorial function of the collective theatre making process. That is, it is part of what 

Mamouney and Bayliss describe above as ‘setting the parameters’. In Radical Group Theatre, the 

group is routinely involved at some point in development of the parameters, and of the performance 

text that grows within or around those parameters. 
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Bricolage in Radical Group Theatre   

In Radical Group Theatre, text and meaning making invariably involves gathering the elements 

together which come to constitute the bricolage (a collection of found objects). These elements are 

analysed, assessed, ordered, rejected, connected and otherwise processed in a variety of ways 

using a variety of techniques. The ruling idea is to create disturbance of theatrical conventions, of 

cultural assumptions, of relationships between audience and performer. What ensues is a typically 

chaotic process discourse, during which the ‘bricolage’ evolves into an ‘assemblage’ – a map. The 

assemblage is connected, polished, tightened and tuned in order to attract and engage the 

audience. The process discourse is never definitive, as Alison Richards notes above. It depends on 

with whom, for what, when and where the engagement is planned to culminate. But how does this 

process of text and meaning making present in various contexts in Australian Radical Group 

Theatre? 

For Neil Cameron the bricolage is often initiated or supported by shared narratives, ideas or 

archetypes and visual images – huge, bizarre, colourful and predominantly designed by his partner 

Faridah. The images, made of rice paper and bamboos, connect to myth and ritual either in a literal 

sense, such as the enormous stupas or ritual parade ornaments, or in a figurative sense such as 

representations of spirits, deities or symbolic icons. Using the images as a launching pad, further 

stories are created or collected for adaptation for performance on a large scale. The performers 

construct all the images, which are worn, carried or displayed as integral elements of the 

performance. As ‘owners’, albeit temporary, of the costumes, sets and props, the performers are 

able to invest much of themselves in creating and interpreting the stories which are collected and/or 

devised for specific occasions (for example the grieving ritual created for the Port Arthur 

Community). The performances incorporate narrative in varying degrees, again depending on the 

site-specific context. Both presentational and representational styles are employed and many other 

artistic elements are stirred into the pot to fashion the final assemblage: dance, choral singing, ritual 

chants (by real Tibetan Monks), rock music, physical theatre, documentary theatre, film and most 

importantly, fire. And so the evolving text is created. It is aimed at disturbing the audience’s 

conventional notions of performance but in so doing creating multiple intersecting spheres of 

engagement, or, in Deleuze and Guattari’s sense, creating multiplicities.   

Wesley Enoch’s bricolage is similar in many ways. He collects stories, traditional and 

contemporary; mixes traditional indigenous storytelling with current theatre technology; and often 

reclaims Aboriginal stories from previously appropriated sources, for example his production 

Fountains Beyond (2001). I found it extraordinary that this was the first production in Australia of 
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George Linden Dan’s classic play to employ an all-Aboriginal cast – all the characters except one 

were Aboriginal and Enoch played him as an Aboriginal, i.e. no white face makeup as with the 

remainder of the cast. 

Like Cameron’s, Enoch’s shows are assembled somewhat chaotically but gradually evolve into 

multi-levelled, highly engaging theatre experiences. It is important to recall here that these and 

other Radical Group Theatre directors ‘prepare meticulously to make it up as they go along’ 

(Benedetti 1985 :31 There is no suggestion of guesswork or haphazardness or ‘mishmash‘ here. 

Creative particles are caused (or understood) to spin, collide, attract, deflect and merge again in an 

atmosphere charged with the passion and enthusiasm of the participants. But the process is 

contained, if best practice is being observed, within the parameters perhaps set by the Radical 

Group Theatre director or ideally, jointly conceptualised and facilitated by the group. 

In this sense, Zeal Theatre is perhaps the most chaotic in process of the established Australian 

Radical Group Theatre companies. Frequently basing their work on applied field research with and 

among their target audience, Zeal collect stories and experiences and images, working closely with 

community agencies, for example Police Force, or at-risk youth, education authorities and factory 

workers. This bricolage is shaped by a writer, usually Stefo Nantsou, into a rehearsable script. 

Continuing liaison with the community groups eventually polishes and tunes the finished script. 

Here the consultation ends and a more or less conventional rehearsal process begins. 

Many circus companies initiate their text making process with a trick, routine or virtuoso performer 

(as outlined in Chapter 7). Traditionally shows are made up of a succession of these tricks and 

routines linked only by a ringmaster. However, new circus in Australia and world wide since the 

mid-seventies, has attempted to find ‘a new place to stand‘ (Richards, Interview 27.4.99) and to 

incorporate a new aesthetic and a new politics into the work. So their process discourse has 

adapted profoundly while retaining many of the traditions upon which the form is grounded. The 

boundaries between circus and dance have been dissolved by physical theatre companies and 

dance theatre companies. Legs On The Wall’s Under the Influence (1998) was ‘assembled‘ by the 

company and director Kate Champion as a conscious challenge to the company, by combining the 

extraordinary skills of the performers with the apparent mundanity of life and relationships. 

Spectacular design features were juxtaposed into an everyday room in an everyday house. Legs 

infused the assemblage with well developed character work where the skills of actor, dancer and 

acrobat were blended. These were the ingredients of their bricolage which became an assemblage 

totally disturbing conventions. It resulted in one of the most engaging physical theatre experiences 

up to that time. More recently Kate Champion’s company, Force Majeure, has extended this 

blending of forms in Same Same But Different (2002). With four pairs of actors/dancers each 
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playing the same character, simple stories of relationship were shared and developed by the cast. 

The assemblage was thus actor-centred and the challenge of combining dance, acting, music and 

full-size film projection drove the production such that it became an example where narrative, 

technique, content and aesthetics combined to create an entirely original sphere of engagement.  

Audience as text  

Text making relates in most sites of Radical Group Theatre to the target audience, to a perceived 

relationship with the audience. More than that, it envisages a role for the audience in meaning 

making or what various practitioners still refer to as establishing a ‘dialectic’ (for example Pitts 

1999, Kershaw 2000, Craig 1980, McGrath 1981). In this context, Neil Cameron suggested an 

intriguing possibility: 

In an interesting way the audience is the “text”. All elements are negotiated and 
juxtaposed to create the text for a given situation. No two performances are the 
same. (Interview 29.3.99) 

Cameron’s approach involves notions of negotiable meaning and avoidance of definitive narratives. 

What he indicates is that he is concerned to create performances that open out to multiple 

readings. In effect, what happens, happens so that ‘…each performance retains its own unique 

character’ (Interview 29.3.99). The ‘uniqueness’ will vary for each audience member in each 

performance.  

For others it is not so much that the audience is the text but that audience interaction helps to 

define how textuality is experienced in each performance.  

Alison Richards: Any performance, in the end, is defined by its audience. It’s also 
about being able to assume, or needing to develop, a language, or a set of 
vocabularies, a code, a mutual code, whereby the audience and the people on 
the stage understand each other. What you’re dealing with are questions 
between what’s happening in the performance and what’s happening in the 
audience. You can’t assume. (Interview 27.4.99) 

Writing about audience engagement twenty years ago, Sandy Craig observed that ‘alternative 

theatre works when it engages the audience at the twin levels of signifier and signified, at the level 

of what is being said and the way it is being said’. He argued that despite all the differences extant 

in the field of alternative theatre in 1980, the one feature the field shared was  

…the new relation between the stage and the audience, a relation of 
engagement. And…alternative theatre exults and shows its exultation in the 
creative productivity of people. (Craig 1980: 28) 

I would extend this observation into the exploration of spaces between audiences and performers, 

both in the physical sense of the ways content and aesthetics explore boundaries in a semiotic and 

 139



 
 

proxemic context, and a perceptual, sensory, imaginative sense of the relationships between the 

two sets of bodies as they co-exist and communicate in specific theatre spaces. As I have argued 

in the discussion of directorial process (Chapter 7), this exploration constitutes the process 

discourse which, in Radical Group Theatre, consciously factors in audience engagement. 

Dialectic between audience and performer 

As far back as Sandy Craig (1980) and John McGrath (1981) writers and practitioners in Britain 

were noting that establishing dialectic with the audience was the element that identified alternative 

theatre as something different. When asked whether the concept of audience-performer dialectic 

was ‘at the heart’ of his actual work, Wesley Enoch offered this response: 

Absolutely. I mean that doesn’t mean we have to sit down afterwards and 
deconstruct it. It’s a generation thing. Maybe it’s the big move but there’s almost 
a cycle happening now where people want to go back to the connection between 
people as we become more distanced and we stop talking about things and we 
no longer discuss ideas… In the eighties and maybe early nineties, people 
moved away from ideas and politics… I think they’re starting to come back. 
(Interview 12.8.99) 

I also asked Don Mamouney and Graham Pitts about the performer-audience ‘dialectic’ and 

whether they believed that this aspect of the actor-audience relationship was an identifying feature 

of Radical Group Theatre. 

Pitts: You know, in all the plays that I’ve written, one thing that I rapidly realised 
was that there’s a dialectic established between a community audience and 
yourself. (Interview 23.4.99) 

Mamouney: The dialectic not only informs your process by reminding you of 
things like what you want to say, but can profoundly influence where you explore 
next through audience response to your shows. It’s always the most important 
element of the process. (Interview April 13.4.99) 

Alison Richards problematised and nuanced the question of the dialectic this way: 

It’s probably only a semantic difference however…we need to operate by 
assuming we’re communicating. I assume that I’ve got stuff in common with you. 
But in fact, that’s a cultural assumption. We are always really working cross-
culturally. Communication is something that happens sometimes… And the 
minute we depart from structures that are politically established, we can’t any 
longer automatically make that assumption. (Interview 27.4.99) 

Here Richards provides another perspective on Radical Group Theatre‘s capacity to develop, 

consciously, the potential for multiple open readings offered by the cross-cultural effects of all sites 

of communication. That is, as with Cameron, the audience is taken to be an element that is fluid 

and replete with difference. These notions of multiplicity, plurivocalism and ‘many politics’ are 

 140



 
 

further explored in Chapter 9 which focuses on the political in Radical Group Theatre.  

Does the recognition of plurality preclude the existence of universals; of a global language of 

theatre spoken of by Brook, Barba, Schechner, Mnouchkine et al.; of Enoch’s ‘Third Place’? Or 

does the fact that we understand that we can no longer make cultural assumptions mean we need 

to rethink our explorations of the spaces between audience and performer in an attempt to find, or 

maybe create, intersections where communication (dialectic) can occur? Given current recognitions 

in cultural and communications theory, how might Radical Group Theatre practitioners be engaging 

with a notion of the dialectic? If the sites of communication can never be assumed to involve 

interaction between two unitary cultural positions, how does a term such as ‘dialectic’ operate? It 

has clearly taken on a particular set of additional connotations in contemporary Radical Group 

Theatre. Wesley Enoch, who also says that he is working cross-culturally, reveals a strong sense 

that cultural intersections exist and that progress is being made in exposing them:  

Enoch: Often what audiences really wanted from the arts was a sense of a new 
language, a new way of explaining the world, a new way of connecting. And in 
this country the way of connecting and explaining the world, and that change, is 
through a whole lot of our connections as Indigenous people with non-Indigenous 
Australia. (Interview 12.8.99) 

Enoch considers his ‘Third Place’ as representing those points of intersection where both cultures 

can speak, if not in a common language then with a new language which, he argues, is the only 

possible way forward. Enoch uses the term ‘Dandiiri’ – a meeting place creating the possibility of a 

shared territory, suggesting a sort of co-habitation rather than common ground: Enoch’s ‘Third 

Place’ – is a place for expansion, a place sought also by Neil Cameron who argues that such a 

cross-cultural, shared terrain is the only place that Radical Group Theatre should be working: ‘cross 

cultural, multicultural, intercultural particularly with Indigenous Australians is where radical 

practitioners belong.’ (Neil Cameron, written response to  questions prepared by the author during 

Woodford Fire Event, December 1999-January 2000) 

It is not unreasonable to suggest that Enoch’s embrace of the mainstream might involve 

‘translation’ of the Anglo-centric theatre language of the mainstream, including its canon, into the 

new language he seeks. This is an example of what Alison Richards called ‘discovering a new 

place to stand’ (Interview 27.4.99). It also encompasses Graham Pitts’ call for the development of a 

‘new rhetoric’ (Interview 24.4.99) in the Radical Group Theatre context and is further supported by 

the observation from Tom Burvill that ‘the old community theatre principles are finding their way into 

contemporary theatre performance in the work of Sidetrack and Urban Theatre Projects in 

particular’ (ADSA conference paper, Newcastle University 5.7.00). 

Accepting the problematics of the term ‘dialectic’ but also accepting that it is still widely used by 
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practitioners, I asked Wesley Enoch whether the notion of the dialectic exists from the very 

beginning of his process, from day one in creating a show: 

Enoch: I think that the starting point is the people involved, the artists. We are a 
subset of society. Somehow we are given the space to step outside and look at 
society therefore what are the ideas that we want? What is the dialogue that we 
want to throw around? What are the ideas, the passions, that engage us? And 
then you start to articulate yourself as a group, as a group of ideas, as a 
relationship, and then articulate yourself within the next kind of “sphere of 
engagements”, then the next sphere and the next sphere until when you’re 
putting on a show it actually has to work off all those different levels – from a 
group of artists working on it and venues and ways of getting there, how people 
are connecting and the audience and then a broader society, regionally, state 
and nationally, internationally. It kind of grows. (Interview 12.8.99) 

Enoch’s phrase ‘spheres of engagement’ is a beautifully apt metaphor for the concept of dialectic 

as used by Radical Group Theatre practitioners. It is certainly more useful than more diagrammatic 

suggestions of circles or intersections. The idea of the Third Place – that meeting place between 

cultures, between people and in the case of performance, between performer and audience – 

expands to become the idea of ‘spheres’, thus incorporating strong implications of multi-

dimensionality such that the levels of engagement extend beyond two-dimensional structural 

concepts of auditorium/stage to encompass all the aspects of the theatre making process. 

It is clear to me that a notion of ‘spheres of engagement’ is what drives Radical Group Theatre and 

represents a major distinction between it and mainstream theatre. It is about theatre which, through 

working with difference, creates plurality which invites affinities and thus differing/new 

understandings of matters of mutual significance, compared to theatre which assumes unitary or 

binary positions and seeks agreed meanings for canonical texts, albeit that different 

companies/directors might offer different interpretations and for different audiences.  

It is useful to consider more closely the approach of Wesley Enoch in Aboriginal theatre. He claims 

that often his work is driven by the need to confront white, middle class, increasingly mainstream 

audiences with stories and aspects of Aboriginal culture in order that the truth be communicated. 

Such stories are often not fiction and so the audience does not have to be drawn into the fiction, or 

to suspend disbelief, because what they are witnessing are the real stories told by their owners. 

This ‘representation of reality’ fundamentally alters the space between audience and performer 

precisely because the traditional unwritten contract demanding suspension of disbelief has been 

disturbed. In effect structural conventions are torn down before the eyes of the audience. Enoch 

achieves this not only by asking ‘Is there anybody interested?‘ but also ‘How can we make you 

interested?’ 

I wanted to find out if Enoch had considered the question of exploring the spaces between as part 
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of the spheres of engagement he sought. He replied: 

Yeah, and its layers of reality. I mean in a number of the shows that I’ve done I 
have this thing about rolling beginnings and rolling endings because I think there 
is a way of coming in as an Aboriginal/person/actor/character and then coming 
out of it the other end. And a lot of my work tries to say that the audience has to 
identify the moments in between, and ask: What is the difference between? 
(Interview 12.8.99) 

He added that his recent production of Stolen created an open-ended space where the actors get 

to talk about their lives. One of the actors, Pauline, a stolen child, tells her story.  

She says, “This play that I’ve done which is about being taken away and stuff like 
that is actually my story and you cannot delineate it”. There is no fiction, no fact, 
there is nothing to grab hold of except for the person and the space. And that’s 
why the audience can’t distance themselves from it, they can’t say it happened to 
someone else somewhere else. It’s there and it’s a very moving moment.  

Foster: So again the mainstream convention of “suspending disbelief” is 
dismantled because it’s real?  

Enoch: It’s real, and yet it’s done in an environment where you’re used to fiction 
and used to storytelling so the audience think, “Is it real? Is it really real?” And 
you have to engage with all those different layers. That’s what I’m trying to do 
and that’s how you get closer to the politics I think. (Interview 12.8.99) 

The theoretical ground here is intriguing because notions of reality in performance connect directly 

to community-based forms – to Verbatim Theatre and ethnography based, social history based, 

personal history based performances in a variety of community theatre contexts. Traditionally these 

forms have been influenced equally by documentary, reality-based storytelling and non-naturalistic 

popular theatre styles. Mixing realism and stylisation has never been a problem for most Radical 

Group Theatre practitioners. What Wesley Enoch is arguing, I think, is that he wants to avoid this 

partnership in the sense that he does not want there to be any doubt about reality, he does not 

want people to dismiss any of his content as fiction. He wants to disturb the stories his audiences 

have told themselves which have become reality for many white Australians. Here we are dealing 

not so much with familiar contemporary textual techniques of blurring the boundaries between 

fiction and reality as with a strategy to achieve what Weber observed – that we need not only to 

acknowledge ‘the reality of our fictions, but the fictionality of the real’ (Game 1991: 3-19). 

Current cultural/textual theory has urged us to notice that our sense of what is real is constructed 

by discourse. Therefore the ‘real’ is a product of what we have come to represent the real as. The 

role of art is not in fact to capture or reflect the real. Art is always about Art. The stories we tell are 

about the stories we have been told. Enoch’s work acknowledges this by saying, in its effect, ‘You 

think you know what is “real” and what is “fiction”. Well, let me disguise it so that you enter a space 

in which you expect fiction and I confront you with stories which come from a different “real” 
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from that which you thought was “real”. Ergo, your real is a fiction – it’s time you thought about 

other realities.’ 

It could be presumed that he seeks to abandon the performative act in favour of presenting actual 

reality. However, unlike Verbatim Theatre, for example, which takes reality and filters it through 

performers telling stories ‘as if‘ they are the owner, Stolen presents the owners telling their own 

personal stories with no opportunity for audiences to disconnect at any point. Now, is it the 

story/text which carries the power to connect or the teller/performer? It seems to me that, 

depending on the quality, either or both can be the source of that power. Of course Enoch’s 

development of this form of theatrical reality-shifting should be balanced by the recognition of his 

eclecticism. He works in many forms and contexts from musical theatre to the Bell Shakespeare 

Company, moving with apparent ease between styles, structures and genres.  

The point, however, is that Radical Group Theatre practitioners consciously integrate ‘disturbance’ 

into the process of text and meaning making; consciously deconstruct structures and ‘realities’ with 

the intention to confront and throw expectations into disarray. These are unarguably characteristics 

of the process discourse in Radical Group Theatre. I asked Alison Richards and Graham Pitts to 

comment on and compare these characteristics to those found in the mainstream in relation to 

textual strategies.  

Richards: What you get with mainstream theatre is that you get established 
means, you get established methods, you get established power structures and 
you get established relations between the performance and the audience. And 
you go along, as an audience member, to participate in that structure. Non-
mainstream performance sometimes arises in answer to the needs of an 
audience that maybe is already there and isn’t being fed, or, it is actually in the 
business of finding out if there is an audience. (Interview 27.4.99) 

Pitts: [The Mainstream’s] idea of the perfect writer is one to whom you offer a 
commission and who disappears into an attic and sometime later comes down 
and hands you a brilliant script. But by sheer financial exigency in the non-
mainstream, you always work together, can’t do otherwise. It’s much more 
efficient, you have to pool [resources, ideas]. (Interview 23.4.99) 

In other words, Radical Group Theatre always creates texts in group and audience contexts. This 

does not mean that the mainstream does not use techniques which disturb structures, particularly 

textual structure. Frequently the work of Barry Kosky (his 1998 production of King Lear for 

example) is ‘experimental’. In this case however, it appears on balance that the ‘experimentation’ 

has more to do with theatrics and aesthetics than a conscious deconstructionist process in relation 

to relationships between text and audience. Richards argues that however contemporary Kosky’s 

practice is, he and others in the mainstream tend to be ‘doing it for themselves’ (Interview 27.4.99) 

as opposed to ‘for the wider community’. That is, in the experimental mainstream the focus is on 
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the act of theatre per se rather than on how that theatre opens out to ‘spheres of engagement’. 

Although Kosky is engaged in a ‘theatre of ideas’, rarely is a group process discourse evident. The 

inter-textual methods assume a high degree of literacy on the part of audiences concerning the 

repertoire and ideas he is playing with and perhaps challenging. This probably goes some way to 

explaining why Enoch has called the genre ‘theatre of distraction’ (Interview 12.8.99) in that it might 

be positioned as theatre in which accessibility is reduced and the distance between potential 

audiences and performance is increased. The opposite movement is sought by Radical Group 

Theatre. 

If we accept Sandy Craig’s, Baz Kershaw’s, Graham Pitts’ and Wesley Enoch’s passionate views 

regarding the necessity for the establishment of genuine and multi-layered  engagement between 

audience and performer, it follows that the ‘theatre of distraction’, while clearly deserving 

widespread critical and intellectual attention, differs fundamentally from the Radical Group Theatre I 

am dealing with here. The contrast highlights ‘knowing disturbance‘ in order to produce widespread 

engagement in the ongoing process discourse as a crucial characteristic of Radical Group Theatre. 

This contrast exemplifies the diversity of contemporary Australian theatre which makes analysis 

challenging. Theatre in Australia tends, generally, towards the eclectic. It ‘pulls in’ from and ‘plugs 

in’ to many traditions and contemporary models, and at the same time reflects its own cultural 

preoccupations. The point is, however, that Australian Radical Group Theatre engages with the 

cultural preoccupations of particular audiences in particular ways for specific contexts with the aim 

of developing a ‘conversation’ with that audience about its concerns. 

Spectacle and the carnivalesque 

The influence and popularity of New Circus, as it has come to be known, could be said to exemplify 

an Australianness connected to the Australian obsession with sport and a love of spectacle as 

evidenced by the country’s rapt involvement in events like the Olympic Games opening ceremony. 

And a glance at the major festival programs of the past decade reveals that mainstream and non-

mainstream alike have been affected in their programming by notions of spectacle and the 

carnivalesque. This can be traced through a range of contexts such as: the emergence of dance 

theatre as a form (e.g. Meryl Tankard’s Possessed, Australian Dance Theatre, 1998); Legs On The 

Wall’s popular appeal in Australia and overseas; the Broadway success of Circus Oz; the 

Melbourne Women’s Circus; the recent emergence of Kate Champion’s Force Majeure, and so on. 

All these make use of aesthetics and staging which borrow heavily from New Circus. Overseas, 

companies such as DV8, Robert Le Page’s Ex Machina (Adelaide Festival, 2000), the Nederlands 

Danse Theatre and many others have variously contributed to a blurring of the boundaries between 

circus, dance and theatre, and between mainstream and non-mainstream. But it is the nature of the 

engagement, the question of the inclusion of audiences in the process discourse, which in this 
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context, too, provides the contrast between the mainstream and the non-mainstream.  

Mandy Gilblatt from Melbourne Women’s Circus acknowledges that ‘one of the things that engages 

our audiences is the spectacle’ (Interview 29.4.99). Deborah Batton from Legs On The Wall 

described their view of spectacle as follows:  

[The audience] loved the kind of sense of… that this type of theatre was real and 
there wasn’t that fourth wall. There was this sense of “we’re creating theatre that 
actually impacts on people”. (Interview 15.4.99) 

The physical companies have a distinct advantage in this aspect of audience engagement: 

elements of danger; constant surprises; uncertain outcomes; the excitement of physical proximity; 

the notion that the performers have abilities way beyond their spectators. 52

Circus, conventionally, invites immediate feedback after each trick has been completed with 

audiences encouraged to offer their appreciation immediately. However, Maree Cunnington, 

commenting on a performance of Rock and Roll Circus’s Tango, argued that ‘smiling for applause 

after a trick is executed should be discouraged’ (cited in Haseman 2001) as it affects the degree to 

which narrative and content can be integrated into the performance which is, in her opinion, 

essential if New Circus is to advance. Cunnington’s approach would, however, be counter-

productive in terms of creating ‘spheres of engagement’. The circus performer actively seeks 

engagement and the performance is indeed driven by the immediate feedback offered. When 

Australian New Circus makes loosely structured use of integrating narrative into performance, it is 

quite comfortable with this level of ‘disturbance’ which emphasises that the performers are 

performers, invoking the sort of ‘real’ alluded to by Batton as part of the thrill of the spectacle. It is 

frequently the case that notions of boisterousness become part of the narrative impulsion and of the 

process discourse between troupe, performance text and audience.53 Pitts notices that this has 

become part of group theatre, but has also affected the ‘Foyer Culture’ of mainstream theatre in 

Australia as much it has the content and style of performances: 

In terms of Bakhtin’s notions of the ‘carnivalesque’…there is an indefinable 
Australian boisterousness, I think. And the carnival, the event rather than the 
theatre with a capital ‘T’…has really penetrated mainstream as well. Because as 
appropriated, even at its best, it is carnival, it’s an event as much as it’s theatre. 
(Interview 23.4.99) 

                                                 

52 This does not mean that the performers must seem superhuman. In performances of The Women’s Circus, the 
‘ordinariness’ of the performers is stressed, and the slogan of The Flying Fruit Flies is ‘ordinary kids doing extraordinary 
things’.  
53 This attitude to building immediate audience feedback into the performance text is often different in overseas New 
Circus companies (Cirque Du Soleil, for example) and the difference seems largely to do with avoidance of such 
disturbance and boisterousness in the interests of a more aesthetically located process discourse. 
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Neil Cameron, whose work makes more use of varied elements of spectacle and carnival than 

any other practitioner interviewed for this study, links a sense of the carnivalesque with a notion of 

Australianness through a concept of ‘ritual’ as a driving force:  

We have ended up in a particular specialist form of theatre which involves the 
community, very much concerned with a theatrical, ritual process. Now, what is 
that ritual? It’s to do with, I think, trying to invent a new way for Australians…to 
combine with, to be inspired at least, or be taught by the Aboriginal people of this 
country and to include new elements, like the multicultural. People come from all 
over the world. We’re trying to find out what it is to genuinely express the feelings 
of the country, the bush, and the people that live in it.  

Foster: So would you agree with Alison [Richards] and Wesley [Enoch] that, 
really, we are all working cross-culturally in Australia today?  

Cameron: Well, yes and no. I prefer to think that in Australia, multiculturalism is 
our culture therefore we are working within one culture rather than inter or cross 
culturally. (Interview 29.3.99) 

At first glance these are ideas very close to Peter Brook’s, that is, a humanist trans-, inter-, cross-

cultural approach looking for the essences of a number of cultures to enhance the whole; a ‘World 

Theatre’; a ‘Total Theatre,’ combining anything and everything to create the new place. The 

difference, however, between Brook and Australian practitioners such as Cameron, Enoch, Legs 

On The Wall and Richards, is that the latter are not seeking universals or ‘complete truths’. Rather 

they seek many ways to glimpse different understandings of shared concerns, which often means 

bringing together many elements of symbol and performance through group input in a multi-faceted 

text similar to that exemplified by a street carnival.  

John Bayliss, who equally rejects the possibility of ‘universal truths’ in favour of multiple meanings 

and shared understandings, noted that Urban Theatre Projects’ 2000 program of performance was 

structured within the primary aim of creating what he is calling ‘intimate spectacle’. This he 

describes as  

…deeply rooted in its physical location and its community context… These two 
aspects intertwine with the intention of creating dialogue through multiple voices. 
(Interview 13.4.99) 

Bayliss’s central focus connects directly with my description of the aspect of Neil Cameron’s 

process I have characterised as ‘audience as text’, in that Cameron sees as pivotal the audience’s 

role in both text and meaning making. By defining this relationship as ‘intimate spectacle‘, Bayliss is 

emphasising the importance of context in theatre making processes. As Kershaw suggests, ‘there 

is an assumption that stable meanings can be shared between author and reader, actor and 

audience, stage and auditorium’ (1999: 12). In terms of postmodern theory, Kershaw observes that 

these relationships are continually disrupted by deconstructing the process of meaning making 
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itself.  

Quite clearly, in New Circus specifically and in Radical Group Theatre generally, spectacle 

becomes a primary means of engagement often eschewing narrative, sometimes attempting to 

incorporate it – such is the diversity of the field. In some cases Radical Group Theatre has moved 

towards ‘naturalising’ spectacle. An example of this was Brink Productions’ Under the Big Sky 

(1998), an epic narrative set against the backdrop of Brisbane’s Kangaroo Point cliffs. Another was 

the urban ‘naturalising’ inherent in Legs On The Wall’s performance of Homeland for the millennium 

celebrations involving performers on the sails of the Sydney Opera House and on the walls of the 

AMP Building. The performance took the audience across time and space through the use of an 

iconic architectural and cultural setting which was as likely to provoke multiple responses as the 

spectacle itself and its suggested narrative. 

Another aspect of spectacle, which suggests its identification as a cultural aesthetic, is the 

emergence of ‘big collaborations’ and the apparently incongruous cross art form partnerships that 

have emerged in the past two decades. Peter Brook’s Conference of the Birds and Mahabarata 

inspired groups around the world to combine forces with colleagues from music, dance, opera, 

architecture and the visual arts in vast multi-media, usually site-specific, performances often linked 

to arts festivals or specialised international events.54 These radical experiments soon became 

largely the precinct of commercial mainstream producers due mainly to the prohibitive costs of 

staging. This embedded a cultural assumption that spectacle was what the people wanted but that 

only a very few could afford to be ‘engaged’ in producing it because of the huge production costs 

and the equally huge ticket prices. That these great spectacles and collaborations contributed at all 

to the sort of disturbance of theatrical and cultural convention sought by Radical Group Theatre 

practitioners is most unlikely. Spectacle now, in Radical Group Theatre, has tended to return to the 

simple, to the ‘radus’, the roots; to the celebration of different stories and many politics through 

various approaches to multiple meaning making which rely on engagement between audience and 

performer, avoiding the danger that the spectacle enthrals the audience at the expense of shared 

meaning making.  

In this sense, spectacle becomes an aspect of the bricolage characteristic of Radical Group 

Theatre’s approaches to text. David Williams uses the term to describe Peter Brook’s practice 

which 

                                                 

54 There were also spectacular failures such as Robert Wilson’s Civil Wars, designed to open the 1984 Olympics, and 
which never eventuated. 
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…contrives to generate surprising hybrid conjunctions of complementary elements, a 
carefully constructed mixture of linguistic, aural, visual, affective and thematic (i.e. 
cultural) texts. In performance this non-homogeneous hotchpotch of forms, 
styles, accents and conversations – some borrowed then deconstructed, others 
invented and erased in an instant – promotes a dizzying intertextuality. (1996: 76) 

Such an approach is exemplified in the work of Neil Cameron, Urban Theatre Projects, Circus Oz, 

Not Yet It’s Difficult, Women’s Circus, Zeal Theatre, Legs On The Wall and Wesley Enoch, as it is 

also present in that of many other Australian theatre makers. While approaches may vary 

significantly in terms of the level of shared dramaturgy and specific theoretical, political and 

practical issues, Radical Group Theatre practitioners draw on processes of bricolage in their work, 

just as carnival has always done. 

The politics of form 

Williams also suggests that the interculturality of Brook’s practice is a significant marker of the 

relationship between context, text and form:  

Each component of a polyphonous construct retains its particular savour in a 
heightened form, yet the sum of discursive elements coexisting temporarily 
creates something fresh and textu(r)ally “other”: the space of trans-cultural 
community, of a culture of links. (in Pavis ed. 1996: 76) 

Variations on this theme characterise Australian Radical Group Theatre. Often the theoretical or 

philosophical underpinnings of a company or a practitioner are what link the politics to the form or 

merge to create ‘the politics of form’ through textual strategies. 

Separating politics from textual theory in relation to arts practice is clearly not possible because all 

theory can be said to be political in that all theory is expressed in discourse and discourse is always 

already ideologically loaded. Similarly aesthetics can never be disimplicated from 

ideology/discourse/politics. Politics are linked to form therefore approaches to text creation and its 

relationship to audience are fundamentally political as well. Similarly, theoretical influences in 

theatre are usually ‘threaded’ politically and in turn inform both the structures individuals prefer to 

establish in theatre companies, and the creative processes they use in their theatre making. The 

political threads which weave through each of the categories synthesised from this study’s research 

data vary from site to site. Clearly the politics of Wesley Enoch and Neil Cameron, for example, are 

distinctly different while sharing certain common principles. Such is the case between each of the 

practitioners included in the study. In the following chapter the intersections, collisions, 

contradictions, and the spaces between the politics of these practitioners is discussed.    

Textual processes and process discourse 

The process of text and meaning making in Radical Group Theatre is an integral part of a process 
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discourse which significantly categorises the practice as fundamentally and distinctly different 

from mainstream theatre practice. The differences, connected practically and theoretically with the 

key principles of Radical Group Theatre (as discussed in Chapter 3) can be broadly categorised in 

terms of approaches, techniques and practices extant in the form which are concerned with the 

relationship between performers and audiences. I have argued that this relationship is organic, 

shifting, dynamic and above all, open ended. The concept of the dialectic has been problematised 

and repositioned to emphasise the characteristics of exploration and discovery of shared terrain, 

notions of disturbance and deconstruction of practical and theoretical structures.  

Wesley Enoch’s Third Place, a territory of possible co-habitation between cultures and discourses, 

can be achieved through building ‘spheres of engagement’, multi-dimensional interconnecting 

linkages driven pluralistically to achieve new understandings and disturbances of cultural 

assumptions. The processes of text and meaning making explored in this chapter demonstrate a 

range of approaches to creating assemblages which invite engagement, through bricolage of 

stories, symbols, forms, rituals, spectacle. This, in essence, is the most significant distinguishing 

feature of Radical Group Theatre in Australia. If we are not taking approaches which seek to 

produce Enoch’s ‘spheres’ it could be we are not Radical Group Theatre practitioners.  
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CHAPTER 9: THE POLITICS OF FORM AND THE FORM OF POLITICS – 
AN EXAMINATION OF THE POLITICAL IN RADICAL GROUP THEATRE 

Plato, in The Republic, first suggested that all poetics is political and many commentators since 

have reiterated the view. The presence of the political in all sites of cultural production is a given of 

current intellectual life. Don Mamouney, David Watt, Tom Burvill, Mandy Gilblatt, Alison Richards, 

Wesley Enoch, Tim Coldwell and Stefo Nantsou are among the practitioners considered for this 

study who have always acknowledged that politics is at least a thread in the weave of their practice. 

Whether it is the grassroots, issues-based content of the work as is the case with Zeal, Enoch and 

Melbourne Workers Theatre; or the socio-cultural demographics which inform the company 

structure and philosophy of Urban Theatre Projects; or the community-based rituals and celebratory 

performances of Welfare State and Neil Cameron, politics plays an ongoing role in the functioning 

of Radical Group Theatre companies and practitioners everywhere.  

It is, however, extremely problematic to generalise about Radical Group Theatre and politics. 

Perhaps the only common thread is the fundamental if somewhat well-worn Marxist hat the 

alternative theatre movement still has hanging on its collective hat stand. It is not important to 

determine the extent to which certain practices are or are not Marxist. What matters is that Radical 

Group Theatre is political, not whether it is ideologically still playing through sixties leftist 

frameworks, let alone the extent to which it is doing so, or whether doing so renders the practice 

more or less ‘radical’. While these are interesting aspects in a consideration of the political origins 

of alternative theatre, more interesting are the various means that most of the practitioners 

interviewed seek to develop in order to distance themselves from being seen to have a particular 

ideological position to pursue in terms of traditional left or liberationist politics, even though a 

number acknowledge their continuing ‘left baggage’.  

What matters now for Radical Group Theatre are the various manifestations of ‘community’ and 

‘pluralism’ that the different inheritors of the alternative theatre tradition are exhibiting in their 

discourse about their practice, and in the practice itself. What makes them radical is precisely the 

fact that they have continued, as Robins puts it, to ‘work on the boundaries and the safety margins’. 

‘I think that’s pretty radical,’ he says, ‘but it’s also simple’ (Interview  15.4.99). 
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Perceptions of the radical, the political and community 

I had set out to explore the proposition that to work with a particular ideological position framed by 

Marxism is no longer radical – it’s conservative. To clarify my research subjects’ views as to 

whether or not they considered themselves or their companies as ‘radical’ was part of the attempt 

to define the form ‘Radical Group Theatre’ through a notion of the political. The further I went with 

such an attempt, the clearer it became that definition in terms of particular politics was problematic 

if not impossible. 

Mandy Gilblatt from Women’s Circus said: 

In terms of the ideas we work with, in the stories we tell, we are telling stories that 
aren’t normally told so in that sense I guess it’s radical as well. And it’s all 
women, women effecting social change, which is able to be measured by the 
audiences that engage with the performance and audience reaction. (Interview 
29.4.99) 

Gilblatt and the Women’s Circus do not perceive what they do as ‘political’. Yet they believe it is 

certainly radical in terms of the context of ordinary women performing extraordinary acts. But 

referring to the often heavy-handed political content of some community theatre in the past 

compared to the Women’s Circus of today, Gilblatt said: 

It’s very kind of seventies… You don’t need to do it. I think it’s patronising to the 
audience. I think you have to credit people with, you know, a level of intelligence. 
(Interview 29.4.99) 

 Similarly, Legs On The Wall don’t perceive themselves as politically radical, and yet as Deb Batton 

observes: 

…if I step out of that, I see that we are often seen as radical. But for us, in a 
funny way, because it’s about moving people and about creating stories and 
things like that, that doesn’t seem so radical. (Interview 15.4.99) 

Gavin Robins added: 

But there’s not a policy, as such, from the company that “we are left”, or that “we 
are” anything. We’re not necessarily positioning ourselves politically. However 
the company is not interested in working with someone who is naive in these 
areas, or disinterested, and so I think, as much as anything else, it relies on that. 
(Interview 15.4.99) 

Like Tim Coldwell as cited in earlier chapters, Robins saw differences as a motivating force for 

creative process: 

And it actually almost relies on there being difference within the people who are 
working, to create arguments and conflict and difference of opinion. We don’t 
want a group of people who all feel the same about a lot of those issues. We’re 
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almost more excited by the fact that we think differently, but what we’re open to is being 
with each other in that difference. (Interview 15.4.99) 

What the discussions with current Radical Group Theatre practitioners began to highlight was that 

whereas ‘community’ used to be a unitary notion involving a continuity of shared ethnicity, values, 

location – that is, a co-identity – contemporary life involves movement, transience and temporary 

affinities. Contemporary Radical Group Theatre practitioners, then, tend to move in their praxis 

between ‘temporary affinity groups’ (Haraway 1991: 102) and to be driven predominantly by notions 

of difference and ‘multiplicity’. So the ‘community theatre’ of old has given way to a theatre for 

communities, which lodges itself precisely in finding points of affinity with whatever affinity group it 

is working with. In this way the overt ideology of the practice ‘formerly known as Community 

Theatre‘ gives way to a praxis of differences in plurality channelled through projects of mutual 

concern. Radical Group Theatre tends to function as this kind of theatre both within company 

processes and structure, and in its interactions with communities.  

The politics of practice: process shifts 

Referring also to the ‘old’ Community Theatre movement, John Bayliss from Urban Theatre 

Projects identified the type of ‘paradigm shift’ that many practitioners have experienced since the 

early nineties and the demise of the community theatre networks:  

I’ve kept a lot of the standard rhetoric of CCD [Community Cultural Development] 
practice at arm’s length. I’ve tried, since I’ve been with the company, to kind of 
interpret what we’re doing through my own theoretical prism – partly just hanging 
on to what I’m secure with, and it’s also partly because there’s a moralism in a lot 
of CCD practice that I find distasteful, that I just don’t identify with. I’m not a 
missionary. I would never claim that I’m doing something good. I’m trying to work 
with a bunch of people…to make, exciting, exhilarating theatre that keeps the 
audience off balance and interested and engaged. (Interview 13.4.99) 

I describe this change as a ‘process shift’, a variation in emphasis that has been experienced at 

many times by artists in many different art forms for centuries. Tom Burvill, who argues that 

contemporary performance in some quarters is blending Community Theatre methods into practice, 

shares this view, in part at least. In his paper ‘Intimate Spectacle: Staging Difference in the Global 

City‘, Burvill claimed that the traditional community theatre models were to a degree being 

reinvigorated at the sites of contemporary performance. 55 

In Don Mamouney’s case, the process shift appears to have entailed a degree of realignment from 

content to aesthetics, from the ‘politics of community’ to the ‘politics of form’. That is, there seems 

for him to be a need to follow a new direction as an informed or driven artist rather than as a 

                                                 

55 Australasian Drama Studies Conference: Performance and Spectacle, University of Newcastle July 3-8 2000. 
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visionary social and cultural activist. I will return later in the chapter to consider Mamouney’s 

‘paradigm shift’. Bayliss, also resistant to overt activism, said: 

…so much work is so tightly tied to an agenda that I’m just not interested in. That 
kind of consciousness-raising within a certain community [is] not something I 
identify with. So in a way I’m trying to kind of continue the tradition of CCD 
practice within the company but within my own artistic parameters. And I’m 
finding at the moment the fit seems to work. You know, no-one has kind of said, 
looking at the work, “Oh well, the company’s gone all trivial and unpolitical”. 
Because if the work is good enough and grounded in the community or the areas 
it comes from, then it will have those meanings within it simply because of the 
people who are in it. (Interview 13.4.99) 

Baz Kershaw, in The Politics of Performance (1992), focuses on just such process shifts, 

emphasising notions of community as central to his thesis. And notions of ‘community’ are at the 

heart of his categorisation of the various forms of alternative theatre in UK forms encompassing 

varying definitions of community such as communities of location and communities of interest.  

Communities of interest are formed through networks of association that are 
predominantly characterised by their commitment to a common interest, may not 
be limited geographically and may tend to be ideologically explicit. Communities 
of location are created through networks of relationships formed by face-to-face 
interaction within a geographically bounded area. 

…the differences between the two types of communities are more a matter of 
tendency than absolute distinction – communities of location and interest are 
always intersecting and individuals may thus be members of two or more 
communities simultaneously. Nonetheless the idea of ideological integrity of a 
community is crucial to an understanding of how performance might achieve 
efficacy. (1992: 31)  

It is therefore possible that ‘community theatre’, which reflects the diversity and breadth of the field, 

may ultimately (or still) be the term most appropriate for the field I am referring to as Radical Group 

Theatre now that notions of what might constitute a ‘community’ have been informed by theoretical 

perspectives such as those of Deleuze and Parnet (1987), Haraway (1991), Agamben (1993) and 

Probyn (1997).56  

A different kind of process shift is referred to by Kershaw in relation to a group called The People 

Show, founded in 1965 by Jeff Nuttal: 

…the shift in the focus of the action from the metaphorical to the real, from 
distanced satire to participatory excess, was fundamental to The People Show’s 
aesthetic…but often the aesthetic tactic created its own insidious oppressions. 
The very iconoclasm that represented radically unfettered creativity was 

                                                 

56 One needs to remember that Kershaw is writing in 1992 when the process which led to the rejection of the term 
‘community theatre’ was relatively new. 
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sometimes dangerously reliant on a formalist aesthetic that consisted of an ‘Art for arts 
sake’ ideology, self referential, ego bound, reactionary. This paradoxical dialectic 
between an obviously oppositional radicalism and a decisive conservative 
containment sometimes unfolded in a single moment of performance, is a 
characteristic of what might be called the decontextualised Carnivalesque, the 
carnival which has no roots in the developed organisational structures of an 
oppositional community. (1992: 70-1)  

When fragments of the Carnivalesque are appropriated to enhance performances in more 

grounded and nuanced contexts, the marriage of aesthetic and content can result in strengthened 

performance, artistically and politically. Australian Radical Group Theatre has effected this marriage 

in examples from The Popular Theatre Troupe to Circus Oz, Legs On The Wall and Urban Theatre 

Projects. The ‘piracy’, or bricolaged appropriation, generally favoured in Australian alternative 

companies, was achieved more successfully here partly due to the distance between the originating 

groups in the UK and the Australian context; partly as a function of the ‘boisterousness’ referred to 

in the previous chapter, which limits the extent to which a troupe can take itself so seriously that the 

aesthetic overwhelms the immediacy of seeking audience engagement in meaning making; and 

partly because of a widespread commitment in the field to making multiplicities, to not positioning 

the performance text or relations between performance and audience in terms of binary 

oppositions. 

Kershaw identifies CAST and 7:84 among political, alternative companies, who borrowed carnival 

elements and imposed a stronger sense of political commitment thus moving towards what he calls 

’the political Carnivalesque’ (1992: 75). Unlike agitprop performance, CAST and 7:84 approached 

the material from a Marxist perspective without presenting a Marxist analysis. Kershaw argues that 

the political heavy-handedness of agitprop presented an almost elitist view and contributed to the 

eventual demise of the companies which employed this form. ‘In Pluralistic society,’ he observes, 

‘the enemy is not so easy to define’ (1992: 80). 

The aims of agitprop and ‘the political Carnivalesque’ are, according to Kershaw, often united in the 

name of celebration and protest: 

In the “society of the spectacle” Brecht and Artaud were combined on the site of 
celebratory protest in many practices of the alternative theatre encompassing 
approaches as contrasting as those of CAST and the People Show in a new 
aesthetic. (1992: 82) 

While he gives a possibly oversimplified definition of Performance Art, Sandy Craig had made 

similar observations more than a decade earlier: 

Alternative theatre, whether agitprop or Performance art, is cartoon theatre in the 
sense that its narrative style is imbued with a visual consciousness which 
emphasises action and the breaks or commentary between action. This 
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deconstructive theatre is critical but life enhancing. (1980: 28-9) 

Kershaw’s thesis is that the confluence of these two ends of the alternative theatre spectrum 

created an entirely new form which he labels ‘carnival-agitprop’ (1992: 82), a form where the 

approach was wilfully eclectic, almost anarchic. Both of these early articulations most likely 

promoted ‘process shifts’ both in the UK and Australia, as Kershaw and Craig ,according to Richard 

Fotheringham ( email Correspondence 1999)  were due to their writings , influential commentators 

in the field of alternative/political theatre in both countries. 

I think there is evidence to suggest that the anarchic eclecticism Craig perceived in alternative 

theatre characterised many of the early community theatre groups in Australia, albeit that they 

found influences in additional practices and traditions not necessarily at work in the British context. 

The techniques were similar but the purposes varied according to the performance context they 

were set up to service. The purposes included: advocacy of social change; to challenge and 

question or oppose the political and/or artistic status quo; to celebrate diversity and to intervene 

culturally for and on behalf of marginalised communities.  

Kershaw’s proposed spectrum of alternative theatre may have applied in Australia in the formative 

years of the Community Theatre movement, however I doubt that a delineation between the 

carnivalesque and the agitprop that could underpin a coming together into ‘carnival-agitprop’ is, or 

was ever, clear in this country. Certainly the movement here was heavily influenced by 

developments in the UK, and perhaps our theatre history paralleled if not copied UK developments. 

But my research suggests that the Australian scene largely bypassed the dichotomy of 

agitprop/carnivalesque and found a ‘common eclectic ground’. It is difficult, when considering the 

companies that constitute the Community Theatre network, for example, to differentiate absolutely 

in terms of style, form, content and political stance. However, as stated earlier, Radical Group 

Theatre in Australia is a diverse field borrowing from an equally diverse repertoire of techniques 

and practices. I am arguing that in Australia the field has never been able to be segmented to the 

extent outlined by Kershaw (1992), Craig (1980), Holderness (1994), and Itzin (1983). In essence, 

Australian Radical Group Theatre has from the outset embraced notions of multiplicity both in 

identifying ‘community’ and blending elements of practice. 

In terms of process shifts, the case of Zeal Theatre presents an intriguing contradiction. On the one 

hand the politics of the principals, Stefo and Meg Nantsou, are overtly pro social change, retaining 

much of their undergraduate Marxist ‘zeal’. On the other hand, the process aesthetic of the 

company has the primary aim of creating memorable, entertaining, challenging, quality theatre. 

Stefo Nantsou, for example, speaking about their highly acclaimed show Joyride (1992-96) said:  

Sure, Joyride is about stealing cars and the law in general, but we’re not trying to 
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teach the kids anything about that. We are trying to put on a good show. If audiences 
learn anything along the way, that’s a bonus. (Foster 1995: 14) 

However, Zeal are not primarily concerned with aesthetics or inward reflexivity. Their work is 

content-based, as with The Stones (1998), a show about a stone-throwing incident from the 

freeway over-bridge in Melbourne, and Fixin’ Bart and Maggie (1999), a show prompted by the 

company’s own research into the explosion in hard drug use in Melbourne. What they have to say 

is overtly political in that it is firmly lodged in current issues and the discourses of the popular social: 

‘Here is the true story,’ they say; ‘What do you think about that?’ The advances in their art making 

per se are, for the company, very much secondary to the relevance of the socio-political moment 

for the audience. 

Unlike Zeal, Urban Theatre Projects, at first glance, appear to eschew all political objectives. As 

John Bayliss says: 

There are so many forums for political comment that to do it in the theatre and 
think therefore you’re political just because you’ve done a play where one talks 
about the situation in Nicaragua…doesn’t work. (Interview 13.4.99) 

This apparent denial of political focus provides an example of another type of paradigm/process 

shift, which could be read as a ‘softening’ of the residual Marxist ideology extant in some alternative 

theatre contexts. Bayliss’s view exemplifies what Holderness (1994) argues is a persistent critique 

of Marxism as a master discourse which has become oppressive because it couldn’t tolerate 

difference. What Bayliss’s comment suggests is that what is required is a recognition of ‘many 

politics‘ (Deleuze and Parnet 1987). He infers that the ‘many differences’, ‘many beliefs’, ‘many 

stories’ and so on which exist in his working community are what produce ‘good work’ that is 

‘grounded in the community…it comes from’ and is therefore meaningful for that community. The 

question is not whether his personal ideology has necessarily softened. What matters is that the 

way in which politics informs performance has stepped beyond the ‘hard’, binary and therefore 

exclusionary to a politics of a more grounded form and a form more grounded in the inevitable 

pluralism of communities. What has been rejected is a form through which a set of abstract ideas is 

organised into a system that is somehow expected to work for all while ignoring or oppressing 

those who are unable to fit its particular set of abstract ideas. 

Political maps and traces 

But what of Marxist remnants and their effects in current Radical Group Theatre? In an attempt to 

flesh out the possible influences of vestiges of ‘old style’ political activism in the field, I suggested to 

most of my subjects that Marxist ideologies in one form or another  are still buried in the heart of the 

practice. 
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Don Mamouney responded positively: 

Absolutely. Certainly. The position of labour, the dominance of capital, all of 
those things, very much… I just feel the complexity of things has changed. We 
did a piece on Timor, called Remembrance Day. Now, that’s not all that complex. 
We can deal with those things. But when you start to deal with Australia’s 
relationship, it becomes much more complex. (Interview 14.4.99) 

The complexity Mamouney refers to points precisely to the need for notions of ‘many politics’ and 

multiplicities. When he says of the period of change at Sidetrack, ’It was a rich period of learning for 

me, it deepened my understanding of politics’, one can discern a change in his political approach, 

from the intensely confrontational to the more complex personal and interpersonal politics of people 

and difference.  

The amalgam of fragments of Marxism, Brechtian theatre and the Russian Avant-garde in Radical 

Group Theatre in Australia evokes the sense of anarchic eclecticism cited by Kershaw (1992) as 

symptomatic of alternative political theatre practitioners in the UK. It is therefore unsurprising that 

eclecticism was also referred to in interview by Pitts and Mamouney. Political eclecticism, like an 

eclecticism of practice, typified the work of many Australian alternative theatre practitioners and to 

some extent, it still does. But it is important to remember that it was and is an eclecticism of the left. 

For Nantsou and Zeal, as with Pitts and Mamouney, the Marxist ethos was born out of the 

Community Arts Network which formed in the late 1970s and continued to flourish in Australia until 

the mid-1990s. Such an ethos, reinforced by a Brechtian ideological and textual heritage, has had 

an undeniable influence on alternative theatre practice around the world. The structuring of 

companies based on leftist/collectivist principles is clearly the reason we have Radical Group 

Theatre in Australia today.  

The paradigm shifts discussed here have moved theatre makers from conscious adherence to 

particular ideological bases to recognition of the politics of communities, globalisation, 

multiculturalism and difference. This is a politics which cannot dogmatise or preach, so, in a sense, 

it is more ‘grass roots’ than ‘old left’ politics. The current politics comes up from the people who are 

trusted by the practitioners to know something about their own communities, what they want to say 

about them and what ideology they have developed in order to understand their own experience.  

Any discussion of political theatre in Australia must nevertheless connect at various points with 

consideration of the place of Marxist ideology in Political Theatre generally. The history of these 

engagements has been most thoroughly traced in relation to the UK, particularly by John McGrath, 

Graeme Holderness and Baz Kershaw. There are, however, clear parallels in the history of 

alternative theatre in Australia.  
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McGrath argued that: 

There are three main areas of political theatre. Firstly, the struggle within the 
institutions of theatre against the hegemony of the bourgeois ideology within 
those institutions; secondly the making of a theatre that is interventionist on a 
political level usually outside those institutions; and thirdly and most importantly 
the creation of a counterculture based on the working class which will grow in 
richness and confidence until it eventually displaces the dominant bourgeois 
culture of late capitalism. (1979: 44) 

David Watt, the Australian academic with perhaps the closest connections to alternative theatre in 

the UK, suggests this hegemonic relationship was at the very core of the practice in Australia. He 

has maintained for years that the maintenance of strict hierarchies, especially to do with who is or is 

not funded, is intentional practice on the part of the ruling elite to maintain their status quo. 

Don Mamouney agreed that ‘Dave Watt is absolutely fucking right’, observing: 

That’s part of why community theatre has a bad name, because there was an 
ideological battle that went on, which we lost. And I think we lost it on a whole lot 
of levels, because I don’t think theatre stands alone. What you see in theatre you 
see in everything. Theatre is not an isolated island within the national culture. 
You see it in almost every field. Since the early eighties, you’ve seen a gradual 
filtering back towards a kind of centralism of all culture. (Interview 14.4.99) 

Whether this aspect of the politics of funding and elitism affected the company structure or the 

theatre making process of companies is difficult to assess. It is reasonable to suggest, 

nevertheless, that the prevailing conservatism of hegemonic funding bodies stiffened the 

oppositional resolve in some Radical Group theatres both in Australia and the UK. As John 

McGrath notes:  

There are elements in the language of theatre beyond the text, even beyond the 
production, which are often more decisive, more central to one’s experience of 
the event than the text or the production. Notably the choice of venue, audience, 
performers and the relationship between audience and performer. 

Clearly the founding of 7:84 was intended to place these elements under the 
control of the company. All aspects of performance were to contribute to the 
overall ideological purpose of telling a radical tale about the realities of people’s 
lives. (1981: 7)  

Alan Sinfield extends the inclusive, materialist view of theatre making process and in so doing 

reinforces my observation that not only is all theatre political, but all aspects of theatre are.  

“Culture does not transcend the material forces and relations of production. 
Culture is not simply a reflection of the economic and political system, but it can 
be independent of it. Texts are inseparable from the conditions of their production 
and reception in history; and involved necessarily in the making of cultural 
meanings which are always, finally, political meanings.” (cited by Holderness, 
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1994: 5) 

Or as Holderness puts it, ‘all culture contains or expresses or implies a political view’ (1994: 5).  

It is clear that such views, ‘that culture is a material value in its own right and an indispensable 

aspect of class struggle’ (Holderness 1994: 6), were held in varying degrees by many practitioners 

of alternative theatre in Australia. Richard Fotheringham, for example, played a pivotal role in 

sharing the UK experience by facilitating the influence on the Popular Theatre Troupe of Albert 

Hunt: ‘…we got funding to bring Albert out and we wrote/created White Man’s Mission (Albert did 

most of the writing on that one)’ (email interview 22.7.99). 

The UK connections were further expanded through visits to the UK by John Hawkes, John 

Romeril, Robyn Laurie, Don Mamouney, Graham Pitts  and Dave Watt (These two clearly 

influenced by Arden, Kershaw and McGrath). As students and fledgling theatre workers, Stefo 

Nantsou, Barney Langford and I (all taught by Watt) were mightily impressed by White Man’s 

Mission as an example of strong, oppositional, alternative theatre and this show, at least as much 

as any other moment, shaped our practice from that point. Other former drama teachers and youth 

theatre practitioners such as Steve Gration, Angela Chaplin, Michael Doneman, Gail Kelly and 

Fiona Winning shared through networks the structures and working processes which created new 

and challenging forms in various parts of Australia. Richard Fotheringham, Tom Burvill, Steve 

Payne and many others involved in alternative/community theatre from the early to mid 70’s until 

the recent past have played significant roles in disseminating, as well as expanding and 

experimenting with, practices which have gradually become the elements of Radical Group Theatre 

in Australia.  

The politics of the emergent alternative/community theatre field in Australia were clearly Marxist 

and developed in the 1970s beyond a ‘politics of content’ to a ‘politics of form’ (Holderness 1994: 5-

7). Certainly ‘Politics of Form’ was the vogue agenda item of the early community theatre and 

Youth and Performing Arts [YAPA] conferences in Australia. This was a politics whereby:  

The progressive political role of art becomes that of exposing and interrogating 
ideology and since ideology is rooted in the structures of culture and artistic 
forms, the pressing and priority task is to expose structure and form… 
(Holderness 1994: 9) 

So, Brechtian theatre – with its inherent devices for exposing illusion, demands for a critical 

awareness on the part of the spectator, and persistent oppositionality – presented as a major 

influence on alternative theatre practice in the UK and Australia, and the lineage of influence via the 

UK is quite clear. The precise moments of transfer to Australia of the political and artistic influences 

are rather more murky. As suggested by the outline of practitioner interactions above, I believe, as 
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does Richard Fotheringham, that the influences filtered down in a number of ways such as 

‘articles in TDR and Theatre Quarterly; trips to the UK by various people; and of course the visits to 

Australia of Peter Brook, Jerzy Grotowski, Albert Hunt and John Fox’ (Fotheringham, email 

interview 22.7.99). 

As previously discussed, many commentators (including Kershaw 1992; Pitts 1999; Barker 1992) 

argue in discourses which indicate a broad theoretical shift to a politics of difference. As Kershaw 

expresses it: 

…postmodernism requires a theoretical destruction of such metanarratives as 
Marxism along with religion, progress and indeed history…The postmodern 
critique of Marxism identifies it as one of the great master narratives which 
subsume and dissipate the heterogeneous and contradictory needs and 
aspirations of specific groups of people into a spurious but powerful coherence 
and unity. (1992: 12) 

The rise of the Thatcher government and its economic rationalism, the growth of identity politics 

and the growing influence of critical theory, in particular postmodernism, were all factors which 

‘softened the ideology’ of alternative theatre in Britain. It is beyond the scope of this study to 

analyse this period of British theatre history in greater depth. However, given the influence of major 

alternative theatres upon Radical Group Theatre practice in Australia it is probably necessary to 

briefly discuss some of the significant UK players during this period of change. 

Anne Jellicoe was by her own admission virtually apolitical:  

Politics are divisive. We strongly feel that the humanising effect of our work is far 
more productive than stirring up political confrontation. (Jellicoe 1987: 122) 

According to Kershaw, this meant that  

…her plays tended to transcend social differences at least temporarily and to use 
participation in creative work to strengthen the networks of community. The 
celebratory carnivalesque atmosphere, which they create, appears to eliminate 
day to day divisions. In this particular performative equation, celebration equals 
community cohesiveness. (1992: 190) 

Rather than providing evidence of what she positions as an apolitical approach, it could be argued 

that Jellicoe draws attention to how her strategies for making theatre in communities work with 

difference – using potpourri, outrageous bricolage, big effects – so that the audience is caught up in 

the performance and engages in a shared experience which might itself constitute a ‘temporary 

affinity group’. It relies on evoking an audience realisation that despite differences they can share 

the space and occupy the same terrain physically and imaginatively. Although Jellicoe’s approach 

suggests connections with Deleuze and Parnet’s ‘many politics’, one cannot deduce from reading 

her work that her arguments are other than naively idealistic. Woodruff claims that Jellicoe’s 
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approach ‘ignores the realities of capitalist society’ and that ’it reinforces an idealised notion of 

community’ (cited in Kershaw 1992: 191). Kershaw argues that: ‘the methodology of “Community 

Plays” does not solve any ideological problems in the community’s identity, it simply side-steps 

them’. He also suggests, however, that:  

…although Jellicoe’s community plays offer only a quasi egalitarianism, the 
participatory processes of [her] community plays and perhaps other participatory 
approaches to performance developed in the 1980s open up new aesthetic 
possibilities which promise a fundamentally dialectic form of efficacy for 
community play performance. (1992: 191) 

Here, in Kershaw’s observation, we are clearly heading towards Wesley Enoch’s vision of ‘the Third 

Place‘ as a shared terrain where temporary affinity groups gathered together at the sites of 

performance can explore ‘spheres of engagement’, albeit with a less sophisticated set of 

frameworks than Enoch demonstrates. It is not easy, perhaps not even possible, to prove direct 

connections between Anne Jellicoe and the rise of community and Theatre In Education companies 

in Australia. In comparison to Radical Group Theatre as I have positioned it here, T.I.E.’s form of 

political theatre was of necessity quite different to other community-based alternative theatres. 57  

Arguably the prime example of participatory community-based work to emerge in the UK in the late 

1970s and early 1980s was John Fox’s Welfare State. In this instance, unlike Jellicoe, the political 

and artistic efficacy of the work was carefully premeditated. Kershaw characterises the company as 

follows: 

Inspired by primitive socialism and collectivist egalitarian utopianism, Welfare 
State is a crucial example of a company unafraid of taking extreme risks in the 
search for performance strategies that might be efficacious as social, cultural and 
political interventions. They make grand visionary claims for the healing power of 
creativity. However the anarchic edge to these ideas is honed by a pragmatism, 
which produced at the macro level an engaging, unpretentious commitment to 
local community activism. (1992: 212) 

Kershaw goes on to claim that, ‘Welfare State problematise the balance between carnivalesque 

escapism, satisfying a desire for fantasy wish fulfilment and satirical Agitprop, promoting socially 

engaged criticism’ (1992: 226). Criticism has been made of Welfare State’s structure and form on 

                                                 

57 Theatre In Education in Australia began, according to Barbara Manning, with what became Salamanca in 1964 (John 
Preston, Interview, 28.4.99). Tracing the links between T.I.E. companies in Australia and the UK is largely a red herring 
because the form was quite different after the early 1970s in the two countries and really did not impact significantly in 
either country on other fringe alternative and community theatre. 
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the grounds of tokenism, of creating a new dominant ideology through telling the community who 

they are and what they want.58 Irrespective of that criticism, Kershaw argues that: 

Welfare State’s singular contribution was to invent and develop an aesthetic 
language through which the community could express its attitudes to the 
malignant/beneficent presence. The contextuality of the performances animated 
connections between contradictions in the local community and in the global 
political order. (1992: 241)  

The connections of influence between Welfare State and Australian alternative/community theatre 

are much easier to trace than most others. Firstly, Coult and Kershaw’s book, Engineers of the 

Imagination (available in Australia from 1983), made a huge impact on community arts practice in 

this country. Even before its publication, festival and parade artists from many art forms were 

conducting workshops and mounting community events modelled on the work of Welfare State. 

Secondly, Australian practitioners, as a result of direct work experience with the company, returned 

to Australia with well-developed knowledge of the techniques and philosophy of large scale, 

outdoor event theatre. Bill Blaikie, from Charles Sturt University in  Bathurst, shared his 

experiences with many colleagues through the NADIE journal; Neil Cameron, who learned his craft 

with John Fox, set up his production company in 1984 after a period as a performer at WEST 

Theatre in Melbourne.  

The reality is that the dominant oppositional ideology of the late 1960s to early 1980s was as 

heavily informed by Marxist, Trotskyist and Maoist traditions in Australia as it was in Europe. When 

this collided with the ‘politics of form’, and the ‘politics of structure’ as modelled by some of the 

paramount British alternative companies and practitioners, it was to be expected that Australian 

practitioners would pick it up and run with it. However, they took it to other places, which explains 

why Kershaw’s agitprop-carnivalesque notion is dissatisfying as a descriptor of the Australian 

scene by the 1990s. It needs to be remembered that Australia was a multicultural society well 

before Britain – for example, our patterns of mass migration are older, more varied and more 

dramatic than theirs up until the 1970s. Then there was the cultural and political opening out to Asia 

that took place in Australia in the 1980s. And the fact of having an Indigenous heritage began to 

have much more significant influences on the arts from the 1980s on.  

                                                 

58 Such criticism is similar to arguments by Edward Said, Rhustom Bharucha and others in the intercultural/appropriation 
debate which lodges in similar recognitions about the politics of difference to those I am tracing here. 
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Many politics 

As suggested earlier, Wesley Enoch could be the Australian practitioner who has the most obvious 

potential for linking notions of difference, celebration, ‘many politics’ and Agamben’s  ‘coming 

community’ to Radical Group Theatre practice.  

Wesley Enoch’s politics are of a distinctly personal kind, but strongly informed by his Indigeneity. 

Although he claims that he does not believe he will see reconciliation in his lifetime, he is 

nonetheless committed to creating meaningful dialogue between Indigenous and white Australians. 

His Honours dissertation in 1992 theorised about the Third Place, that point of intersection where 

black and white Australians could meet. I asked Wesley where his ideas of the Third Place had got 

to at the time of interview: 

Where are they? It is an ideal that we’re trying to look for. I think that what has 
happened in the last five, maybe ten years, is that there’s become more 
ownership and control over Indigenous forms of representation. I think the whole 
notion of an Indigenous controlled space is more likely now, whereas before I 
always thought we had to work in a non-Aboriginal sector to do that. Having said 
all that, I don’t think we’re equal partners yet. I think we are much closer. Maybe 
that’s also a generational thing, now we can have an Aboriginal writer, an 
Aboriginal director, Aboriginal actors, and the decision making is happening in 
some kind of common language.  

My big argument is that we should be in charge of our own representation or at 
least have a very strong voice about it. That’s not possible unless we can be 
represented. (Interview 12.8.99) 

The idea of common language is not, however, confined to notions of shared identity. It is mirrored 

in the responses of Nantsou, Cameron, Finch (at Circus Oz), Pitts, Richards, Batton and 

Mamouney. Further, the ability of the director to find or create that common language, an agreed 

‘way of seeing’, if you will, is identified by directors and student actors as an especially important 

quality of ‘the good director’ (see Appendix 1). Also, common language, shared vision, ‘meeting 

place’ are characteristics of the Radical directorial position as first identified by Robert Benedetti 

(1985: 32). 

Enoch’s politics, it would seem, could be categorised logically from a cross-cultural perspective. So 

in what sense is Wesley Enoch working cross-culturally, inter-culturally, trans-culturally, as Alison 

Richards, Richard Murphett and Neil Cameron claim we all are? 

I think there’s a sense in those kind of comments, an assumption that there is a 
perfect thing, whereas I was saying, with the ‘ Third Place’, there is something 
that is distinctively one. And even in Aboriginal theatre, which is the way I’m 
working at the moment, you know, the whole form is an imported form, working in 
a way in a whole lot of venues in a lot of stuff which is already cross-cultural even 
if all the decision making is Aboriginal. So I don’t know. Am I working cross-
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culturally? I think I personally have to. I don’t know the difference between cross- and 
inter-cultural because my whole background in life is one where cultures merge 
and move and it’s fluid in that kind of way. So when I make a decision to actually 
interrogate myself, to say this is, am I making this decision because of Aboriginal 
cultural perspective or am I making this decision because it’s a way of working in 
theatre, that my experience has taught me works well, wherever that comes 
from? Or am I making that decision because I want to anticipate what a white 
audience would hear and therefore am I already making a transmission, an 
interpretation in my mind to get over to that? So I don’t know. (Interview 12.8.99) 

It might appear that Enoch is working cross-culturally in the manner Alison Richards argues we all 

are. However, the politics of the Third Place are not cross-/inter-cultural in terms which imply a 

binary. Enoch’s project is to invite entirely unexpected cultural (and therefore political) noticings. He 

understands his practice as deconstructing binaries, building multi-sourced assemblages and 

establishing ‘spheres of engagement’ which will refuse categorisation/systematisation. Enoch is 

working from the Third Place constantly and  understands that if one is working from a position that 

is not in the binary, ‘spheres of engagement’ are encountered more or less automatically and dealt 

with naturally. Foucault’s notion of making heterotopias is useful here; that is, Enoch is intentionally 

producing spaces in which different sites that may seem incompatible can interact in order to 

disturb certainties. These are the sorts of disturbance Enoch seeks to fuel his ‘spheres of 

engagement’. There is a parallel between Enoch’s position of seeking control of the artistic space, 

in order to create disturbances in familiar or dominant discourses, with the project of feminist and 

women’s theatre, youth theatre and political theatre as exemplified by The Women’s Circus, 2 Til 5 

Youth Theatre and Melbourne Workers Theatre respectively. 

Enoch’s process of resisting binaries has been internalised and could provide a coherent paradigm 

for all Radical Group Theatre practitioners. Indeed, taking this suggestion further, perhaps those 

practitioners who cannot determine absolutely whether or not they are working heterotopically may 

be the only ones who are. Conversely, those practitioners who declaim from the roof tops the 

cross-/inter-culturality of their practice may be understood not to have found the Third Place, the 

sense that there can be a common language with many voices because like all language, once you 

can speak it among a group, it becomes a ‘natural’ way of communicating. The effect of this for 

Enoch is a kind of productive indefinability and dis-locatedness of discourse: 

And in the works I’m creating, the dialogue between artists and audience is really 
quite interesting. So I don’t know whether I sit anywhere neatly. (Interview 
12.8.99) 

I attempted to delve a little deeper into Enoch’s current position, to determine whether he has a 

clear sense of the ideological in relation to his work. 

Foster: What about your politics, I mean your personal politics, how do they 
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impact on your work? 

Enoch: I think “How do you separate them?” is the first question. I don’t think you 
can, and to see that my work is such a clear extension of me – you know, to 
some people I am the embodiment of the reconciliation. I am the coming together 
of black and white, I am the “Messiah”. I will bring reconciliation through my work. 
But it’s more a sense that I don’t believe in reconciliation and by not believing in it 
I can then talk about it. If I believed in it I would become a mouthpiece for a 
political movement and I can’t be that. 

Foster: What do you mean you don’t believe in reconciliation? 

Enoch: That I don’t believe reconciliation is possible in my lifetime just because if 
it took 210 years to get here why do we think that in the next 40 years it’s all 
going to happen really, that it’s all going to bind. 

Foster: But it’s the Olympics next year! 

Enoch: Absolutely! The games of change – um… The flip side of that also is that 
I’m not overtly predictable, I’m not threatening, I’m very palatable for lots of 
different reasons, because I’m not aggressive. Maybe I’m aggressively following 
ideas but that’s not an aggressive thing so the politics are more about the politics 
between people as opposed to political movements and that’s more interesting. I 
mean, that’s why I’m in the arts as opposed to housing or health or whatever. 

Foster: Neil Cameron in particular said that he felt that working with Indigenous 
Australians towards reconciliation was the most important thing he could do. Do 
you think that companies from outside an Indigenous sector should be aiming at 
reconciliation in this way? 

Enoch: I think it’s a good question. First off, look, the Sydney Theatre Company 
haven’t been doing much Indigenous work and that’s all changing. Melbourne 
Theatre Company hasn’t been doing much work, but you think of the most vibrant 
theatre companies that are churning out and moving through and trying hard to 
do a lot of stuff – like Black Swan and QTC and the premiers have been trying to 
do all that kind of stuff. Belvoir Street and Playbox work as theatre, there’s a 
sense of searching for something. What is our voice? What is our identity? Who 
are we? What are we actually trying to do? What are we as artists bereft of?  

Foster: All questions very much at the heart of the discourse of Intercultural 
Theatre and notions of appropriation, the Edward Said/Rhustom Barucha 
controversy where the academy has criticised, in recent times, people like Peter 
Brook and Eugenio Barba and Richard Schechner for their attempts at trying to 
create a more holistic global world theatre. 

Enoch: Yes, exactly. I always worry about people telling stories that aren’t theirs 
and that’s not to say that they can’t work in these kind of fields. But there are 
stories in which, let’s say in terms of Aboriginal work – that’s the clearest example 
– I always think of a playwright, a non-Aboriginal playwright comes up and says, 
“Can I be writing Aboriginal characters?” and all that stuff. And I say, ‘Whose 
story are you really trying to tell? Because it’s much better if you try to tell your 
own story as a white person in Australia trying to find their way through, that’s 
more interesting than trying to write with a voice that isn’t yours”. And my 
arguments about Peter Brook et al is not the work that they do, but to ask, “Are 
they looking at themselves in the world?” As opposed to the tourist mentality of 
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“What’s a good story? How do I get it, so I can build a reputation on theatre I want to 
create?” It makes it exotic. He eroticises the whole idea of the culture as opposed 
to really getting to understand it. (Interview 12.8.99) 

It is clear from this exchange that Enoch has thought very carefully about what he is doing, and that 

what he is doing cannot be contained by a term as binary as cross-cultural. He wants the 

storytellers from all sides to occupy and disturb the spaces and overturn the certainties. This is why 

the Third Place matters. For him, it isn’t a place between two cultures but a genuinely heterotopic 

space.  

Another approach to bringing differences together in a space is exemplified by the term Syncretic 

Theatre, coined first by Chris Balme. There appear to be connections between Enoch’s practice 

and Chris Balme’s ideas. Balme defines Syncretic Theatre as: 

The amalgamation of indigenous forms with certain conventions and practices of 
the Euro-American theatrical tradition to produce new theatrico-aesthetic 
principles. The aim is to fashion a new form of theatre in the light of the post-
colonial experience. (in Pavis ed. 1996: 180-81) 

The principles he outlines parallel (albeit not always using the same terms) the collaborative 

practices often found in Radical Group Theatre, such as shared dramaturgy, multi-skilling, creating 

common languages and establishing performer-audience ‘dialectic’. These are clearly principles 

which can also be seen in Enoch’s work which, as a whole, might be understood to connect 

comfortably with the ideals of intercultural performance and with Balme’s definition of Syncretic 

Theatre. But, given the subtleties of his own analysis, Enoch would not, I believe, be comfortable 

with those more concise labels, which appear to ‘reconcile’ or ‘bind’ practices and ideologies into 

recognisable categories. Such a discursive manoeuvre runs too much risk of closing down the 

imaginary of a company or director so that heterotopic strategies might not be invited so easily into 

the theatre-making space. Enoch’s practice needs a wider term, such as Radical Group Theatre, 

which does not spell out its own ground so precisely as to delimit its possible practices or 

political/ideological pluralities.  

Politics as ‘a thread in the weave of practice’ is intertwined with theory at every level of Radical 

Group Theatre practice. All respondents from the field agreed that this is more than a 

generalisation, seeing it as unquestionably characteristic. John Bayliss cited examples of the 

connectedness between politics and theory in practice, and also drew notions of audience 

relationship into the mix: 

The theorists that were influencing the work were people like Derrida, people like 
Bakhtin – these deconstructionist, creating carnivalesque type of things which 
overturned expectations, released joy… And joy itself, pleasure itself, being a 
kind of a subversive element… (Interview 13.4.99) 
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The relationship between audience and performer exemplified here with reference to the work 

and practice philosophy of Sydney Front, takes for granted the connectedness of politics and 

theory. The position Bayliss enunciates is one of adopting deconstructionist/poststructuralist 

strategies in order to produce open texts that invite multiple meaning making and thus disturb fixed 

positions and binaries.  

There are clear parallels in Enoch’s practice. In the most recent revival of Enoch’s Seven Stages of 

Grieving59 he and co-writer/performer Deborah Mailman have recreated a new open text which not 

only disturbs by way of the ‘everywoman’ content and context of the stories, but stirs in fascinating 

ingredients like Mailman’s current celebrity. Her status as story teller/multiple character is enhanced 

by her ‘star’ status. The result is that this open text is rendered even more ‘multiple’ than its original 

performed in 1998 by the then unknown Mailman. The potential spheres of engagement have been 

inflated, coloured and textured in a particularly ‘radical’ manner. 

To return to the Sydney Front, Bayliss elaborated:  

With our work the audience was in our sights and we wanted them to be 
disorientated and for their perspective to open up, and I guess my justification 
would be that opening up is what makes people more open to change. (Interview 
13.4.99) 

As to the radical-ness of this company, Bayliss suggested that: 

At the time I would have said Sydney Front was radical because our target was 
theatrical expectation. We were grandiose enough to think that by having an 
effect on the audience that way we were causing a mini-operation which might 
have an effect, however small, in the lives outside the Sydney Front. (Interview 
13.4.99) 

This is a reasonably coherent summary of a poststructuralist theatre position. The politics consists 

of explorations of the limits and boundaries between the ‘art’ and the spectator, confronting 

audiences with visual and aural images in order to provoke them to alter their perception. The 

postmodern rejection of meta-narratives and revisionist view of history combined to deconstruct 

issues, causes and homogeneity in groups in favour of transitional/transactional practice. Bayliss, 

at the time of interview still with Urban Theatre Projects, ventured the following conclusion in 

respect of his current political/theoretical position: 

I guess I’m still living off the dregs of that theory. I guess that sense of the 
deconstructive, the carnivalesque, they’re still central to what I want to do. 
(Interview 13.4.99) 

                                                 

59 Sydney Opera House Studio, 31 August 2002. 
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Don Mamouney perhaps the most notable ‘process shifter’ among my respondents, mirrors John 

Bayliss’s experiences to a point. 

We started to explore the politics of theatre, under the influence – mainly from me 
– from reading some postmodernist stuff, poststructuralist work, and, particularly 
the work of Foucault. And exploring the politics of theatre itself, and looking at the 
power, looking at the theatre structure, in a way that those discourses 
constructed who we are, the way that we’re constructed subjects. So, you know, 
the work continued to be radical, but it didn’t have its fist in the air. You’ve got to 
remember that all these perspectives grew out of Marxism. It’s not “post-
something-or-other”, it’s postmodernism. It’s actually a critique of the modernist 
notion that we can change, absolutely, from a perspective of a centred self that 
can look at a problem, and therefore pull it apart and change it. Now, the big 
difference between, I think, a modernist political approach and a postmodern is 
that it recognises the structural – the structures – and it recognises the language 
– that you cannot be outside of this, that you’re actually involved in this. So 
therefore, not only the show, but you, yourself are implicated, and it’s simply 
becoming aware of those things …Some people say that I made the company 
less than left60, or whatever, but that reflects a lot of my belief that politics is not 
as simple as that. (Interview 14.4.99) 

Mamouney is stressing that since Foucault we can no longer ignore discursive fields or the power-

knowledge relations within them. Community is a hugely complex term. There may be a million 

discursive fields that any community exists in and works with. Exactly the same can be said for a 

term like ‘art’. Thus a person working in a community setting to make art needs to be aware, like 

Mamouney, of what Foucault demonstrated. It is not a matter of which discourse works itself 

through the art making. It is a matter of how the multiple discourses impact on the practice; of how 

sensitive practice is to the complexity and potentials of sites it works in and with. What also matters 

for all parties in the field, regardless of whether they are as theoretically articulate as Mamouney, is 

which communities they speak with and to, and how effective they are in doing so. 

Richard Murphett agrees with Mamouney and, referring to Brecht, points out how politics, theory 

and practice are always implicated in the sites of Radical Group Theatre. The most interesting 

perspective for this discussion, paraphrased from Jamieson, is that politics is often embedded in 

the actual practice in alternative theatre generally. 

I’ve just been reading Fredric Jameson’s new book on Brecht and he makes this 
fantastic point, which is quite obvious but I’d never thought about it, that Brecht’s 
aesthetic about collaboration was an aesthetic that fitted theatre par excellence. 
That in a way his political line and his theatrical line went together really, really 
strongly because theatre is and can only be collective. It is a collective art form 
and so he was able to actually give form to his politics not through what he was 

                                                 

60 This perceived lack or lessening of political commitment was, in my opinion, one of the reasons that Graham Pitts 
parted company with Sidetrack Theatre in 1986. 
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saying but through the very art of what he was doing and you know, that’s a really 
positive thing. (Interview 29.4.99) 

Reflecting on this observation reminded me that the term ‘community’ in Radical Group Theatre, 

certainly the forms I had practised, implied not only the ‘affinity groups’ we performed in and for, but 

the performers themselves. And that the strength of our work, particularly in youth theatre, was that 

the control of the artistic space we advocated was a totally political if not revolutionary concept. I 

sought Murphett’s opinion on the recurring and changing position of the form previously known as 

‘community theatre‘ and the assertion, supported by Pitts and to a certain extent Gilblatt, Nantsou 

and Mamouney, that the term community may be re-emerging as valid in Radical Group Theatre 

contexts in Australia. At the outset I wanted to test my definitions. But this part of the conversation 

arrived back at the question of opening out, of not having definitions that constrain the form: 

Foster: I’ve chosen the term Radical Group Theatre to describe that sector of 
non-mainstream collaborative theatre because I think “radical” in its various 
definitions and “group” signifying collaboration, might be clearer than “alternative” 
or “fringe”. What do you think?   

Murphett: Well it is, if that’s the kind of non-mainstream you’re looking at. And 
there is a non-mainstream theatre which is like, you know, the off-shoots of 
Robert Wilson or something like that, where it’s dominated by the one visionary 
director and the others follow suit. But you’re not talking about that. 

Foster: No. I’m not really. I’m referring to it, comparing the two at various points. 
The term I’m using is contemporary performance that partially covers that area. 
Once upon a time we called it postmodern theatre but I think that’s more or less 
outmoded now. 

Murphett: Yeah, that’s right.  

Foster: So, no, I’m not necessarily looking at that. I’m still looking at that 
grassroots, community-based performance stuff. 

Murphett: Yes. But I mean, if you look at the diversity between say, Women’s 
Circus and where Sidetrack has now gone or Sydney Front or something, I mean 
there’s an enormous diversity of ways of working.  

Foster: I agree with that for sure. But do you think we might be able to achieve 
some clarity here? If the community theatre movement is able to articulate a fresh 
rhetoric, a new language for what they do, do you think that’s going to help?  

Murphett: It might do, but I don’t think they’ll be a community theatre movement 
as such because I think what has happened since the community theatre times is 
that our sense of community has become far more complex and that with 
companies like Doppio Teatro and the Vietnamese companies, the ecological 
theatre that’s now coming out, and the whole sense of what a community is and 
how you define it…I mean I suppose what I’m trying to say is that if all those 
communities had to fit in to a particular sort of theatrical aesthetic then it would 
be a lie to the needs of the particular communities, and it’s almost like the 
communities are being colonised by a particular form of aesthetic, you know? 
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(Interview 29.4.99) 

Murphett’s comments acknowledge fundamental differences between ‘contemporary performance’ 

and group-driven creative theatre making. These differently manifested forms occupy the same 

space and, referring back to the ‘directorial continuum’ (see Chapter 6), represent different 

approaches to creating disturbance, enhancing spheres of engagement, presenting multiple stories 

and celebrating difference. Most importantly, then, Murphett’s observations reinforce the view that 

attempts to categorise and define the practice of Radical Group Theatre are futile because it is the 

resistance to definition which identifies the companies and practices as ‘radical’. We can describe, 

but not define. 

Most Radical Group Theatre practitioners would openly acknowledge their debt to Brecht. I like 

Murphett’s citation of Jamieson which acknowledges the debt. Notions of the complexity and 

multiplicity of communities also link the political with the theoretical in Murphett’s view. The 

conversation continued: 

Foster: I suppose the other complication is the increasing complexity of social 
life, social fabric and politics. It’s incredibly complex and so diverse that you can’t 
even find an enemy sometimes. 

Murphett: But also the complexity of media too, you know? I mean, is hypertext 
also a community? The people who work on computers are a community. Can 
one find a way of getting theatre that fits them? 

Again the notions of Agamben‘s ‘coming community’ (1993) and Deleuze and Parnet’s ‘many 

politics’ (1987) are recalled. Murphett is implying here, I’m sure, that ‘community’ is virtually 

impossible to define and, like Agamben, suggests that any example is purely a linguistic 

convenience which is always changing in an ocean of discursive fields. For Agamben, what 

Murphett describes would be understood as working with the ‘singular plural’ (1993). 

Foster: What if eclecticism could be a theory, then how close are we? A sort of 
mixture of eclecticism and anarchy some people say. 

Murphett: I don’t see it like that. No. I see it like maybe intercultural or intracultural 
or something. Like that each stream has got a very specific form of its own and 
that they form what Boal calls the rainbow. They form this beautiful inter-mixing 
shape where they can trade off one another and blur into one another but each 
has got its own particular colour. And I don’t really see it as anarchic or eclectic 
because eclectic suggests to me that each form itself is a mishmash and I think 
at its best it isn’t. Each form itself is very clear and very particular to its own target 
and so it forms a strand of the rainbow. And, if you like, the rainbow as a whole 
might be eclectic but that doesn’t necessarily mean that all the areas of it are. 
Does that make sense? 

Foster: Yes. That’s interesting. Neil Cameron said very much the same thing. As 
far as he was concerned, his raison d’être was cross-, inter-cultural work. That’s 
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where he felt he positioned himself.   

Murphett: I would think so too. I find that the most fascinating thing. And you 
know Boal is always an inspiration in that way. Because his ability to adjust 
himself according to the community that he’s worked with – when he worked with 
a peasant community he had a particular line, then he went and worked with the 
New York middle class you know, he had another particular line, still arguing the 
same political argument and he’s adjusted himself all the way through his life, 
you know. His stuff is really inspiring. 

Foster: Yes I agree. Well, does that take us down a theoretical road which might 
encompass or embrace post-colonial theory?  

Murphett: Yeah, well I think it does. A lot. I think that’s what we’re dealing with in 
Australia. You know, a whole lot of… I mean, more and more, if we start to get 
the Albanians out here and everywhere, we’re going to get a whole lot of people 
who are disenfranchised, who are trying to make a culture out of something that 
used to be owned by someone else. Melbourne is just ripe with all that 
intercultural stuff. Really strong. (Interview 29.4.99) 

Murphett’s argument against eclecticism as theory is clear. A theory is a set of defined principles 

which inform practice, at least in one sense. Eclecticism, Murphett suggests is an attitude, perhaps 

a method. Boal’s rainbow analogy might be more acceptable. However I believe that a set of 

principles could be identified which describe an eclectic practice – principles such as flexibility, an 

attitude of experimentation, a multidisciplinary, collaborative approach to art making. Only if the 

principles were applied in a random, ad hoc manner would the practice result be a ‘mishmash’. 

Eclectic practice implies making multiplicities, embracing difference, many politics, many voices, 

and many stories. So eclecticism is not a useful theory, but it is an underlying principle which drives 

the process discourse of Radical Group Theatre. The reason for this eclecticism is, to some extent, 

to be found in the many politics each different company finds within its own membership, its 

processes and its communities/audiences/stakeholders. We are a more eclectic community than 

most, made up of many ‘micro communities’ with which and/or about which these companies tend 

to work, and our practitioners have reacted with gusto to that. Furthermore, our less entrenched 

history, our exuberant capacity to take what we want from Europe and the U.S. and reshape it for 

local conditions without inhibitions derived from entrenched long traditions (including entrenched 

traditions of ‘radicalism’) means that we are in many respects always already a ‘coming community’ 

in Agamben’s sense. 

Augusto Boal is like Brecht in that his politics is his process as Murphett, citing Jamieson, observes. 

Neil Cameron is like Boal in his flexible embrace of a range of influences and his adaptability to 

different client community circumstances.  

Enoch is like Boal and Cameron but also fundamentally differs in that he is working from within an 

oppressed marginalised group and his politics are of the deep, grassroots kind that exist in such 
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communities. All three are working for change; each represents, to pick up on Murphett’s analogy, 

separate strands of the same rainbow or as Enoch might say, probably using a more useful 

because less striated notion, intersecting spheres of engagement. 

Many Australian voices 

At the core of the discussion of the relationship between politics and theory is Kershaw’s 

fundamental thesis about the attempts to determine the efficacy of alternative theatre. All of the 

theatres assessed by Kershaw incorporated hopes for the efficacy of their processes and practices 

as well as their theatre product. This is also true of the majority of Australian companies and 

individuals which are the subject of investigation in my study. 

Theatres and individuals from the UK and Australia were part of structural changes in the theatre 

cultures of their respective countries. These structural changes were often driven by government 

and statutory authority policy shifts, and involved an impressive variety of policy and programming 

aesthetics, both organisational and formative. Companies were structured to enhance their 

chances of satisfying policy shifts and meeting the demands of their communities by increasing 

accessibility. In some cases these shifts and demands were connected, in others not. 

The changes to the structure of alternative/community theatre, Kershaw was arguing in 1992, had 

in common the aim of seeking to forge new relationships with audiences. Part of this was a 

commitment to creating a meaningful ‘dialectic’ with audiences, a concept which drives most of the 

companies and practitioners who have stayed the distance in alternative/community theatre in 

Australia and in the UK, and this has become a significant feature of the culture of practice. The 

difference in Australia, I am arguing, is the widespread commitment of Radical Group Theatre to 

having ’many voices’; to creating spheres of engagement which rely on and produce not so much a 

‘dialectic’ but plurivocalism and continual reflection – an ongoing, evolving, organic ingredient of the 

process discourse, which permeates all elements of the practice. 

Integral components of the process discourse are notions of contextuality and intertextuality, which 

are positioned in this study as ‘approaches to text’ (see Chapter 10). In the cases used in the study, 

approaches to text are linked consistently with the relationship sought between audience and 

performer, a relationship characterised, according to Kershaw, by particular ‘rhetorical and 

authenticating conventions’ (1992: 256).  

Authenticating conventions, Kershaw argues, are ‘the conventions or signs through which the 

spectator establishes a relationship between the “fictions” of performance and the nature of the real 

world of his/her socio-political experience, especially its values/norms etc’ (1992: 257). Rhetorical 

conventions, on the other hand, are ‘the conventions or signs which enable the spectator to 
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recognise and react to a performance as a particular type of theatre event; they establish 

distinctions between different genres, styles and kinds of theatre performance’ (1992: 257). 

Positioning these two conventions, Kershaw explains that: 

the interaction of rhetorical and authenticating conventions, experienced and 
read through a localised inter-textuality, is at the heart of the dialectical 
processes of community based performance. This is because it may allow the 
production of an ideological crisis for the audience/community without leading to 
a schism between company and community. (1992: 248) 

In all cases investigated in my study, the practitioners (companies or individuals) are engaged in 

seeking to extend their process discourse to include their audiences. Ultimately, this emerges as a 

major differentiating factor between Radical Group Theatre and mainstream/commercial theatre in 

Australia.  

The effect of such an aim in the UK was that ’the shows usually derived their chief rhetorical 

conventions from combinations of popular performance traditions and a variety of non theatre social 

gatherings’ (Kershaw 1992: 247). Similarly, in Australia these approaches to text and relationships 

with audiences led to an alteration of the dominant stage/auditorium configurations. As a result, 

performer-audience relationships became more flexible and direct, and performances were 

developed out of work with the community such that is was localised in terms of identity as well as 

site. To use a phrase which would appeal to Graham Pitts, there developed a genuine ‘actor-

audience solidarity’. 

If not handled with care, site alterations could provide a launch pad for forms of disruptive and/or 

overly challenging discourse which went beyond what audiences were actually willing to encounter. 

Alison Richards, for example, told me about an aborted project in Healsville (Victoria) where ‘the 

local community could not deal with the aesthetics or the politics of the form’61. In most cases, 

however, community based work altered traditional theatre conventions and concepts sensitively 

and creatively so as to promote community cohesiveness while nevertheless introducing forms of 

‘disruptive anarchy within which subversive signs could circulate’ (Kershaw 1992: 247).  

The apparent paradox of ‘sensitive, creative’/’disruptive, anarchic’ sits comfortably with me as a 

platform for a coherent plurivocal process of performer/audience discourse. Audiences recognise 

that the performance is speaking to them and a frame of reference is provided within which the 

                                                 

61 At 2Til 5 Theatre, the company I co-founded in 1976, we were commissioned to stage a local history pageant. Rather 
than the conventional ‘white Anglo settlement landing’ re-enactment, we chose to tell the real invasion story, in 
collaboration with the local Aboriginal Land Council. The result was highly controversial and, needless to say, we were 
never asked back to Port Stephens Shire.  
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most important symbols of community identity might be located in order to be celebrated and 

criticised. Notable Australian examples from the eighties include: Coal Town, Paul Brown with 

Death Defying Theatre, 1987-8; Ballad of Lois Ryan, Andrew Bovell with Melbourne Workers’ 

Theatre, 1987; Vital Signs, West Theatre, 1986; Hit Hard, Zeal Theatre, 1989; and many Sidetrack 

shows including Number One Thing, 1984, Out from Under, 1986, and Kin, 1987. 

Working with the community, localising in order to develop the right to criticise and challenge the 

identity of the community, makes ideological transaction of performance acutely relevant. However, 

there are certain inherent disadvantages in creating community based performance in terms of the 

general efficacy which Kershaw claims is the aim of all alternative theatres. In the first place, the 

appeal of localised performances, of those where the ‘authenticating conventions’ strongly identify 

the piece with a specific community in a specific region or locality, will naturally limit the number of 

spectators for whom the show holds relevance. Secondly, and as a direct result of this, the 

performance is effectively quarantined within the boundaries of the locality. Many groups in the UK 

developed strategies to counter these disadvantages, such as to construct a text which did not 

demand community membership or local knowledge to decode, through the use, for example, of 

parable or allegory. Kershaw cites examples from John Arden and Margaretta D’Arcy (1963) and 

John McGrath’s The Cheviot and the Stag and the Black Oil  (1981) which used this technique.  

In Australia, where history, distance and demographics create a very different regionality, 

companies usually did not encounter the same acute problems of localisation because they tended 

to develop more widely-applicable themes which addressed the specific community’s concerns. 

One possible exception in recent years that might have been restricted in its reach was the project 

in Newcastle, N.S.W. which created Aftershocks. Yet even this community based Verbatim Theatre 

piece, while speaking very specifically from and to a localised community, was nevertheless 

transferable due to the universality of themes such as coping with disaster, grieving, community 

solidarity and so on, as well as the fact that the whole nation had engaged with Newcastle’s 

earthquake through massive media coverage. From the beginnings of Australian community theatre 

history, with White Man’s Mission in 1975, local issues were broadened and shows successfully 

transferred beyond their locality of origin. 

Sidetrack Theatre pioneered another variation of this practice. Working with multicultural casts, in 

communities defined by common interest, usually ethnicity, Sidetrack created texts which for the 

first time spoke to these communities with their own voices, but beyond that, used the form to 

create a universality for those voices. So a show like Kin, for example, became a seminal work for 

the cause of multiculturalism in the wider community. Pursuing similar activist and educative 

principles, Adios Cha Cha (1987) informed Australian audiences about human rights abuses by 
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military dictatorships in Central America while locating itself in the experiences of refugees from 

such regimes now living in Australia. This play has never been published, yet according to director 

Don Mamouney and actor Stefo Nantsou, it is still spoken of as an icon of Australian theatre 

history. 

There are many examples of pioneering Australian theatre work still fresh in the memories of 

practitioners who experienced them. These works broke new ground, taking the alternative theatre 

form beyond that found in the UK. This may be partly attributable to the fact that although Australia 

(a little later than the UK) suffered the pains of economic rationalism, we did not have the cultural 

policy excesses of Thatcher which contributed to the atmosphere of fragmentation and dislocation 

experienced by Arden, D’Arcy, McGrath, Brenton, Hare, and others, in the  alternative theatre 

movement at a time when the movement needed their focussed energy. Although many alternative 

practitioners in Australia also retreated to academia, left altogether, or moved on to the 

mainstream, policy frameworks were such that significant numbers of passionate practitioners 

stayed on, developing the form in Australia to a level of sophistication beyond the UK from whom 

we had learned so much. While close comparative study is beyond the scope of this project, 

intuitively and anecdotally it seems that the alternative theatre movements in the two countries 

were very closely linked up to the time of the establishment of the Community Arts Board of the 

Australia Council in 1977-8. From this time multicultural, indigenous and other marginalised 

communities were afforded unprecedented access to and participation in, professionally funded 

theatre projects in Australia. With the additional influence of the Theatre In Education and Youth 

Theatre movements’ shift from the education-based UK models in the mid 1970s and those group’s 

partial unification with the community theatre movement (facilitated by a series of conferences from 

1979 to 1990), I believe the parallel development ended and what became Australian Radical 

Group Theatre set out on a relatively distinctive path.  

Kershaw argues that what he terms ‘over analysis’ has aided the fragmentation of the alternative 

theatre movement. He suggests that such analysis ‘lessens the general efficacy of an oppositional 

movement by stressing its growing overall coherence’. Generalising over such a diverse field of 

forms, locations and politics is, however, equally problematic if not impossible. Kershaw calls this 

dilemma the ’paradox of Cultural Expansionism’ (1992: 252).  

Almost all of my respondents, and notably Mamouney, Pitts, Murphett, Richards and Batton, agree 

that fragmentation has occurred in alternative theatre in Australia and that this has resulted in 

structural changes, funding dependency and a general dampening of the oppositional thrust. 

Graham Pitts argues that what he still calls community theatre has been ‘defeated’ by the 

emergence of identity politics. I believe that notions such as ‘defeat’ and ‘competition’ are either 
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naïve or not relevant to the shifts in the process discourse of Radical Group Theatre companies. 

Alison Richards retains a more optimistic view of fragmentation, taking the perspective that 

corporatisation, market analyses and triennial funding were inevitable consequences of economic 

rationalism, that a regeneration will occur, and that the ’tough companies will survive’. This 

pragmatic view may not please us all but it does appear to be supported by the fact that while the 

field of Radical Group Theatre is considerably leaner these days, the standard and diversity of 

practice is striking evidence that exigencies of policy and funding have been successfully 

weathered by the companies active in the form.  

In any case, I wonder whether ‘fragmentation’ is the appropriate terminology to be applied to 

Radical Group Theatre in Australia. It might equally be argued that ‘fragmentation’, or the 

development of diversity in the form, is an inevitable consequence of the process shifts evident in 

the work of most of my interview subjects. In that case, ‘fragmentation’ could be a synonym for the 

‘eclecticism’ so frequently referred to in the field. Or, at the very least, diversity could be understood 

as an aspect/effect of an eclectic process discourse. ‘Fragmentation’ need not suggest dissipation. 

It might more aptly, in the context we are considering here, imply the introduction of more 

differences. If one considers ‘fragmentation’ in these terms, then it becomes a matter of making 

multiplicities, speaking with many voices, telling many stories, embracing many politics. It becomes 

characteristic of Radical Group Theatre in Australia that it is interested in exploring 

and…and…and…, rather than either/or; interested in engaging temporary affinity groups in an 

embrace of difference. Looked at in these ways, ‘fragmentation’ was an inevitable consequence of 

a process discourse which seeks to involve audiences in a theatre practice taking place in an 

increasingly pluralised culture. And in that sense, it was intentional. Now, that is really radical. 

If we think about the kinds of practice considered in this study – Women’s Circus, Circus Oz, 

Sidetrack, Urban Theatre Projects, Zeal, Neil Cameron, Wesley Enoch – the most obvious political 

impetus for them all is concerned with questions of community and difference; reflecting about 

alternative perspectives; not imposing a particular ideology. That is, working in the interests of 

creating theatre which speaks from, to and with its audiences.  

Their work is no longer about facilitating ‘empowerment’, ‘enlightenment’ or ‘consciousness raising’ 

in the mould of earlier community and alternative theatre in their UK and Australian manifestations. 

Graham Pitts reflected on the past in these terms: 

We fell into a lot of traps…and one of those traps, I now realise, was that we 
always defined ourselves by what we weren’t. We always found it difficult to 
name, to say what we were, other than by opposition. So, there never seemed to 
be time to develop theory. …[T]he whole rhetoric, the whole rationale, the 
analysis, the terminology, the words, all important words you use, need 
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rethinking, rejuvenation. (Interview 23.4.99) 

Wesley Enoch strongly recognises the pointlessness of the oppositional approach and the need for 

‘new theory’ – hence the eclecticism of his practice and the use of real stories rather than parables, 

metaphors or exemplars.  

The main thrust of this chapter has been to demonstrate that Radical Group Theatre mixes many 

elements of politics, structure, practice, theory and audience into spheres of engagement which 

have come to constitute its process discourse This is not to say that all Radical Group Theatre 

companies and practitioners are always successful in that project. However, if and when a 

company does manage to create a product that is meaningful to its communities – has created 

significant ‘spheres of engagement’ – then it has done what it set out to do. And it has done 

something political because any grounded practice will be political in many ways. Language is 

political. Life is political.  
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CHAPTER 10: REFLEXIVITY AND ANALYSIS IN RADICAL GROUP 
THEATRE PROCESS DISCOURSE 

A grounded theory/action research paradigm based in continuous reflective/reflexive theatre 

making processes is fundamental to the praxis of most non-mainstream theatre companies. For 

professional, community based alternative theatres, ’applied research’ is grounded firmly in 

practice, in the real world of attracting audiences, maintaining funding and addressing the needs of 

target or client communities while advancing the art form. This chapter describes and analyses 

various evaluative methods used by such companies, proposing that the benefits derived from 

ongoing rigorous reflection and analysis are observable in their work. Furthermore, because most 

of these companies have inbuilt structures to ensure regular rigorous analysis, they are not only 

working at the ‘cutting edge’ but are creating the new edges which result in innovative, intelligent, 

exciting and relevant theatre. 

Alison Richards argues that the basis of reflection in theatre is trust. Her clear implication is that 

trust is negotiated and facilitated in non-mainstream companies by ‘developing a mutual code of 

understanding between performer and audience’ (Interview 27.4.99). The parties arrive at criteria 

for evaluation of process and product, not so much through formal agreement but as a function of 

audience expectations based on knowledge of the company and its members, and understandings 

of the company’s history; and from the company’s perspective, through notions of target audiences, 

client communities and promotion of a recognisable ‘house style’. These factors help determine a 

‘mutual code’. However, the process of setting criteria is also quite often structured as part of the 

company’s working environment. Using ‘structure’ in the Murphett sense of ‘structuring’, as a 

component of the directorial process, Richards says ‘structure is not an impediment to creativity but 

there is a need to constantly revisit the structures’ (Interview 27.4.99).  

A mutual code of understanding between company and audience usually requires audiences to ask 

questions of themselves and of the form presented, in short, to do some of the work. As Richards 

continued:  

Any performance is defined by its audience. It’s also about either being able to 
assume, or needing to develop a language or a set of vocabularies, a mutual 
code whereby the audience and the people on the stage understand each other. 
What you are dealing with are questions between what’s happening in the 
performance and what’s happening in the audience. (Interview 27.4.99)   

In non-mainstream theatre, evaluative components which address the ‘mutual code’ are frequently 
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embedded in either the routine reflective/reflexive post production phase of the process discourse 

or incorporated into the performance context.  

For example, the structured company evaluation carried out by Melbourne Workers’ Theatre 

(discussed later in this chapter) is a model which involves audiences in the process. Theatre In 

Education companies often utilise audience response discussions post-performance. While this 

technique serves the specific educative function of such performance in schools, it also provides 

instant feedback on all aspects of the performance. Another quite common practice in Radical 

Group Theatre is the use of audience surveys – a voluntary response usually distributed in the 

form of a questionnaire62. Such devices provide valuable guidelines in the assessment of audience 

reactions and assist in future planning. Of course, such evaluative measures are often driven by 

administrators who are compelled to respond to funding bodies’ demands for quantitative data on 

audience attendance figures and demographics. However, as a means of determining audience 

responses such measures are useful and quite common. 

With the artists also engaged in constant questioning we have the possibility of creating an ongoing 

reflective/reflexive engagement between audience and artists, which both Don Mamouney and 

Graham Pitts argue is an essential distinguishing feature of Radical Group Theatre. 

We also have in this field, according to Alison Richards, an  

…alteration to the horizon of choices where things taken for granted may be 
questioned. We should be able, having imagined a new place to stand, to 
theorise – if you’re clear where you’re standing. (Interview 27.4.99) 

This seemed a very interesting focus for the refinement of a grounded theory to drive the practice. 

With this in mind I asked whether the mainstream establish such a relationship with audiences:  

Well no – they don’t ask questions because they know it all already. In the 
mainstream the code of understanding is set and it's not mutual. (Interview 
27.4.99) 

Without exception, the people I interviewed agreed to varying degrees with this view of Alison’s. 

The suggestion is that mainstream audiences come to a performance with a preconceived set of 

expectations of the experience. Questioning their own role in relation to the performance and the 

performers is not conventionally part of those expectations. There are obviously processes of 

continual reflection involved for the directors in the development of many mainstream 

                                                 

62 Information collected in this way also serves administrative requirements like the compiling of mailing/contact lists and 
so on to underpin ongoing audience development.Zeal Theatre, 2Til 5 Youth, Shopfront and Pact youth theatres used 
audience survey forms as a regular tool for evaluation purposes during my tenure at 2Til5 from 1976 -89 
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performances. But the extension of those processes into the community in which the performance 

is being developed and into the audiences for the performance seems to be a distinguishing feature 

of Radical Group Theatre.  

Don Mamouney is certainly one of the most influential and respected directors in Australia. Always 

controversial, to the point of provoking open hostility in some quarters, he is nonetheless a deeply 

reflective and articulate director. Mamouney ‘can’t imagine theatre making process without 

continuous reflection’. He sees this process as the means to establish ‘how we relate to the world’ 

(Interview 14.4.99). Essential to Mamouney and Sidetrack is the development of an intimate 

knowledge of their target community. This is facilitated by the constant questioning referred to 

above and forms the basis of a style which uses theatre not only to build, but also to challenge, 

confront, even shock communities. Where a company or ensemble has a training element to their 

structure, the analysis is on-going and rigorous. The questions are always: what are we doing, why 

are we doing this and who are we doing this for? As an example Mamouney cites a 1999 project, 

The Wound, a show which took $25 000 in the first 3 weeks at the box office but was ‘analysed as 

a flop’: 

Consultation with target audiences, writers and other artists, developed a new 
way of structuring the show for its next phase. All the talk confirmed what I 
already knew, that the show had to change and because of the reflection and 
analysis it did. 

It is hardly surprising that Graham Pitts, perhaps Australia’s most prolific and constantly employed 

writer for community-based theatre, would agree with Don Mamouney. As co-founders of Sidetrack 
they share the same vision fifteen years on. To Pitts it is ‘unthinkable that non-mainstream 

practitioners would not analyse’ (Interview 23.4.99). The development of engagement with the 

audience is for Pitts an integral aspect of the practice and in terms of Radical Group Theatre in 

general, he feels it is time for practitioners to extend their analysis and to refrain from ‘re-inventing 

the wheel’; time to develop an accessible, fresh, theory to inform the work. He believes that such a 

theory would be grafted onto the remnants of the Marxist core philosophy which he argues still 

drives most of the companies and individuals working in what he still calls community theatre in 

Australia: 

I think the rhetoric we use is one, just plain outdated and faded; and two, the very 
words we might use, like “community”…carry so much baggage. 

I think it’s at a time now when a new critique will very much enliven practice, and 
open up practice. Where that will come from and how it will be done, I don’t 
know. There’s a whole mass of thought out there. But, I agree, it will not come 
from Marxism alone, and yet I would hate to see all the major beliefs [excised]. I 
think you would cut off the basic tenets of Marxism. If you did you’d be doomed. 
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It’s what you can graft on and how you graft it on. (Interview 23.4.99)  

As argued earlier, the process discourse of Radical Group Theatre is distinguished by its 

engagement with notions of the plural, of, in Deleuze’s terms, making multiplicities. Elements 

comprising the process discourse constantly overlap and intersect, while new elements are 

constantly being added to the mix.  

Company structure and process discourse 

Company structure often develops strategies specifically designed to expand the discourse beyond 

the rehearsal room floor. Melbourne Workers Theatre, for example, has developed evaluative and 

analytical structures which answer both Mamouney’s and Pitts’ call for audience input and 

accessibility (albeit that Mamouney and Pitts position this in terms of a ‘dialectic’). Primarily political 

and united by a common left agenda which drives process, product and management, Melbourne 

Workers Theatre has instituted structures which enshrine the principles of evaluation and analysis 

in an inclusive model of worker participation at all levels. Perhaps the most spectacular of these 

structures is the annual weekend retreat where the board of directors, artists and the advisory 

group (the trade union connection) meet to discuss, evaluate, plan implementation of policy and 

develop the future directions of the company. This strategy is supported by a board which is 

continually active in all aspects of company management, which keeps the work in tune with the 

founding aims yet constantly questions in order to impel fresh, challenging and relevant work 

artistically and politically. The wide range of views helps retain the feeling of ownership, which 

Steve Payne (former actor with the company), Graham Pitts and Alison Richards all argue remains 

characteristic of the company.   

A similarly inclusive, common agenda drives the Women’s Circus and has done so since its 

inception in 1991. The company’s overall aim is ‘to reaffirm women’s control over their bodies by 

building self esteem through physical and performance work while creating a safe non-competitive 

work environment’ (Women’s Circus 1997: 1). The Women’s Circus has evolved a highly structured 

yet flexible system for planning, problem solving and evaluation of process, politics and artistic 

worth. Similar to Melbourne Workers Theatre, they have an advisory group, their ‘Big Sisters’ – 

women with experience in law, funding, circus, publicity, theatre and politics. This group is relied 

upon for advice, support, ideas and information. The rest of the structure is shaped like this:  

Four times a year all active members of the Circus meet. Here they exchange 
information, share skills and discuss major policy changes. This is the A Group. 
The B Groups represent the specialist areas within the circus: childcare, training, 
newsletter and so on. Representatives from these groups meet regularly each 
month to report and discuss allocation of resources, ideas relevant to the aims 
and objectives and forward planning. These meetings constitute the C Group, the 
policy making group. All meetings and proceedings are transparent with minutes 
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posted publicly so all are informed. The fourth group (D Group) comprises workshop 
coordinator, administrator, and artistic director and is responsible for the day to 
day operations of the company. They are financially accountable to the 
membership and the board of the Footscray Community Arts Centre. (Gilblatt 
Interview 29.4.99) 

At the Women’s Circus, like many of the companies I visited, the politics is of the grassroots variety, 

the evaluation and analysis practical, the reflection serious, focussed and inclusive. The model of 

‘reflexive dynamism’ which drives these and other companies to a continuous action research 

model is relevant, organic, accessible and ultimately aimed at advancing the art form. When asked 

to comment on the monitoring and evaluative measures at Melbourne Women’s Circus Gilblatt 

responded:  

We have regular circus days where the whole community comes together and we 
pass on information, share information. We have planning days where we throw 
questions at the community like “Where do you see the Circus in five years 
time?” You know, it’s very much about keeping a really strong feel for where the 
community is at – what they want to do. I mean, it’s a shifting community to some 
extent although some of the women have been around a really long time. So you 
tap into that kind of community knowledge and experience. I think it’s just about 
being open to what everyone says and that’s not just in formal kind of structures 
– it’s also about feedback that trainers get after workshops. It’s about listening. 
That’s the key to good communication. (Interview 29.4.99) 

An equally inclusive model (of management at least) is found at Melbourne’s La Mama Theatre. 

Arguably the birthplace of non-mainstream theatre in Australia, according to Artistic Director Liz 

Jones, La Mama privileges analysis and evaluation via the creation of a ‘receptive, open and 

communicative workplace’ (Interview 23.4.99). In addition, various formal structures are in place 

where artistic and managerial staff plus management committee members and volunteers meet 

regularly to discuss and plan all aspects of the company’s operations. La Mama’s company 

structure is different to performance-based companies in that they perceive their role as one of 

encouragement and nurturing of new work by providing personnel and resources support to 

emerging groups and individuals. Due to the fact that many of the people who constitute the various 

levels of membership are long term, there is a ‘corporate memory’ (Interview 23.4.99), a shared 

vision which helps La Mama retain its relevance. This is affirmed, according to Jones, by 

consistently healthy box office.  

The ‘second generation factor’ 

This concept of a shared vision based in corporate memory has suggested what I have called the 

‘second generation factor’, developed mainly in situations where companies have existed for long 

periods and equally importantly, where company members have been trained in a culture of 

constant questioning and evaluation.  
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The case often occurs where original, long-term or founding directors leave a company and, 

unlike the usual situation in the mainstream, the company moves forward driven by the same 

vision, adapted and modified to suit new communities but still understanding itself in terms of 

broadly shared ideological, processual and artistic frameworks. This situation is less likely to occur 

in the mainstream because the vision frequently changes with board elections or a change of 

artistic director. In the case of Radical Group Theatre, where the company philosophy has been 

consistently communicated and shaped over a number of years, companies continue to function 

from a shared vision while growing and developing in new and exciting directions.  

2 Til 5 Youth Theatre, Shopfront Theatre for Young People and Contact Youth Theatre, for 

example, retained all the basic tenets of their theatre philosophy in spite of personnel changes. At 

the core of their company policies were the rights of young people, the right to be heard, the right to 

determine content, and rules of governance, including the right of socially and politically 

disenfranchised youth to devise and determine artistic and administrative policy. Within this 

framework theatre workers new to the companies brought a diverse range of skills and emphases 

but had to adopt the fundamental philosophy of producing art for, by and with the young people 

who formed their constituency. The ’fundamental philosophy’ was retained due primarily to two 

factors. Firstly, company documentation in the form of annual reports, management board minutes, 

company newsletters and occasional media articles contained much of the detail of company policy 

and decisions which informed the fundamental philosophy. So as a matter of record these were 

used for reference and clarification of policy. Secondly, company staff and members (in the case of 

Youth Theatres) enjoyed long tenure in many cases which ensured, to a degree, that policies to 

which members had contributed retained their basic tenets. This does not imply that there were no 

changes in direction, emphases or administrative structure from time to time. But at 2 Til 5 Youth 

Theatre, for example, the basic philosophies as conceptualised by Barney Langford and me 27 

years ago, which centred on the integrity of young people, have not altered. The ‘second 

generation factor’ can be clearly observed in this company given that the current associate director 

began as an eight-year-old member of the company in 1976! 

Occasionally this second generation factor becomes transferable to other performance contexts or 

changed employment situations. In its early years Death Defying Theatre (founded in 1981) was a 

group of performance artists taking their work into the streets; a political, community-based, 

physical theatre company. ‘The recent decision to change the name to Urban Theatre Projects 

(UTP) recognises that the group has moved towards collaborative community theatre’ (Reid 1997: 

51). There are some important differences between Death Defying Theatre and today’s company, 

but the philosophy of the group – ‘to make theatre for people who don’t usually go to the theatre’ – 

has remained constant throughout its history. Today’s UTP productions are inspired by, and 
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performed by and with, the ethnically diverse communities of Western Sydney. Two issues are 

significant here. Firstly, the changes in emphasis, demographic and geographical base were made 

as a result of intensive research which revealed that ‘strong community networks in the west of 

Sydney appeared to have the energy and resources and interest to support a local company’ (Reid 

1997: 51). Secondly, as Manager Harley Stumm notes, ‘cutting the cloth to suit the wearer’ has led 

UTP into the modern subcultures of rap and hip hop but also to traditional art forms of the largely 

non-English speaking background communities it works with (Reid 1997: 51). This not only aligns 

with Don Mamouney’s emphasis on the acquisition of intimate knowledge of the target audience, 

but also involves a process of constant questioning, sometimes motivated by crisis-survival 

mentality, but nonetheless resulting in the propagation of a shared vision, and often in the creation 

of new, hybrid forms. Such outcomes seem always to be impelled by ongoing and honest 

evaluation and analysis. Although the analysis is not necessarily meticulously referenced and 

documented, or subject to validation or scrutiny from critical ‘readers’ outside the company 

structure, it seems to be rigorous, is certainly pragmatic, and frequently results in decisions which 

lead the company to move forward, having responded evaluatively to changing conditions.  

The second generation factor has another interesting manifestation at Urban Theatre Projects. The 

current Artistic Director, John Bayliss, was co-founder and a long-term member of Sydney Front, 

the ground breaking contemporary performance company established in 1986. The shared vision of 

that company, inspired by Grotowski, was identified by a group directorial process which created a 

laboratory environment. Such an approach, in which analysis and reflection are pivotal to the 

methodology, has been carried over to UTP because of Bayliss. Implicit in this kind of process is 

the notion that all learn directly from each other’s expertise, an example of a process discourse 

which centres recognition of the benefits of reflective, analytical practice. The contexts for the 

companies are fundamentally different, however certain aspects of directorial and managerial style 

pioneered at Sydney Front have found a new home at Urban Theatre Projects; the shared vision is 

carried through into a new context. 

Shared vision, evaluation and change  

An example of how constant questioning benefits the ongoing work of a company was cited by 

John Bayliss when referring to the post-show evaluation of Speed Street (1998). While attempting 

to assess categories for ‘ideal levels of community involvement’, the company discovered that 

Speed Street, while attracting critical acclaim and a high level of community curiosity, tended to 

‘impose the company’s “Good Idea” onto the community’. The outcomes of this analysis were 

implemented in the planning and development of their next project in Bankstown. Here we see 

company structure, company philosophy, notions of community, questions of audience 

engagement, the process discourse, and evaluation as a vital part of the process discourse, 
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working integrally – reinforcing each other and impelling new working directions.  

A similar process can be seen in action at Circus Oz. Certainly Australia’s most successful non-

mainstream theatre company, Circus Oz began with ‘a belief that to address major socio-political 

issues in a popular theatre form could be entertaining, challenging and sustaining as a career path’ 

(Coldwell Interview 27.4.99). As a founding member, Tim Coldwell still believes that ‘if the vision is 

sound, the product will follow’ (Interview 27.4.99). Clearly, Circus Oz has helped redefine circus in 

Australia by celebrating difference. That, they maintain, is the essence of their process and their 

politics, which for Coldwell are inseparable. The guiding principles of such an analysis are distinctly 

pragmatic and grounded in the practice itself. Coldwell acknowledges that:  

…much of what appears intentional is in fact almost always the result of 
differences in ideas in ambitions – often accidental. There are no rules to 
anarchy, learn from anything and everything. (Interview 27.4.99) 

But this does not mean the process has not been thought through during development and is not 

constantly evaluated in production. The analogy Coldwell uses relates these principles to rigging 

the circus ring: ’You don’t have to suspend disbelief in our theatre – if you fall you get hurt, so you 

better make sure the rig is sound’. Any theory applied to Circus Oz needs to be as grounded and 

practical as the tent pegs and rigging. While the ‘analysis’, quite often, has more to do with logistics 

than philosophy, a process of reflective and reflexive analysis has occurred and presents as a real 

strength of the company. The new Artistic Director, Mike Finch, is aware that this applied reflective 

analysis has always been a feature of the Circus Oz process. Mike’s contribution to this process 

discourse has been to initiate more formal strategies for analysing and evaluating the philosophy, 

structure and working contexts of Circus Oz with the aim of codifying for the first time how all these 

aspects combine to redefine the physical theatre form in Australia. It will be interesting to observe 

the results of this more formal analysis of practice in the future. 

Speaking the same language 

An aspect of process probably originating in the circus, but also tied to the question of community 

carried through from Community and Alternative theatre paradigms, is the part that notions of family 

play in the day-to-day operations and the creative processes of Radical Group Theatre companies.  

Here the second-generation factor referred to above is salient: in circus, the shared vision is 

passed down the generations. Genuine learning is a daily occurrence and this learning shapes the 

performances. Constant questioning of techniques and analysis of audience responses impacts 

directly on the shows as they develop. In circus, the feedback from audiences is personal and 

immediate, enabling performers to ‘self monitor’ all aspects of the act. In this case the ‘mutual code’ 

referred to by Richards has largely been determined by the distinctive conventions of performer-
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audience relationships in the circus. For performers living together on the road, certain aspects of 

the family feel of the circus are enjoyed or endured by Theatre In Education (T.I.E.) companies, 

rock bands and to some extent youth theatres, as well by those other companies who take their 

theatre to specific communities outside of their own locations, such as Neil Cameron Productions. 

Group members come to know each other intimately and so develop the ability to ‘speak the same 

language’. According to Stefo Nantsou, this factor as much as any other is the reason that Zeal’s 

process functions so efficiently (Interview 30.4.99). They work very quickly in their theatre making, 

usually taking a new show from concept development to preview performance in two weeks.  

Audience response analysis has a very direct function in most T.I.E. companies. In Zeal’s case, a 

show is always previewed in advance of a touring season and they often implement changes 

suggested by target audience members as well as educational authorities who are their employers. 

A fascinating, maybe unique application of the second-generation factor, and of the sense of a 

family built around the company, is found in Zeal’s processes in this regard. As a company with a 

relatively long history (14 years) and a fairly low turnover of performers, all of whom remain in 

contact with the company, Zeal often invites ex-members and other long-term associates like 

myself, for example, to see shows before they tour or even in mid-season. As respected peers 

whose memories of the Zeal process have been internalised, these people’s views are quite 

regularly acted upon. Together these two forms of audience response affect all aspects of Zeal’s 

theatre making.  

In a different context but sharing similar effects and having equal value to their groups, the 

‘corporate memory’ referred to by Liz Jones from La Mama, the ‘company retreats’ of Melbourne 

Workers Theatre and the ‘audience evaluations’ favoured by Don Mamouney at Sidetrack are 

examples of family-like reflective analysis and audience engagement strategies which aim to 

extend and enhance the relevance and quality of the work.  

It is an aim shared also by Neil Cameron who, while consistently contracting a small core of people, 

often has a team up to 100 professional and volunteer artists working on a single production, 

making him as much entrepreneur and producer as director. There are nevertheless similarities in 

Neil’s reflective and analytic practices to those of Zeal and Circus Oz. His is a structured ‘sharing of 

experiences’, always held immediately after the performances with all participants, using a 

technique similar to that used in drama therapy and by ‘creative drama’ teachers, self awareness 

workshop facilitators and the like. Cameron guides participants in a gentle expression of the highs 

and lows experienced. He asks questions such as: What worked? What didn’t work? What should 

we do differently next time? What problems arose? What solutions did you find? (And so on). At 

this stage he doesn’t encourage discussion or conversation, rather an exchange of statements. 
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This emphasis on the positive sharing of experience immediately following the performance is an 

important aspect of Neil’s process. As he says, ‘Nothing is to be gained from making people feel 

bad’ (Interview 29.3.99). 

Later, the permanent troupe meet and interrogate the entire process and product in detail. Here 

everyone is free to speak their minds with the only rule ‘that blame not be laid’. Cameron claims he 

learns something new with every project, and it’s not hard to believe. Having participated directly in 

such follow-up sessions, I have noticed that the learning curve for all involved can be profound. The 

focus is kept on practical elements, mistakes made, lessons learned, suggestions for new 

directions.  

In an intriguing extension of his reflective and analytical process, since 1999 Cameron has 

undertaken a scholarly interrogation of themes and elements which inform his work, prompted 

primarily by a personal need to find answers to his ‘constant questions’. When this process is 

complete, and published, his particular art form will move forward, enhanced and challenged. 

Practitioners such as Cameron are always reflecting, always searching for new ways to express, 

and are gradually developing a common language to talk about this process. 

A reflexive loop 

Beyond the involvement of particular practitioners in such scholarly practice research, what is the 

link to the academy for Radical Group Theatre? What role does the academy play in the reflective 

and analytical practices of that form of theatre in Australia? 

In the first place, most theatre academics would agree with Richard Murphett when he says that 

‘training is implicit in good theatre, so analysis and reflection, as an integral aspect of training, will 

be continuous and should be rigorous’. Speaking of his experience with the Mill Theatre, Geelong, 

where he was Artistic Director, Murphett said: 

We spent a great deal of time talking and writing about our purposes both social 
and artistic, focussed usually on the questions “Are we advancing the art form?” 
and “How do we do that?” (Interview 29.4.99) 

He referred to Barthes’ heuristic models of reflection, as found in ’Reflections on Photography’, 

where the act of writing is at the heart of the model. The academy, Murphett argues, has a duty to 

train such reflective and reflexive practitioners. Above all, regardless of how familiar students 

become with the terms of such discourse, they should be trained in the practice of constant 

questioning as theorists and practitioners, or as theorising practitioners, and I think they are. New 

qualitative methodologies relevant to the field in Australia are being encouraged in many tertiary 

theatre courses throughout Australia.  
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The committee headed by Alison Richards and Bill Dunstone, which developed the Australasian 

Drama Studies Association’s (ADSA) position paper Performance as Research, deserves great 

credit. Someone now needs to research the extent to which recent graduates of all institutions have 

utilised the lessons taught, the practice frameworks modelled, and the approaches to praxis 

explored with them.  

In the case of Radical Group Theatre praxis, the process discourse carries a clear implication of a 

‘reflexive loop’ – that is, a many stranded process which runs something like:  

politics/philosophy/theory > company structure > creative process > practice > product > 
politics/philosophy/theory 

Interventions, evaluations, analyses and changes can and do take place at many stages in this 

process discourse. Consequently, the field never settles, either in the case of particular companies 

or practitioners, or as a whole. It is shifting, dynamic and constantly disturbing itself. This does not, 

however, mean that as a form and a field, it defies analysis or resists theoretical engagements. 

Equally, it does not mean that we cannot develop theory for Radical Group Theatre. 

In fact this reflexive/reflective loop, and how it operates, arguably constitute the ‘radical’ in Radical 

Group Theatre. Developing a means to theorise it, therefore, means developing theory grounded in 

practice but conscious of the many elements of politics, philosophy and theory which are constantly 

informing and questioning practice.  

University-trained reflective practitioners staff most Radical Group Theatre companies, rather than 

Drama School graduates – a situation that connects the process discourse to the academy. So, to 

return to the starting point of this discussion, the identification and exploration in Radical Group 

Theatre of the grounded theory/action research paradigm, or reflective/reflexive loop, distinguishes 

the practice and the practitioners from the mainstream. 

It is argued here that the concept of process discourse is embedded in the structure of Radical 

Group Theatre companies and is driven by a commitment to developing relationships on many 

different levels. Relationships between performer/participants in the company; relationships 

between performers and audiences; relationships with and between communities. Absolutely 

central to all of these relationships is the notion of constant questioning – an ongoing, rigorous 

analysis and evaluation of the relationships and inbuilt strategies to respond to changes in those 

relationships. Further, this rests on the recognition that the process discourse is concerned with: 

making multiplicities rather than working through binaries; developing spheres of engagement 

rather than thinking in the dualistic terms implied by notions of the dialectic; speaking in many 
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voices; and above all, disturbance of itself and of cultural assumptions. Thus we can understand 

Radical Group Theatre as celebrating rather than trying to define or delimit the ‘Radical’.  

The ‘Reflective/Reflexive Loop’ (see diagram below) describes how the shared principles of Radical 

Group Theatre are incorporated as the foundations of my grounded theory. These shared principles 

include:  

• Reflexive Dynamism 

• Shared Dramaturgy 

• Multi-skilling 

• Multiplicity 

• Bricolage and assemblage  

• Conscious disturbance  

• The creation of Spheres of Engagement 

These principles or elements have been identified as characteristic of the process discourse of the 

form. As guiding principles, they ensure that multiple opportunities are provided in the whole 

context of Radical Group Theatre – management, company, structure, vision, process reflection – 

to allow disturbance to take place. That is, the elements of the form are the very things which 

ensure the form is able to maintain its own reflexive theory and practice. So through a reflexive 

research process I have identified not only a set of characteristics of the form but a model which 

presents the form as one which continually engages itself in reflection – the central moment of a 

grounded theory. 

Diagram 2 
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Radica l Gr oup The atre
The Refl ect ive/Refl ex ive Loop

Who Audience / Collaborative Artists
Where Content Ğ Space / Time
What Content Performance Text
How Form
Why Aesthetics Politics Philosophy

The Practice
Key Elements Shared Principles
Democracy / Equity Ownership Reflexive Dynamism
Experimentation Shared Dramaturgy
Education Multiplicity (Finding & Celebrating)
Celebration Pluralism
Advocacy Bricolage _ Assemblage
Economy Many politics

Multi-Skilling
Conscious Disturbance
Theorising

To Create & Develop

Constant Questioning

Spheres of Engagement

A new way of seeing A new place to stand

Company StructureHistory Influences Training

Process Discourse Theory

Action in the loop can begin at any of the following nodes:  

• Constant Questioning 

• Company Structure  

• Theory 

• Process Discourse  

• History/Influences/Training  

• Development of Spheres of Engagement 

For example, we could begin movement in the loop with ‘Questioning’. Who is our audience? Who 

will we be working with? Where will we perform? When will the performance take place? What is 

the content of our project? How will we communicate with our audience? Why are we engaged in 

this project? And so on. These questions provoke subsequent questions which, I am suggesting, 

are repeated and or modified, or reformed at various stages in the life of a project and throughout 
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the lifespan of a company.  

An equally valid embarkation point would be ‘Company Structure’. Clearly questions similar to 

those proposed above are the foundations for the structure of a company or an individual project 

within an established company structure. Once laid, the foundations of the structure form the 

framework, the ‘map’ comprising directorial style, artistic direction, decision making processes, 

equity provisions, political positioning, training and theoretical perspectives. The company structure 

interfaces with all the nodes on the loop and may be evaluated and altered as the result of further 

constant questioning. 

If action begins with ‘Theory’, it will most likely be an expression of a ruling idea or concept which 

initiates the process.  For example, an unusual or ‘dangerous’ collaboration, experimentation with 

constructing or assembling new or alternative performance languages, innovations with proxemics, 

or perhaps investigation of issues based or political/social activism may be the starting point, but 

how the idea plays itself through into the theatre-making will be affected by the kinds of questions 

asked about it and the audience it hopes to engage.  

Clearly theory drives and is also a product of ‘Process Discourse’. Typically the reflective analysis 

of a company’s previous work will expose or suggest improvements, mistakes or new ideas to 

investigate – so the process discourse ‘rolls over’ to the subsequent project changed and enriched 

by the reflection on previous work as well as by the theory and questions involved in the work at 

hand. 

History/Influences/Training as an embarkation point is similarly linked to process discourse and 

theory. Questions arising from aspects such as theatre conventions, ‘house style’, target 

community, notions of ensemble, the second generation factor, even location and size of company 

premises, can set a process journey in motion. 

Development of ‘Spheres of Engagement’ is probably the key node in the ‘Reflective/Reflexive 

Loop’.  In the same way that every ‘destination’ is also an ‘embarkation point’ (even the end of the 

line turns back on itself) so too are we able to set our praxis in motion from a point designed to 

discover, explore, expand, consolidate, celebrate and develop new or varied ‘Spheres of 

Engagement’ – new audiences, many voices, many eyes, many politics – a multiplicity of many, 

sometimes new, ‘places to stand’.  

If we embark at ‘History, Influences, Training’ we might pass through the Questioning node to reach 

Company Structure and then proceed ‘all stations to Spheres of Engagement’ as if on an 

underground rail loop, or we might similarly travel the opposite direction to Process Discourse 
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where the elements of our practice will be determined, again by constant questioning. However, 

we might move from Company Structure to Process Discourse then back to Theory before moving 

through Process again to Spheres of Engagement.  

Whatever the embarkation point, the notion of constant questioning will continuously arise and we 

are always likely to arrive at ‘Spheres of Engagement’. But having reached that node, there is every 

likelihood that a recognition of having developed a sphere of engagement will cause a rupture, a 

new line of flight – more questions, more theorising, more development of process, another 

realignment of company structure and so on. That is, the ‘loop’ is constantly open to different 

configurations and directions of movement. It is shot through with differing zones of action and 

planes of consistency/inconsistency.  

Each practitioner, each company, will trace a different path in making a work, but I am suggesting 

that the key elements and principles represented here will usually be visited at some point along 

the way. That is, we cannot produce a ‘flow chart’ of Radical Group Theatre praxis, but we can 

establish its main characteristics and notice how they might work in various combinations. This is a 

theoretical noticing. 
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CHAPTER 11: REFLECTING ON THE PROCESS  

The Reflective/Reflexive Loop of the project 

The embarkation point for this journey was the proposal of a series of focus questions prompted in 

part by earlier reflective investigation of my own practice and in part by subsequent research 

activity in the general area of the director’s role in group theatre settings. Out of that came the 

recognition that the field I have come to call Radical Group Theatre remained under-described and 

under-theorised, which was the basis of this project. In the course of the project, an organic, 

evolving thread of ‘constant questioning’ emerged as the identifying feature of my research 

methodology, and also of the methodology of the practitioners I was investigating. This is such a 

striking feature of Radical Group Theatre that it is suggested as the title of the new grounded theory 

that has developed from this work – a theory of constant questioning. 

The collected responses to the constant questioning not only provide insights from my 

practitioner/researcher perspective but also often suggest pathways for further inquiry. Indeed, in 

some cases the questions posed reveal themselves, for various reasons, as only answerable 

through further investigation and research. The theory of constant questioning clearly implies that at 

any point of the interactive journey, questions will remain because at the core of the methodology is 

the grouping or categorising of questions in terms of, not only, for example, ‘What do I know?’ and 

‘What do I think I know?’, but ‘What do I still need to know?’ Thus, this reflective/reflexive journey, 

while it constitutes a conclusion to the research for this project, does not finalise ‘answers’. It moves 

towards a set of conclusions replete with new or reformed questions. I have therefore chosen to 

revisit certain questions as a structural function – a summary of the journey and its findings – which 

helps to position the researcher in relation to the findings, and the findings in relation to a 

theoretical framework for Radical Group Theatre.  

As the theory evolved it became possible that a new ‘identifiable Australian-ness’, characterised by 

multi/interculturalism, might present as the basis for a paradigm of praxis in Radical Group Theatre. 

Most practitioners visited for this study agreed with this idea, to a point. Most emphatic was Neil 

Cameron who argues that in his view there is no longer such a thing as multiculturalism in Australia 

– that the Australian culture, Australian character, Australian psyche, have now evolved into a 

multifaceted, multi-influenced, identifiable entity. Multiculturalism, the movement, if it ever was a 

movement, has done its work. This notion is similar in many ways to the argument that today’s 

avant-garde becomes tomorrow’s mainstream art. That is, yesterday’s multiculturalism has become 

today’s Australian culture. I think this argument is perhaps too simplistic, however there are 

suggestions in practice that multiculturalism as a movement has not so much diminished as shifted 
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in its emphases so that pluralism is taken as a beginning point in cultural activity (rather than as a 

point to be made by cultural activity). Paradigm shifts like this are very common among Radical 

Group Theatre practitioners. In the case of multiculturalism we have an example of a shift in 

emphasis from the celebration of, or engagement with, many separate cultures to a notion, 

exemplified by Cameron, of plurivocalism, many politics, many stories blending to create a shared 

terrain which might be taken to be the new, identifiable ‘Australianness’, at least as understood and 

celebrated by the arts and artists. Throughout the study, the exploration and development of 

multiplicities of all kinds is suggested as a fundamental principle in the process discourse of the 

Radical Group Theatre practitioner. 

My research has suggested that most Radical Group Theatre companies seek and achieve a 

degree of continuity in structure and form through adherence to a shared set of principles or 

practices which include: the embrace of assemblage and bricolage; inclusive structures (a core 

concept of the ensemble); and an attitude of intentional disturbance of cultural assumptions as well 

as of their own assumptions. Most importantly, though, the aim of these shared principles is 

‘ensemble’ in nature, that is, the creation and maintenance of ‘spheres of engagement’. This notion 

guided the development of the grounded theory that followed. 

An interesting question that ‘evolved’ during the course of the research was: Which companies, if 

any, appear not to subscribe to clear theoretical paradigms? If one ignores the word ‘clear’ in the 

question it is easier to answer. Of the companies investigated I am unable to identify any as ‘theory 

free zones’. Such a situation would be an oxymoron. A company can only be classified as radical if 

it has some theoretical perspective in its philosophy. That said, clarity is by no means typical in the 

philosophies of most if not all the companies examined in this project. The lack of clarity is not due 

to an inability to articulate a theoretical basis on the part of some practitioners, nor to the 

denseness of the theoretical positions articulated by others. Rather, the practice tends to resist 

bedding down its theoretical positions, and also tends to draw on a range of theories in order to 

produce work in a range of contexts. Of course in these post-postmodern times we no longer seek 

universal truths but ‘make multiplicities’. And in the making of multiplicities and the blurring of 

boundaries, a sense of theoretical clarity is often, at least temporarily, lost. But this does not make 

the work theoretically uninformed. 

If there exists a lack or temporary loss of clarity, or only ‘partial articulation’, such could be 

attributed to the possibility that many practitioners read a little, perhaps grasp fragments and main 

ideas of this or that theory, and say to themselves: ‘Yes! I do that – been doing it for years – hadn’t 

thought of expressing it that way before’. Or, ‘I like some of what’s said here, don’t agree with that 

bit…’ and so on. The theoretical frames are thus partially articulated and fragmented. An important 
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aim of this study is to draw the fragments together as the skeleton which is fleshed out with the 

application of key principles for action. The result is brought to life as a dynamic, organic, grounded 

theory which is a theory of the practice rather than an attempt to synthesise the range of theoretical 

influences on various aspects of the practice.  

Based on the evidence of some of my research subjects, the following could be the case. Now that 

oppositional Marxism followed by the sense of inevitable fragmentation (characteristic of 

postmodernism) has been worked through and largely left behind, common terrains, meeting 

places, perhaps Wesley Enoch’s ‘Third Place’, are being sought. Certainly Don Mamouney, Tom 

Burvill, Neil Cameron, Baz Kershaw (UK) and Graham Pitts believe that such meeting places are 

possible. I recall from my own Community Theatre Conference days that ‘Community Theatre’ must 

be ’for, by and about the community’. Which community it is can change, and how we understand 

the idea of community is certainly constantly changing, but the fundamental notion of ‘communitas’ 

remains.  

This question of ‘community’ brings us to the central focus for the theoretical and praxis contexts in 

which and with which Radical Group Theatre directors work. Basic to the directorial paradigm of 

Radical Group Theatre is the recognition that a community of performers (however it is brought 

together) works with communities (however they are constituted) through a community of ideas and 

stories. This kind of approach in Radical Group Theatre counters the effects of ‘identity politics’ by 

lodging ‘communitas’ in the multiple and in difference rather than in questions of the same (which 

identity politics is about). 

Communitas leads logically to ‘Spheres of Engagement’ as a working notion, a notion which implies 

for me both cyclic and plural interactions. This is why I have not attempted to disimplicate company 

structure from directorial praxis in order to gain what would, in the end, be an unsubtle reading of 

their influences on each other. I can only observe interimplicated processes in action. For example, 

company structure can and does determine artistic policy in most aspects of a non-mainstream 

theatre’s operations, from hiring the director to determining a performance program. But a strong 

and visionary ‘director’, whether s/he is or is not the founder of the company, can create or modify 

company structure such that it reflects his/her theoretical or artistic position. Thus, Sidetrack 

Performance Troupe, as it became, evolved with a new company structure upon the return from 

‘exile‘ of Don Mamouney. It is equally significant that, according to Richard Murphett, and I agree 

with him on this, most directors must develop ‘structuring‘ strategies to serve the facilitation of 

theatre making. These structures, internal to a directorial process, might reflect, but can just as 

likely contradict, the overarching structure of the company depending upon the performance 

context engaged in during that director’s influence on the company. These instances, and others 
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examined in the course of this project, demonstrate that there is no simple recipe for the 

relationships between company structure and directorial praxis, and that the two always interact in 

the sites of practice.  

In terms of this interaction, an important factor suggested from the outset of the study and 

expressed as Focus Question 3 was: Is there a connection between concepts of power and status 

management in the praxis of the radical director? My conclusion is: Absolutely there is, just as there 

is in almost any management situation in any context of business or other activity. The personality 

and leadership style of a leader will determine to a great extent the management outcomes, 

including participants’ involvement, loyalty, productivity, enthusiasm and creativity. I have 

suggested and discussed various models of artistic leadership in analysing the directorial process 

in Radical Group Theatre (see Chapter 7). The leadership models directly connect notions of 

power, status, personality, pedagogy and politics with the development of the shared principles 

which, I argue, are essential elements of the process discourse of Radical Group Theatre.63

Obviously, where negative tension exists between director and company it is more likely to be 

dissipated when the individual vision contributes to and informs the group goals as opposed to 

simply communicating it. That is, in practice, negative tension tends to dissipate where an 

atmosphere of mutual trust and respect has been established. I think Wesley Enoch’s axiom about 

trust in groups is one of the most appropriate and succinct I’ve heard. He says ‘I only know I can 

work with you when we know we can’t offend each other’ (Interview 12.8.99). 

It is also true (See Chapter 5) that a certain tension can be a valuable contributing factor to 

clarifying a group vision, but only insofar as healthy debate frequently precedes the setting of goals 

or a significant decision. Whether in a family, corporate or artistic context, a good argument clears 

the air. An interesting observation made during the Stagecraft project (reported in Chapter 5) is that 

a particular student theatre making group created a memorable performance perhaps as a direct 

result of the extant tension in the group. There are cases of directors actively creating tensions 

among and between casts in order to create an ‘edgy’ culture in the company with the aim of 

maintaining tension in the work.  

Personally, such extreme directorial strategies don’t suit my style, however I know it can work. 

Stefo Nantsou, for example, is a physically dominant presence on the rehearsal room floor – he can 

be intimidating and will sometimes adopt such a position to draw out the best/worst from his actors. 

                                                 

63 See also data from the Stagecraft project, in particular references to the earlier comparative study where an 
expectations survey presents data relevant to this group of questions: Is the ‘inspired leader model’ extant in current 
Radical Group Theatre settings? Is the model more prevalent in other theatre forms? Do the variables identified in 
student theatre settings apply in other group theatre contexts? (See Chapter 5) 
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But nevertheless he agrees with Wesley Enoch; he doesn’t seek intentionally to offend, rather he 

pushes actors to their limits. If the actor can’t cope, he eases off but probably won’t use that actor 

again. Sometimes this personality-driven, forceful, determined, demanding style can offend. 

Whether directors use relatively extreme strategies may be simply a question of what individual 

directors are personally comfortable with. How that affects company processes and product will 

vary as much as contexts and directors vary. 

This leads us to consider how the relationships between individual theoretical frameworks and 

theatre aesthetics function in the reflective/reflexive loop. Once again, as with relationships 

between structure and process, we are dealing with a complex of interacting, interimplicated 

movements in practice and idea, and there is little to be gained by trying to pin these down in a 

simple, linear set of connections. The relationships between theory, practice and aesthetics are 

multiple within settings, and comparisons between settings suggest similarities and wide variations 

not all of which can be neatly ascribed to similarities or differences in theoretical positions or to 

similarities or differences in aesthetic frameworks. 

Typically, contradictions relating to form/style/content/aesthetics will occur within most Radical 

Group Theatre settings. Contradiction is a fact of existence in most theatre making contexts. In 

terms of Radical Group Theatre, we owe our legacy of contradiction to Brecht (like many other 

aspects of our practice). The ruling contradiction or paradox in Brechtian performance, simply put, 

is that while on the one hand the form demands an objective distancing of the spectator in order to 

analyse and make informed decisions, on the other hand the style encourages a subjective 

engagement through the use of devices and techniques structured to entertain and directly address 

the spectator. The style and the form, the content and the aesthetics, connect and collide in the 

creation of a total theatre experience. These aspects of Brechtian performance are referred to at 

various points in my reflective journey (see Chapters 2, 3, and 9 especially). In short, it is almost a 

marker of Radical Group Theatre that it will throw up contradictions and paradoxes in terms of 

relationships between form, style, content and aesthetics, and that this is what will move the 

practice forward. As regards the working processes of Radical Group Theatre companies, perhaps 

the contradictions have evolved into differences. Perhaps this is what makes the practice so vital. 

In terms of Radical Group Theatre process, there seems to be little difference between 
‘contradiction’ and ‘diversity’. It may be that the practice relies on a degree of contradiction in order 

to produce a diversity of practice and practice that takes account of diversity. Certainly the 

boundaries are blurred at times between theory and actuality. But I did not observe cases where 

the stated policy of the company or individual practitioners overtly, knowingly contradicted or was 

contradicted by, the practice in terms of alertness to diversity and working with contradictions. I 
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have drawn attention to the widespread presence in the field of notions of multiplicity, many 

truths, many stories, traces of a postmodernist approach to process with its acceptance and 

encouragement of contradiction and/or irony. There can be little doubt that however these notions 

and traces are understood in various settings, they constitute a significant theoretical strand for 

contemporary Radical Group Theatre in Australia. As ‘celebration of difference‘ became a rallying 

call for Alternative Theatre in this country, practitioners began to appreciate that many voices, many 

communities, ’many places to stand’ was indeed shared terrain and ‘many Others‘ were able to 

work safely there. The result may ultimately be an enhanced freedom to articulate different 

understandings of shared concerns in a multi-faceted community of artists and citizens.  

The contradiction of postmodernism itself – that is, attempting to identify and define postmodern 

practices within a framework of a condition that denies definition – presents as a central paradox 

which writers such as Kaye, Kershaw, Jamieson and Holderness refer to repeatedly. I make the 

case that such traces of the postmodern continue to inform praxis in Radical Group Theatre. So, by 

inference, contradictions are absolutely at the core of a praxis that claims to be radical. Further, 

theories of radical difference and a diversity of practices working with diversity, are interwoven in 

Radical Group Theatre settings in Australia. 

Radical performance implies working on the extremes, at the ‘cutting edge’ – and this involves 

various kinds of danger, from the physical to the political to the philosophical (see Chapters 7, 8 

and 9 with reference to Zeal Theatre, Legs On The Wall, Wesley Enoch and Circus Oz). The notion 

of deliberately creating danger – whether actual danger causing audience fear, in Circus Oz 

performances; or the danger of Zeal preparing a show in ten days; or Wesley Enoch’s creating 

dangerous ‘reality’ shifts between performer and audiences – is suggested as one of the means of 

creating ‘disturbance’. In Enoch’s case, versions of the real which confront and challenge 

conventional Anglo realities and perceptions of fiction by use of Indigenous reality, create a whole 

new edge in plays like Stolen and Seven Stages of Grieving. Most of the practitioners interviewed 

have progressed beyond ‘the cutting edge’ in that they are actually creating the edges to walk. 

Creating new edges clearly involves risk taking, working dangerously.  

I am arguing, however, that the notion of working with an atmosphere of danger goes much deeper. 

The deliberate practice of ‘creating disturbances’ occurs at many points in the praxis of Radical 

Group Theatre. The shared principle of using bricolage to create assemblages is not only a 

disturbance of the conventions of performance text making and a radical realignment of the author 

function, but also an actual, physical disturbance of the elements of theatre, creating collisions and 

intersections where none were previously apparent. The reflective/reflexive loop is itself a 

disturbance: constant questioning by practitioners as part of their process discourse intentionally 

 199



 
 

disturbs the status quo artistically, structurally and politically. Elements of the process discourse, 

thus disturbed, shift or are altered by these conscious acts to advance the art form and to define 

new ‘places to stand’. Such paradigm shifts are discussed throughout the study (see particularly 

Chapters 6, 7 & 8). The practices that underpin them are dangerous in the sense that they never 

allow the field to settle into a defined set of styles, forms, preoccupations, theories, practices or 

sites.  

The embracing of diversity, the making of multiplicities, expanding the discursive fields to 

challenge, confront and redefine communities, content, style and form are, then, consequences of 

and acts of intentional disturbance. All these disturbances have resulted in a fragmentation of the 

alternative theatre movement as a whole. I think the fragmentation has in turn reinforced notions of 

difference and plurality. Again, the fluid nature of the praxis is suggested. A fascinating possibility is 

that the fragmentation has itself been an intentional disturbance, a literal tearing apart of the 

alternative theatre field, in order to create anew, engage plurivocalism, effect meaningful change 

and ultimately maximise the spheres of influence of the practice, which seems to me to be the 

raison d’être of Radical Group Theatre. 

The Radical Group Theatre Model 

The grounded theory of Radical Group Theatre is represented schematically above (see Diagram 

2) as a cyclic model of reflective/reflexive praxis incorporating elements and principles identified as 

being shared by a significant number of current and former practitioners. I have stressed that this is 

merely a way to suggest what is commonly in operation in the sites of Radical Group Theatre. 

The Key Elements identified in Chapters 2 and 3 helped to define the field of Radical Group 

Theatre and were found to exist, with varying degrees of emphasis or priority, at each of the sites 

investigated. These elements include:  

• Equity – a structural and philosophical feature which prioritises notions of democracy, 

inclusivity and ownership. An identifiable attitude on the part of individuals and companies to 

acknowledge participants as valuable by encouraging access and participation at all levels 

of the process discourse. This element is supported by company structures where equity 

applies equally to the intended audiences and the artists working in the company. 

• Experimentation – an important element of the process discourse characterised by a search 

for new ways of seeing and creating disturbances which celebrate and activate for change, 

both artistically and politically. 

• Education/advocacy – in most cases indirect elements but which ‘underwrite’ much of the 
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process discourse in some Radical Group Theatres. Companies’ ‘spheres of influence’ are 

in some cases predominantly youth connected while some work cooperatively in many 

different communities. The educative and advocacy functions are for the most part not 

emphasised but nonetheless consistently inform the practice. 

• Celebration – an element that seems in a range of ways uniquely engaged with in Radical 

Group Theatre. If it is not unique, then certainly its use in these contexts represents an 

ancient element of performance reintroduced by radical practitioners as a distinct 

performance form incorporating varying degrees of spectacle and interactivity.  

• Economy – perhaps the most distinctly non-mainstream element, economy literally as well 

as theoretically rules most Radical Group Theatre companies and links each of the other 

key elements . 

Connecting and colliding with all aspects of Radical Group Theatre process discourse is the set of 

Shared Principles I have identified as features of Radical Group Theatre practice. The major 

principles are: Reflexive Dynamism; Shared Dramaturgy; Multi-skilling; Multiplicity; Use of Bricolage 

and Assemblage in text and meaning making; and the use of methods and devices to create 

Conscious Disturbance. These are the principles which drive the work, the actual text and meaning 

making strategies in the sites of practice. They are techniques and approaches to directorial 

process which all Radical Group Theatre practitioners use to varying degrees. 

The Key Elements define the field and constantly interface with the Shared Principles in the sites of 

Radical Group Theatre practice with the common aim of creating, developing and maintaining 

‘spheres of influence’; those multi-dimensional sets of relationships among and between artists, 

audiences, performance spaces, content, aesthetics, form and style, which in turn define the new 

ways of seeing, new voices with which to articulate, new communities to engage in the expanding 

discursive fields sought by Radical Group Theatre. 

All useful theory relies on a set of principles, drawn from practice, from which generalisations can 

be proposed. The relationships between my key elements and shared principles are explained by 

the reflective/reflexive loop which I have proposed as a linking device, involving the nodes of 

Constant Questioning, Company Structure, Theory, Process Discourse, History/Influences/Training, 

and Development of Spheres of Engagement. In keeping with Deleuze and Guattari, the ‘loop’ 

should be thought of as a diagrammatic necessity since the possibilities suggested by it are, in fact, 

rhizomic, and the strategies represented on it are nodes to and from which movement might occur 

in any direction and at any speed or intensity. The Reflective/Reflexive Loop is an action research 

schema framing or containing the key elements and shared principles, which are, in effect, 
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immanent to it, that is, other plateaus in the same field.  

At each moment in praxis, the key elements and shared principles are implicated in the movements 

and strategies of reflection and reflexivity. Perhaps the observation I made earlier about the 

apparent intentionality of fragmentation and diversity in Radical Group Theatre could be understood 

in terms of such deterritorialising moments. That is, it is precisely the reflective/reflexive loop 

characteristic of the field that impels it to disrupt itself, take off in other directions, leave behind part 

of what it knows and seek out new territories to inhabit, new places to stand in, in relation to itself 

and to the culture it works in. 

The Grounded Theory of Radical Group Theatre represented by this schema reflects in each plain 

the discursive fields the practice seeks to engage. In other words the theory and the practice 

‘knowingly collide’ at every level. And so it is a theory of praxis.  

The theory arising from this study cannot be anything but a theory of fragments, nodes and 

movement; a theory of constant questioning opening to reflective/reflexive strategies. The practice 

is, quite simply, like that. Many elements of the theory are grounded, guided by shared principles. 

Other elements are fluid, evolving, and organic, in a sense perhaps more akin to ‘chaos theory’ in 

scientific terms. This, for me, is the intriguing feature of my theory – tomorrow it will shift, reflecting 

yet another place to stand. I suspect, however, that the shared principles will remain and that the 

strategies for implementing them will continue to involve reflection and reflexivity. This is suggested 

by the ‘second generation factor‘ referred to in Chapters 6 and 10, where change carries in it the 

traces of what precedes it, building new ways of seeing and doing out of a commitment to disturb 

with the aim of retaining a capacity to engage communities.  

Alison Richards encapsulated, for me, the central concerns of the reflexive praxis I have explored 

here: 

Reflection is vital; and instituting procedures so that reflection can take place is 
vital; forming a community so that we know how to reflect is vital; being able to 
reflect so that people can feel safe reflecting is vital. (Interview, 27.4.99)  

I hope that ultimately this theory of praxis will serve a similar purpose to the process discourse of 

Radical Group Theatre, that it will contribute to advancing the art form by developing, exploring and 

expanding that form’s spheres of influence, through constantly escaping the settled in order to 

create other spheres of engagement.  
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APPENDIX 1: PRELIMINARY RESEARCH PROJECT 

A study of the praxis of two directors in the School of Arts at Griffith University during 1996 

provided valuable background data that impacted directly on the larger research topic.  

Production 1: ‘The Ghost’s Dream and other Stories’ adapted from a Japanese Kyogen play as part 

of course requirements for Contemporary Theatre Practice, a third year course in the theatre major 

of the Bachelor of Creative Arts. Directed by sessional staff member. 

Production 2: a music-theatre piece, ‘Elaine was Tall and Strong and Gave us Hope’, written and 

directed by a third year student, and with a cast of students from Stagecraft, a second year course 

in the theatre major. 

The preliminary project comprised three parts as follows: 

1 A student actor survey of expectations and goals. 

2 In depth director profiles (participant observer reflective commentary) and interviews with 

both directors. 

3 Two director’s journals – critical self-analysis of process. 

The preliminary project was driven by key questions drawn from the focus of the larger study.  

Key question 1 

Is there a connection between concepts of power and status management and, the praxis of the 

radical theatre director? 

Contributing Questions 

i) To what extent does a director’s personality affect power and status management within the 

group creative process? 

ii) is there a contrary rhetoric which applies to the praxis of the radical director? i.e. is there a 

tension between individual artistic vision and group goals in a collaborative creative process? If so, 

how does a director attempt to resolve that tension?  

Key question 2 

What are the paradigms of theory and practice of radical group theatre directors in a pre-
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professional theatre setting? 

Contributing questions 

i) What are the elements that constitute a theory of radical directing? 

ii) To what extent do political theatre models influence the practice of a company or an individual in 

a radical theatre context? 

iii) How do directors working in the field learn their craft? 

iv) Is artistic control a relevant concept to the radical theatre director? 

Expectations 

A pre-production student actor participant survey was conducted in relation to the preliminary 

research project.  

A questionnaire was distributed to all participants in each of the two separate student productions. 

The questionnaires were distributed at the beginning of the rehearsal period to all cast and crew of 

each production. Student responses to both surveys were compared and analysed. The aim was 

to determine consistency of actor expectations in relation to those of directors. Further 

comparative analysis revealed some common elements of directorial process as they relate to the 

key questions. 

Rationale 

The survey was an attempt to determine student actor perceptions and attitudes prior to the 

commencement, and immediately at the conclusion of a rehearsal process. It was not anticipated 

that any new or startling revelations would be uncovered. Rather the questions are designed to test 

actor perceptions and expectations of their directors. The central aim of the survey was to 

determine the extent to which pre-production expectations matched post production outcomes. 

Therefore this initial analysis provided the reference points for a closer comparative analysis 

following the collation of the post production data.  

Given that all participant actors were university students majoring in theatre studies it was 

reasonable to expect that certain common responses to basic questions regarding the role of the 

director would be offered. 

Students were asked to answer each question with a concise paragraph. The following gives each 

question with an analysis of responses and reflective commentary. It is an edited version of the 
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original informed by subsequent reflection, observation, print research and interviews. The 

questions asked in the preliminary survey are used as subheadings for the purposes of preliminary 

analysis. Production P refers to the professional/lecturer directed production with final year 

students. Production S refers to the student directed experimental piece involving second year 

students. Numbers in brackets at the end of statements are used to indicate the number of 

respondents answering. There were 14 students in Production P and 9 students in Production . 

Response to the survey was optional. 

1.  What are the basic qualities of a good director? 

Production P 

In general the responses were predictable, most cast members listing those qualities most often 

understood to be essential or desirable in the director (Cole, 1992; Marowitz, 1986; Mitter, 1995; 

and Benedetti, 1985). These responses are similar to those elicited from current authoritative 

sources interviewed in the course of this project – Mamouney, Batton, Murphett, Nantsou and Finch 

among others, all of whom agreed that inspiration/motivation, facilitation, communication, vision 

and people management/organisation are generally accepted as the ideal directorial qualities. In 

the survey, some overlap in terminology occurs, for example ‘motivational/ inspirational’.  Where 

this occurred the responses were grouped under one or other common terms as interchangeable. 

In summary, the respondents agreed that a good director should have the ability to inspire or 

motivate a cast; respect and understand his/her actors have a clear vision and the ability to 

communicate that vision. Also viewed as essential was the ability to be decisive and ‘in control’. 

Production S 

Overall the responses were more or less identical. The only real difference being that Production S 

respondents did not mention visionary ability as a desirable quality. 

Inferences 

The only firm conclusion to be made from the data is that theatre studies students generally 

possess a clear understanding of what constitutes a ‘good Director. This was supported in the field 

interviews where there was little or no disagreement on the relevance and significance of these 

basic qualities. Difference of opinion arose in connection with how these qualities were prioritised 

and presented. This too was fore-grounded in the preliminary study. 

2.  What are your initial impressions of your current director? 
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Production P 

40% of the cast cited ‘knowledgeable’ or ‘knows what he’s talking about’ as important first 

impressions. A majority assessed Director P as enthusiastic, passionate, knowledgeable or 

energetic. Significantly 50% of the group perceived their Director to be lacking assertiveness. This 

is easily explained, I think, by the fact that Director P’s manner is calm and gentle, qualities which 

can sometimes be perceived by students as weakness. 

In terms of the director it remains a matter of personal preference for some actors whether they 

prefer to be firmly controlled or treated as colleagues. This variation in attitude towards directors is 

reflected in the different perceptions found in non-mainstream and mainstream theatre. I would 

argue it is more prevalent in mainstream theatre for actors to be informed or encouraged to 

respond to ‘direction’, whereas in the non-mainstream arena, it is much more common for the 

actor’s voice to be an integral part of the directorial process. For actors to be treated as colleagues, 

perhaps?  

Production S 

A total of eight responses were obtained which indicated a belief that Director S was an effective 

motivator and very creative in his articulation of his ‘vision’. Interestingly, six of these assessed their 

director as a person either to be feared (2) or who behaved insensitively (2) or is uncommunicative 

(2). These figures can be explained in two ways. Firstly, most students had not worked with this 

director before. Secondly, Director S had a reputation for aggressiveness. Evidence emerged in the 

pre-production survey and from observations made during his rehearsal process period that this 

aggressiveness on the part of Director S did impact significantly on the creative process. This 

evidence is analysed in some detail in the comparative analysis in Chapter 5. However, I believe it 

would not be overstating the case to assert that certain students ‘trepidation’ at the prospect of 

working with director S were not without foundation. 

On the other hand the majority of respondents assessed Director S as energetic, demanding, yet 

open minded and inspiring. So perhaps some confusion between aggressiveness and energy may 

have been present in the respondents. This issue also is at the core of a problem that arose out of 

this survey. Namely, that my categorising of the two productions as ‘radical’ may have been 

premature as the many variables peculiar to the university theatre context render such definition 

problematic. This fascinating tangent is discussed in full in the comparative study. 

The most difficult responses to explain were: ‘he appears to be unsure of himself at times’ (1) and 

‘sometimes lacks communication skills’ (2). The fact that this group had been together for quite 
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some time in pre-rehearsal mode should have allowed the cast ample time to form clear 

impressions and reactions to the director’s style but clearly not all did. Significantly, one cast 

member developed a personal relationship with the director and two others had worked extensively 

with him on his last major production. Therefore objective analysis of these respondents comments 

could be bought into question. Indeed, the notion of personal relationships in student casts is 

always an issue in independent student projects of this type. Students working with peers often 

experience major difficulties adjusting to perceived changes in status occasioned by the allocation 

of specialised production roles/functions to individual students as part of the assessment 

procedures of the subject. Again, this unique feature of student theatre clearly casts doubt on the 

efficacy of comparing a student production with a student director and a similar production directed 

by a staff member. So at this point the purpose of the comparative study was beginning to change 

fundamentally. These and other issues of personality and status, as applied here to the student 

theatre context, drew attention to the need to investigate further the various manifestations of the 

actor/director relationship in contexts outside the university.  

Additional Inferences 

The question concerning initial impressions of the director may have been too open ended resulting 

in responses such as ‘good’, ‘I think he’ll be OK’, ‘great and interesting’ and ‘he goes hard’. It is 

difficult to interpret such responses in terms of depth of perception. Interestingly no respondents 

from production S perceived their director as knowledgeable or experienced. This is possibly 

explained by the fact that in spite of his profile he is still after all a student, a peer. On the other 

hand Director P is considerably older and had successfully taught most of these students in theatre 

studies over the previous two semesters. 

Overall both groups indicated a positive response to their directors. Most responses in terms of first 

impressions aligned directly with the essential qualities canvassed by question 1. 

3. What are your goals, personal and artistic regarding this production? 

Production P 

The students were unanimous in either citing the desire to improve their knowledge and/or skills as 

personal goals for this project. This response was quite likely the result of being asked to 

experience an entirely different form of theatre for the project. In addition, the production had clearly 

defined research components which implied from the outset a more academic approach to the 

rehearsal process. Furthermore, the majority of the cast were final year students who, it would be 

expected, are more likely to assign academic benefits as goals for their involvement. 
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Significantly Director P, as a staff member, was the major assessor for the project which could 

account for the generally more formal nature of the actor/director relationship. Again another factor 

or variable which impacts on the validity of comparing these two productions. 

Production S 

The responses again were to some extent predictable. Common responses to the question were: 

‘hoping to create new and exciting theatre’, ‘experiencing new aspects of theatre production’ and 

‘experimenting with original material’. These types of responses can be categorised as educative 

goals, being identified in terms of potential experience and artistic and professional development to 

be gained from involvement in the production. 

Some responses indicated a need in certain individuals for success or acclaim. Three respondents 

indicated for example that they ‘wanted to be the best’. Whether they actually wanted this or such 

comment merely reflected the director’s aims is a question that will be addressed later in this 

analysis. In any case there is an implication that the student learning environment results in a shift 

of emphasis from artistic/creative motivation to achievement/results motivation. 

Summary: 

Comparing the two sets of responses to this question of personal goals revealed two clear and 

possibly related differences.  

i) Not one student in Production P, The Kyogen Theatre pieces, mentioned personal success or 

any similar competitively motivated statement in respect of their project. A possible interpretation of 

this is the importance of ‘process’ implied by the research nature of production and the clearly 

stated goals of the director in relation to this process. 

ii) The clear emphasis on the achievement of what I have termed educative goals appears to have 

been given a greater priority by the final year students involved in production P.  

4.  What do you think are the director’s goals? 

Production P 

Significantly, the responses to this question relating to the director’s goals are closely aligned with 

those made in response to Question 3 relating to participant’s goals. Virtually all respondents 

perceived the director’s goals as being educational or personal development based. 87% agreed 

that Director P’s goals were to assist students in one way or another in their development of skills, 
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knowledge or understanding. 

This key notion, the educative function may be defined as: 

i) The learning process engaged in by the cast in order to effectively master techniques and 

aspects of style and form. 

ii) The learning process which involves the director and cast as partners in the creative process of 

theatre making 

iii) The learning process as applied in a ‘Brechtian’ sense that there are expectations of  learning 

taking place on the part of the audience. This aspect could relate directly to the theoretical 

underpinning of the group. This issue translated to the ‘training component’ is discussed at length in 

the comparative study and emphasised the need to focus specifically on aspects of training as 

applied to group theatres I intended to study. 

Production S  

Most respondents cited the director’s major goal as being to ‘create the biggest and the best 

production’. ‘Biggest and best’ appears to equate with highest assessment grades in comparison 

with the other student productions  being staged at the time within the Stagecraft subject.  

The unanimity of responses from production S would appear to be ‘echoes’ of the director’s stated 

aims: 

I want to make the biggest and best production, I want to make a bang. I want to 
blow people away. (Interview with Director S December 5 1996) 

It is not relevant to consider the implications of these views here except as a signpost of some 

intriguing observations made in relation to the key questions of power and status management 

made in greater detail in the comparative study.   

Inferences 

 It is reasonable to generalise from this data that if the perceived goals of the director and the group 

are aligned then the chances of establishing effective group creative process are enhanced. 

Moreover, if these shared goals are consistent with the perceived qualities of the good director 

(Q1), this would suggest that the director being studied probably embodies  those qualities. 

In attempting to assess the role of the director in the group creative process, it was apparent, even 

at this early stage, that an homogeneous group, with shared artistic goals, is more likely to 
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‘succeed’ in the creative process if the director has the welfare/interests/needs/goals of the group 

as a priority. This is not to say that a good product cannot result from a heterogeneous or 

fragmented process. However, in terms of the ‘contrary rhetoric’ question, conflict, indeed chaos, is 

less likely to occur if the director and the group are as one. 

Conversely, a harmonious process can often result in poor quality product. Several subjects 

interviewed in the major study; Tim Coldwell (Circus Oz), Stefo Nantsou (Zeal) and Don Mamouney 

(Sidetrack), each provided responses which indicated that quite often difference of opinion, if not 

open confrontation, fuels the creative process provided the chaotic energy of such situations can be 

channelled into creative, productive activity.  

In addition to the high percentage of students mentioning educative purpose as a shared goal in 

respect of Director P’s project, 70% of respondents answered that producing quality theatre or 

similar statements was the director’s goal. It would appear therefore that an attempt was made to 

balance process and product such that neither suffered at the hands of the other. Consequently, 

with quality production as a shared artistic goal, balanced against effective group creative process, 

the chances for success over a broad spectrum of criteria would seem to  enhanced. 

The comparison of the two sets of data in respect of director’s goals will be addressed in greater 

depth when the directors self evaluations, interview data and observers logs are analysed. 

5.  What do you expect the audience to gain from this production? 

Production P 

Significantly 30% of respondents were unsure of possible audience response although all agreed, 

broadly speaking, that they were involved in the exploration of new forms. The uncertainty which 

naturally accompanies such exploration could account for this relatively high measure of hesitancy. 

Because the form was different it would be very difficult to assess possible reactions. Here, the cast 

would have to rely on the directors judgement and trust his vision in respect of potential audience 

expectations. Again, if a group is united in their goals and clear on a set of criteria, they will use this 

to assess the effectiveness of the work and a diversity of audience reactions should not harm that 

assessment. After all no audience will respond uniformly to any given performance 

Production S 

The cast appeared to be united in respect of three related expectations. Seven respondents 

expected the audience to be ‘confused’ while a similar number expected the audience to ‘have fun’. 

Whether we can imply from this that a majority of the cast anticipated that their audiences would 

 226



 
 

leave their show confused but happy is open to question. More likely there was a degree of 

misunderstanding or misinterpretation of the word ‘confusion’. I suspect that the director was 

probably attempting to articulate a tentative grasp of a postmodernist aesthetic. In effect, what 

emerged in the show wasn’t so much confusion as surprises, sudden and unexplained fracturing of 

narrative line, an attempt at decentring and the exploration of multiple truths. 

Perhaps simplistically, it would seem a relatively easy ask to confuse an audience. Not so easy to 

confuse without annoying or alienating them. Significantly this notion of the nature and extent of the 

perhaps naively described ‘confusion’ provided the litmus test for this production. As an example of 

an experimental, original work with postmodern theatre tendencies, production S was very 

successful. Fifty per cent of the cast wanted the audience to ‘experience something new’ or to 

provide a ‘thought provoking experience’. From these responses it is not too simplistic to suggest 

that, stylistically at least, we are in the field of experimental postmodern theatre with this production. 

To a large extent the responses to this question could be seen to reflect the stated aims of the 

director, as opposed to the group’s perceptions of his goals. In a director’s articulation of his/her 

overall vision, expectations of audience response usually inform that vision in fundamental ways. 

Other Inferences 

Analysis of participant responses to this question provided evidence linking cast and director’s 

goals. Comparison of goals with anticipated audience responses revealed common purposes 

relating to both process and product. Further, consideration of the relationship between director and 

cast goals informs the contrary rhetoric question. However, consideration of audience expectations 

would have required a specific post production audience response survey to be compared with an 

analysis of expectations undertaken prior to the production. The inherent complexity of this task in 

addition to questions as to the relevancy made the decision to delete this measure from the study 

an easy one. 

Conclusion 

The specific conclusions drawn from this preliminary survey were useful only as a means of 

identifying certain common threads and isolating significant differences in terms of the focus 

questions of the larger study. Indeed the implications and inferences drawn from this preliminary 

survey data were far from conclusive and needed to be considered in the light of subsequent 

interrogation of the two subject director’s theatre-making processes and further investigation 

undertaken in the larger ‘field’ of Radical Group Theatre in Australia.  

Perhaps most significant was the function of this survey report as a link between the definition of 
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the problem and the larger comparative study. This positioning was part of the organic, 

‘transparent’, research methodology that drove this study and reflects the very praxis of Radical 

Group Theatre under investigation.  

An important aspect of the methodology growing from this preliminary study, and linked at various 

points to the larger investigation, was a notion I have called ‘constant questioning’ referred to also 

by Spivak in Moore and Gilbert (2000: 74). Spivak characterises aspects of postcolonial criticism as 

a ‘persistent critique of what you cannot not want’. This persistent critique suits my chosen 

methodology well.  

In concluding this report then, some questions arising from the early data collection surfaced as 

tentative ‘persistent critique’. Regarding the focus question which explores the connections 

between concepts of power and status management in the praxis of the radical theatre director: if 

the responses collected indicate that the director’s basic aim is to ‘be the best, ‘create the best 

show‘ or indeed to score the highest academic grade, we are faced, I suggest, with some primary 

concerns. 

Firstly, does the attitude of competitiveness and or ego driven motivation as indicated in production 

S imply a shift in emphasis from process to product?  If a director is competing, whatever the 

reason, is it difficult to accommodate notions of shared equity or group ownership in the creative 

process? Or, is it possible to consider the notion of ‘shared dramaturgy’ or ‘shared artistic franchise’ 

when all aspects of the creative process are most likely to be referred against performance 

indicators? 

Secondly, notions of experimentation, an element suggested as fundamental to radical praxis and 

cited by participants as a perceived goal of this director, would also be brought into question. Can a 

group engage in worthwhile experimental work with the success of the product as their main 

concern? Does experimentation imply the need to try and fail? If the focus is unbalanced in favour 

of the product how do we prevent abuses of power on the part of emerging student directors? 

Thirdly, in terms of the  ‘contrary rhetoric’ signalled in the focus questions: if a perception of 

competitiveness exists in any company or group, how do we avoid conflict between the perceived 

shared artistic goals of the group and the personal aims of the director, the administrator or the 

funding authorities? Indeed can radical group theatre as it is defined here, exist in a ‘product driven’ 

environment?  

No attempt was made at this stage to address these issues. Rather these concerns continued as 

threads throughout this study. Some faded away as evidence for or against was collected and 
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collated. Others emerged as fundamental and pivotal. 

Collated responses from the pre-production student-actor participant survey 

Number of responses using each descriptor are given in brackets. Some overlap occurs in terms 

of the responses as participants usually used multiple descriptors in their response to each 

question. That is the total number of responses does not correlate with the number of 

respondents.  

The tally of responses is presented below as raw data to be considered as a reference point for 

the response analysis. 

1. What are the basic qualities of a good director? 

Production P 

Motivated/enthusiastic  (1) 

knowledgeable  (2) 

communicative     (3) 

creative   (2) 

organised   (3) 

leadership/in control    (3) 

respectful   (3) 

articulate   (3) 

sensitive   (1) 

decisive   (2) 

confident         (2) 

flexible    (5) 

Total responses = 33 
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Production S 

Number of responses are shown in brackets  

motivated/enthusiastic  (3) 

patient    (1) 

communicative     (5) 

creative   (1) 

visionary   (3) 

assertive/in control    (2) 

respectful   (1) 

articulate   (3) 

understanding   (3) 

decisive   (2) 

open-minded        (2) 

flexible    (3) 

Total responses = 26 

2. What are your initial impressions of your current director? 

Production P 

knowledgeable  (4) 

decisive   (1) 

enthusiastic/passionate  (5) 

patient    (1) 

indecisive    (3) 
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lacks confidence  (2) 

energetic    (2) 

Total responses =19 

 

Production S 

fear       (2) 

demanding    (3) 

excitement    (1) 

insensitive    (2) 

motivated/inspirational  (5) 

uncommunicative   (2) 

open minded    (2) 

overworking    (1) 

full of ideas    (2) 

unsure    (1) 

energetic    (2) 

Total responses = 23 

3. What are your goals, personal and artistic regarding this production? 

Production P 

to pass    (1) 

create exciting theatre  (1) 

learn/gain experience  (5) 
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give 100%   (1) 

improve skills   (5) 

to have fun    (4) 

Total responses =17 

 

Production S 

be the best     (3) 

create from nothing    (3) 

learn/ gain experience  (6) 

gain response from audience  (1) 

experiment    (1) 

be original     (1) 

work collaboratively    (1) 

create exciting theatre   (1) 

develop as a performer   (4) 

Total responses =20 

4. What do you think are the director’s goals? 

Production P 

to assist  learning/development (7) 

to encourage skill development (1) 

to produce a quality show  (7) 

to educate audience   (1) 
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to experience new forms  (2) 

Total responses = 18 

 

Production S 

to create the best ever production   (5) 

to be original      (2) 

to experiment      (1) 

to tease theorists     (1) 

to create a huge fun/crazy production  (1) 

Total responses = 10 

5. What do you expect the audience to gain from this production? 

Production P 

appreciate new and different forms (6) 

to have fun     (2) 

a new experience    (3) 

to appreciate the comedy  (2) 

no response     (3) 

Total responses = 17 

 

Production S 

confusion    (6) 

fun      (5) 
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a new experience    (3) 

to be ‘blown away’    (1) 

to be frightened    (1) 

to be provoked into deep thought  (1) 

Total responses = 17 
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APPENDIX 2: COMPARATIVE STUDY OF TWO DIRECTORS  

The original intention was that this comparative study of two directors in a university theatre setting 

was that it would constitute a chapter of the dissertation. However, as the project progressed it 

became clear that while the comparative study provides an interesting insight into the evolution of 

the research methodology and the critical shaping of the thesis, it had become superfluous to the 

argument. Salient observations and other data have been embedded in chapters of the dissertation 

where appropriate. The original is provided here to contextualise those. 

During the preliminary research project the two directors were studied by a range of methods as 

follows: 

Participant observer reflective commentaries 

For each production a participant observer maintained a detailed actor/observer log. These 

students were members of the productions chosen from among volunteers with strong researcher 

potential. The aim of this documentation was the compilation of a reflective commentary on 

directorial practice from a student/actor’s perspective. The reflective commentary was organised to 

be an analysis of directorial praxis in a specific theatre context. The analysis was driven by the key 

questions listed above, and guided by the same subheadings as the director’s self-assessment. 

Directors’ journals 

Each director was asked to maintain a detailed journal of his rehearsal processes. Specific 

structure of the documentation was left to the individuals however, the following subheadings were 

provided as a basis for the analysis: 

• Directorial expectations 

• Artistic/creative concept development 

• Problem solving strategies 

• Major influences on practice  

• Theoretical underpinning 

• The dichotomy of artistic control/collaborative creative process 

• A definition of radical theatre 
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• Political influences: To what extent do notions of social justice, equity, artistic integrity, 

ownership and oppositionality inform the theoretical and practical paradigms of your directorial 

practice? 

As a conclusion to the self-analysis, directors were asked to frame responses to each of the key 

questions listed at the beginning of the preliminary study. 

Student actor post-production questionnaire 

Student actors completed a post-production questionnaire addressing the following questions: 

1. What are the basic qualities of a good director? 

2. To what extent were these qualities apparent in your current director? 

3. How did your initial impressions of this director’s ability vary from impressions 

developed during and after the rehearsal process? 

4. Were your aims and objectives realised? Comment on the achievement or otherwise of 

your personal goals for the production. 

5. Were the directors aims/goals achieved? 

6. Comment on the audience’s reaction to the finished product in terms of benefits 

derived. 

Director Interviews  

Director interviews addressed the following questions: 

General questions 

1. What are the essential qualities of the good director? 

2. Which of these would you categorise as weaknesses in your practice? 

3. Which are your strengths? 

4. Can you identify the major influences on the development of your directorial practice? 

5. How would you define radical group theatre? 
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6. To what extent would you classify your practice as radical? 

7. Is there another term you prefer? 

Specific questions: 

1. What strategies and techniques do you employ to facilitate effective process? 

2. Is there a tension between individual artistic vision and group goals in collaborative 

creative process? 

3. How does a director attempt to resolve that tension? Or avoid it? 

4. To what extent does the personality of the director affect power and status management 

within group creative process? 

5. Is artistic control a relevant concept to the genuinely radical director, or within the 

genuine collective? 

6. To what extent do political notions of social justice, equity, oppositionality and so on 

inform the theoretical and practical paradigms of your practice? 

7. To what extent were your personal and artistic goals achieved in your last production? 

8. You have mentioned previously that theatre should be about being engaged in a higher 

purpose. Does that imply an emphasis on process?  Could you expand on that position? 

9. It seems quite clear to me, and to some of your cast, that as a director you are a deep 

thinker. Can you be concise about how your theoretical perspective relates to your 

practice? 

10. Finally, what if anything have you learned about directing from this most recent project?   

The outcomes of analysis of the post-production survey, the directors’ journals and the interviews 

with the directors form the basis of the following comparative study. 

The same nomenclature is used in the comparative study as for the pre-production survey: Director 

P (professional) and Director S (student). Participant observers are denoted as PO (P) & PO (S) to 

indicate their associated production. 

Comparative study 
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An important aim of the comparative study in the context of organic grounded theory methodology 

is to expand or modify or discover new questions that impact on the focus of the study. Reflecting 

on this comparative study five years after the event suggests that the initial definition of student 

theatre as Radical Group Theatre presents as significantly problematic. Two distinguishing features 

of this problematic already identified are: Firstly, the predominantly educational function of 

university theatre studies student productions that might usually position the work outside a 

genuinely radical paradigm. And secondly, the complex and often highly intrusive nature of group 

dynamics in a student theatre situation.  However, this study evolved as an attempt to discover 

flaws, test definitions and develop appropriate methodologies. 

In terms of process, power relations, theoretical perspective, personality, status and directorial 

style, what this comparative study revealed was that two apparently similar creative processes can 

vary fundamentally. Two productions could hardly have been more diverse. However, the 

productions were united by the fact that both directors had stated that their group creative 

processes were to be inclusive. Both involved similarly constituted groups of student actors, and 

both directors were interested in exploring new forms of theatre. Both had broadly educational aims 

although the specifics of the aims differed slightly. In short, both qualify as matching the radical 

theatre paradigm as defined in the dissertation. The differences discovered through observation of 

the two directors and their productions supported the emerging generalisation from interviews with 

the wider field of practitioners that Radical Group Theatre is at least partially identified by diversity. 

And, although there are many features of process form and style which various groups share, it is 

perhaps the very diversity that links them. 

The creative process used in Production S was structurally driven. Images and random scenario 

‘grabs’ were the starting points for the creative process. The scenarios and the evolving script 

changed continually throughout the process right up to opening night. The devising method was all-

inclusive in that all ideas were added to the melting pot and decisions that affected the text were 

made collectively. The director, however, retained the final editing function. As the participant 

observer noted: 

Director S took on the task of editor himself. The list of scenes that still needed to 
be written grew shorter- it came as no surprise to see the humorous scenes go 
through several drafts before the more serious pieces were attempted. (PO [S]) 

To quote Director S, ‘the script continued to evolve throughout the whole of our process. I 

restructured and re-wrote the beginning of act two three days before opening’. 

Director P on the other hand used an approach which was more stylistically and aesthetically 

driven. The theoretical position was based on notions of intertextuality and decontextuality. Added 
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to Production P’s brief was the explicit educational aim that the production was formally tied to. 

The comparative study aimed to interrogate two separate creative processes, different in some 

ways but linked by location, student participation and an apparent radical directorial position. At this 

stage, long before a methodology had been designed to analyse directorial praxis on a wide scale, 

categories for comparison consisted primarily of the following:  

• Qualities of the good director 

• Elements of directorial process 

• The directors training and influences 

• Power, Status and Role: the group dynamics of creative process 

• Elements of radical theatre  

The observations and other data were compiled and collated shortly after the productions had 

concluded. This comparative study, where the data is analysed and reflectively articulated, was 

produced over a three-year period. There was considerable cross-referencing between the data 

collected for this study and data collected at the later research sites. Thus, the comparative study 

helped set up the field work research tasks while the collected data from the field fed back into the 

analysis of the two directors in the university theatre setting.  

In terms of directorial process, the relationship between directorial role and directorial function, 

developed in the dissertation, evolved to become a fundamental determinant of a) the directors 

radical position and b) the extent to which the relationship informed the collaborative/creative 

theatre making process. A notion first conceived during a prior research period (The Hit Hard 

Project 1995, a study of Stefo Nantsou’s directorial practice during a residency at Griffith University) 

helped in postulating certain elements of directorial practice which later would provide the tentative 

foundations of a definition of Radical Group Theatre.  

At the conclusion of The Hit Hard Project I asserted that very few directors could have achieved the 

results Nantsou had. Were his accomplishments due simply to a prodigious talent as 

director/writer? Or were there features of his process which could be identified as contributing to 

the achievement of what I had assessed as such high standard work? And so the focus questions 

of this thesis were germinated. This is why the comparative study refers back to The Hit Hard 

Project at appropriate moments as the threads of Radical Group Theatre practice are unravelled 

and rewoven. 
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Qualities of the director 

Director as Visionary 

If the director qualifies as a ‘visionary’, as suggested by some respondents to the preliminary 

survey and by commonly accepted notions of directorial qualities, it would appear that considerable 

time needs to be spent articulating the vision. In the case of Director P the vision was specific, 

containing intellectual, physical and, even mystical understandings. These elements of the vision 

were regarded almost as prerequisites for participants. It is not surprising therefore that participant 

actors in this study often experienced difficulty interpreting the director’s vision. Here the question 

of appropriateness arises. Given a restricted process time, is it best practice to require participants 

(cast) to absorb new, foreign and difficult concepts and understandings before they can fully 

function as a creative group? 

Director P’s process incorporates a major element which he calls ‘training’. The ability to achieve a 

‘State of Readiness’ (one of the cornerstones of Lecoq training, the system from which Director P 

graduated), the precision, self-discipline and the commitment to physical and mental preparation, 

may well be beyond the capability of groups in a student theatre context. Director P was 

consistently frustrated by what he perceived as his cast’s lack of prior or background knowledge:  

With the work we did on The Ghosts Dream it was very difficult…it never 
eventuated that they were able to understand the language I was speaking. What 
actually happened was, once they trusted that what I was doing was consistent, 
they let go of the fact that they didn’t really understand what I was doing and just 
went with the flow. (PO [P])  

This suggests an interesting, related contradiction. That is, in a training system so dependent on 

notions of physical preparedness, why is it necessary to have absorbed many and varied 

theoretical concepts as well? I will return to this question when notions of ownership are discussed 

below. 

An identifiable feature of Director P’s practice is the use of musical rhythm metaphors. Clearly this 

could be explained by the fact that he is a trained accomplished musician. He further argues that 

the physical emphasis he seeks is best achieved by identifying rhythms to base the movements 

around -even to the point of structuring patterns to guide the actor’s movements.  

OK so listening to this music, just keep it simple and then a turn of the head. On 
every 6 you bend and every 3 you turn your head. (PO [P])  

This choreographic technique is dependent, it could be argued, on the participants’ prior knowledge 

and training, not so much in dance, but in the language the director is using. 
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Ann Bogart, in her directing, structures rehearsals with actors working on space, time 
and kinaesthetics. She speaks of geography, topography and tempo. The actors 
are trained in her language. (Interview with Richard Murphett 29.4.99) 

Unless the company structure allows for an ensemble environment that contains a ‘training’ 

component, the development of highly specialised languages of rehearsal is problematic and not 

likely to be the norm in group-devised work. The use of musical terminology is exemplified by 

Director P: ‘Now that you’ve got those sounds, you have got to get to the crescendo quicker’ (PO 

[P]).  

Nevertheless, the use of metaphors is often observed as a technique used by radical directors – 

finding the appropriate word or image which triggers a creative response, as in the following: 

OK - there’s s a basic chorus of sound about life in the ocean, now let’s get a 
basic phrase... freedom water fluidity. It would be good if the language of the 
octopus wasn’t coherent. A jilted language. (PO [P])   

As observed in the dissertation, the development of a common artistic rehearsal room language 

emerges as a significant aspect of group creative process. Stefo Nantsou at Zeal, Wesley Enoch in 

all his theatre making contexts, Neil Cameron and Ann Bogart all employ metaphors and often 

invent highly idiosyncratic language to communicate ideas. Effective process relies on participants 

becoming comfortable with this common language. 

Decision making and problem solving  

To return to Benedetti’s remark that ‘the director should be meticulously prepared to make it up as 

he [sic] goes along’ (1985:7), this could be seen in Director P’s process. 

Director P is making very fast decisions and becoming extremely excited, moving 
about, and this intensity is rubbing off on the actors. (PO [P])  

The ability to work fast, make on the spot decisions and insist that the group be on their feet and 

trying things, appears to be common practice in group theatre contexts. What is variously referred 

to as dynamism, spontaneity and chaos, emerged in the larger study as common descriptions of 

the directorial process of most group theatre directors (See Chapter 7). So clearly, Director P is 

appropriately defined in this aspect of his practice as radical.  

Organisation and structure 

Director P, because his cast/class was working in an unfamiliar style, usually assumed that the 

‘role’ of director as teacher/mentor was pivotal, indeed essential. In terms of power and status 

relationships, Director P, like Nantsou, operated on an intensely intimate basis where the group 

was driven by not only the energy of its leader but by the obvious experience, knowledge and vision 
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that only he possessed in the context they were working in. 

On the other hand Production S, while relying absolutely on the energy of their Director (an energy 

which was no less prodigious than his more experienced colleagues), suffered in comparison due 

to the director’s lack of experience, relative immaturity, and ill defined status. As an attempt to 

compensate perhaps, he attempted to motivate his group into making pivotal creative decisions 

themselves without the benefit of either motivational energy or structure. As many of my interview 

subjects, notably Don Mamouney, Richard Murphett, Alison Richards and Graham Pitts agreed, 

organisation and structure are essential qualities any director must possess. In the group theatre 

setting, facilitation of creative process is certainly driven by energy and inspiration but the work 

does not ‘gel’ if the director is not organised and does not communicate her/his ideas coherently. 

Power and Status 1 

Evidence gathered throughout this study would suggest that concepts of status and personality 

have an observable effect on both the creative process and the culminating product. The status and 

personality of any group leader will profoundly effect most aspects of any group creative process. 

An interesting problem arose when Director P claimed that his practice could be characterised in 

part as a ‘directorless’ paradigm of group theatre. Indeed there was agreement from Directors P 

and S on this preferred position. From observation it appears that Director P was far removed from 

reaching this ideal. His process indicated no evidence of his group being able to create without his 

pivotal energy and knowledge. And as Alison Richards observed, ‘often in Radical Group Theatre 

when the visionary either leaves the company or burns out, the company will fail’ (Interview 

27.4.99). 

Director S, on the other hand, moved much closer to achieving the ‘directorless’ form, however at 

what cost to the overall production and to individuals within the process is not clear. This position, 

which has a Marxist collective theoretical underpinning, is discussed elsewhere in this study. 

Interestingly those practitioners involved in companies engaging in what has become known as 

Contemporary Performance seem more inclined to experiment with ideas such as the ‘directorless 

theatre’. John Bayliss for example, in speaking of his time with the now defunct Sydney Front, 

emphasised the fact that the company went so far as to never nominate an individual member of 

the ensemble as ‘The Director’. Rather the directing evolved as a shared role (Interview 14.4.99). 

On the other hand Don Mamouney, a close friend of Bayliss and now working in a similar style to 

Sydney Front, dismisses notions of shared directing arguing that the vision and organisation of 

each project should be controlled by one person (Interview 13.4.99). Student participant observer 

perception of Director P suggested that the cast felt involved in direction: 
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He allows ideas to spring and grow from different kinds of people and sources. 
Sometimes tangents arose that interfered with the progress of direction, other 
times the loss of focus meant that Director P seemed to slip into a grey area out 
of which he would pull good solutions and innovative ideas. (PO [P])  

This observation, however, is more attitudinal than technical. Recall that flexibility such as 

suggested by this observation was identified by participants in the pre-production survey as a 

quality of the good director. Such flexibility has been referred to by some as ‘grasping the moment’. 

For this to be achieved the director, in Benedetti’s terms: 

needs to be well informed in the techniques and traditions of theatre, eclectic with 
a wide range of interests...open, curious and observant, adventurous...able to 
function under pressure. (Benedetti 1985:7) 

So flexibility could be a characteristic of the chosen directorial process. It is probably true that most 

of the so called qualities of the good director form the basis for a set of principles or characteristics 

of a process. As I observed in an earlier study: 

Flexibility is identified as an absolute constant within the frame of reference of 
radical group theatre direction; flexibility in terms of work methods, group 
sensitivity and resource management. Much of the skill of directing in a group 
context lies in the ability of the director to synthesise multiple responses into a 
unified artistic whole. (Foster 1993: 119) 

Shared goals and group cohesiveness 

Observations made in the context of the comparative study and at the subsequent research sites 

suggested that if the perceived goals of the director and the group are aligned then the chances of 

establishing effective group creative process are enhanced. Moreover, if these shared goals are 

consistent with the perceived qualities of the good director (preliminary survey Q1), this further 

suggests that the director being studied probably embodies those qualities.  

In attempting to assess the role of the director in the group creative process it appeared, even at 

this early stage, that the following proposition warranted consideration. A homogeneous group with 

shared artistic goals is more likely to ‘succeed’ in creative process if the director has the 

welfare/interests/needs/goals of the group as a priority. This is not to say that a good product 

cannot result from a heterogeneous or fragmented process. However, conflict and disorganisation 

are less likely to occur if the director and the group are ‘as one’ regarding the processes and goals 

of the process. Conversely, an exemplary, highly harmonious process can result in poor quality 

product.  

Subsequent research supported these observations. Many respondents cited group cohesiveness 

and sensitivity to group dynamics as fundamental qualities of effective group processes. Graham 
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Pitts (interview April 23 1999) went so far as to say that process should never be compromised in 

favour of product – if the process is bad a great product will never compensate. Further, the 

director’s ability to solve conflicts and shape group goals is also repeatedly raised as an essential 

quality of good directing. That is, even though it became clear that a poor process can lead to a 

good product, and a good process can lead to a poor product, for participants a good process is a 

primary concern of Radical Group Theatre.  

The student responses in respect of Director P’s project would seem to indicate that an attempt 

was made to balance process and product such that neither suffered at the hands of the other. With 

quality production as a shared artistic goal balanced against effective group creative process, the 

chances for success over a broad spectrum of criteria are enhanced.  

So even at this early stage of the research questions were becoming more tightly focussed. For 

example, is a positive group dynamic essential to maximise the effectiveness of group creative 

process? Are there identifiable strategies for establishing and maintaining such a dynamic? To 

what extent did power and status relationships impact on the creation of positive or negative group 

dynamics? Few if any conclusive findings were made as a result of this comparative study however 

as the questions evolved important suggestions for further investigation arose. Such investigation 

took the form of a specific project designed to test the questions referred to above. This was the 

‘Stagecraft Project’ detailed in Chapter 5.  

Contradictions and contrary rhetoric 

One aspect of the power/status nexus for which the comparative study did provide useful data 

could be posed as the following ‘evolved’ focus question: is there a tension between individual 

artistic vision and group goals in a collaborative process and if so how does the director manage 

that tension? I have referred to this ‘tension’ as ‘contrary rhetoric’ and it became the basis of 

contributing question 3.2 in the questions driving the methodology of the study as a whole. I argue 

that contradictions are ever present in the best creative practitioners irrespective of their chosen art 

form. Such contrary rhetoric is to be found also in the theoretical perspective of many practitioners. 

In the case of Director P the contrary rhetoric is exemplified by the following: 

Although The Ghost’s Dream is anti-naturalistic Director P adheres to theatrical 
convention when considering the practicalities of staging. He had let the actors 
run wild in order for them to reach a bigger performance and was now reining 
them in and refining. (PO [P]) 

Don Mamouney (Sidetrack), Lynn Coleman (Melbourne Worker’s Theatre) and Stefo Nantsou 

(Zeal) all referred to two distinct phases of their directorial process. This was exemplified colourfully 

by Coleman who said that she changes from a ‘comrade to a fascist’ between the making and the 
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refining process of a show (Interview 26.4.99). 

Perhaps ‘contrary rhetoric’ is a function or a product of the ‘flexibility’ identified earlier? It is possible 

that the relationship between contradiction and flexibility is simply semantic and that the 

pragmatism of making theatre demands a flexible if contradictory approach. Certain theatre 

conventions relating to stage balance, pace and timing, creating tension, focus, may be 

‘discovered’ in the creative, devising process. However it is usually expedient to impose these 

conventions during the refining and polishing phase of the process. It follows that while a director 

encourages experimentation and drives performers to achieve maximum effectiveness, s/he returns 

at some point to adopting the ‘third eye’ to overview the work. 

The contradictions and apparent binaries which characterise Radical Group Theatre as explored in 

Chapter 1 appear to drive (rather than inhibit) the radical practitioner. Perhaps the very existence of 

these provides fuel for the creative process. If we accept, as Peter Brook would suggest, that the 

radical practitioner is eclectic, it follows that the tension created by the coexistence of plural 

contradictions could be the feature that distinguishes radical directorial praxis from the traditional or 

mainstream. 

Furthermore, this tension informs the content and form of Radical Group Theatre. Playing the 

opposites, juxtaposing styles, deliberately crossing cultural, gender, actor/audience, art form and 

political boundaries further exploits the tension of the process. And contrary rhetoric will result from 

such a process. Contradictions extant in a collaborative, inclusive creative process should be 

viewed as positive forces. As Marowitz says, albeit in the context of a dichotomised ‘dialectic’ which 

this thesis eschews for Radical Group Theatre in favour of a notion of ‘making multiplicities’:  

It is because contradiction lies at the heart of all theatre that the director has to 
be a master of thesis and antithesis; the defender of freedom and the vigilante of 
form Marowitz (1986: 60) 

Contradictions abound in the practice of Director P. Consider this direction in a choreographing 

stage of a rehearsal for Production P: ‘keep all the movements the same, take in what I have told 

you, then forget it. Keep the movements the same but make them your own’. This level of ‘contrary 

rhetoric’ can lead to distinctly non-creative tension. Certainly actors do express frustration when the 

communication of the director’s vision appears unclear. The nature and extent of such frustration 

was investigated further in the subsequent ‘Stagecraft Project’. Generally, however, it appears that 

a time arrives during the creative rehearsal process when individual expression needs to be refined 

and shaped for the common good, the product.  

Most group theatre directors interviewed agreed that the directorial process consists of at least two 
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distinct phases: The devising/conceptualising/making phase (Murphett’s ‘Initiation’ and 

‘Facilitation’ stages) and the polishing/refining/shaping phase (Murphett’s ‘Structuring’ stage). It is 

difficult to suggest that this working distinction between process and product would ever disappear 

if the creation of a quality product was an agreed common goal. The argument of this analysis is 

that irrespective of the degree of ‘directorless’ process or the adherence to democratic decision 

making being attempted, this ‘border’ (the moment between process and product) must be reached. 

The directorial function must be franchised to accept the role of ‘border guard’ to ensure that 

staging skills, commitment to moments of tension, accuracy of cues, pace, focus precision and 

stage balance are achieved.   

Ownership 

Ownership of the artistic material is argued in the dissertation as a key element of Radical Group 

Theatre practice. In an earlier study (Foster 1993:107) I have suggested that ownership, once 

assumed by the participant, usually results in more effective performance. What emerged as 

relevant in the observations of the two subject directors of the preliminary study was the intriguing 

notion of whether or not ‘ownership’ can be conferred, imposed or requested without the complete 

compliance of the participants. I believe that the notion of ownership can be tested if the process 

has been truly collaborative. It seems to me that the question of ownership is answered in 

performance, perhaps earlier. 

Conventionally actors accept rehearsal notes and act on them even if they disagree with them 

because they accept that the director is criticising for the common good. This belief was supported 

during observations of Zeal Theatre in rehearsal for Fixin’ ’Bart and Maggie April 18-26 1999. Actor 

support is evident when actors don’t need to be told trivial details off stage during performance. 

Each actor is focussed on her/his performance and the performance of colleagues and is sensitive 

to the slightest error or need. 

In both cases in the preliminary study the directors acknowledged the importance of ownership and 

approached the conferring of ownership in interesting ways. In the case of Director P, he ‘asks the 

actors to own their voices and movements’. This ‘request’ appears to represent a negative result 

from a clear contradiction. Ownership cannot be transferred successfully in this way. The argument 

for this claim is threefold. Firstly, the actors must know that they own the work otherwise the work 

can only ever be ‘on loan’. Secondly, even if individuals believe they own their individual ‘bits’, can 

collective ownership of the complete work be assumed? Indeed if individual ownership is achieved, 

how does one prevent owners from promoting their segment beyond those of their colleagues? 

Thirdly, if the creative process involves such a high degree of training and education as seems to 

be the case with Director P’s work, can the participant actor achieve the necessary skills and  
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knowledge in time to confidently own his/her collective or individual contributions?  

Recall that ‘ability to communicate’ was a descriptor chosen by participants when asked to define 

the qualities of the good director (pre-production survey). In the case of Director P the specialised 

language, with its mixture of metaphysics and mysticism that informs Lecoq practice, has to be 

translated by the director. So Benedetti’s identification of Director as Translator (1985: 6) has an 

added dimension. Not only is the director the translator of the author’s vision or purpose but also a 

translator of style, form and staging for the performers. 

It appears that the weaknesses of this directorial quality, i.e. the demand (by Director P) for higher 

order skills and knowledge than can be achieved in the time allotted for student process, could be 

that: the style in particular can be rendered inaccessible for both performers and audience if a raft 

of knowledge is required to understand the work; and any degree of inaccessibility for the 

participant/performer would impact significantly on all aspects of the performance. It seems 

reasonable to suggest, therefore, that if misunderstanding, confusion or gaps in knowledge exist, 

performers will be inhibited in attempting to reach their full potential in performance.  

Another interesting contradiction arose at this point – a ‘dialectic’ that it could be argued presents 

as both a flaw and strength of Director P’s process. It appears as a flaw due to the obvious difficulty 

experienced by novice or student actors in learning the skills and developing the necessary 

discipline to successfully master elements of the style demanded to the extent that any 

misunderstandings or failure to reach standards will noticeably effect the final product. It also 

appears a strength, perhaps as an indication of a higher esoteric vision, a vision that sets the 

director apart as a genuinely inspirational leader. This is a difficult case to propose, particularly 

given that one of the outcomes of the Stagecraft Project was the recognition that the status and 

inspirational qualities of the director gave no necessary indication of the quality of process or 

product. Clearly Director P’s style of ensemble playing requires a substantial training component 

during which time the creative vision can be fully conceptualised and practised by the group. In any 

event the crucial factor in this dialectic is time.64  

Companies such as Melbourne’s Not Yet It’s Difficult (N.Y.I.D.), under the direction of David 

Pledger, achieve something close to a resolution to the problem of time constraints in two ways. 

Firstly, the company does not follow conventional theatre schedules. As an experimental 

contemporary performance company they have an explicit brief to explore and conceptualise every 

                                                 

64 Gavin Robins’ recent residency at GUGC may provide an example where training and artistic vision can be delivered 
successfully, can benefit participants and can create high standard work. So the question of whether this aspect of 
process presents as flaw or strength depends on too many variables to generalise confidently.  
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production. If that takes 12 months then so be it. Secondly, casts are chosen as volunteers who 

have expressed an interest in working under laboratory conditions. They are not paid rehearsal 

money. In a sense the ‘training’ component sought by Director P relates to what I have called the 

‘educative function’ when discussing the elements of Radical Group Theatre elsewhere in this 

study. I have observed in my own practice that the overall effectiveness of the group’s work is 

dependent upon the individual component parts of the collective. In other words if a majority or 

even a few of the collective attain a level of understanding comparable to the director, this provides 

creative fuel for the group as a whole. This means usually that reticent, reluctant or ‘late developing’ 

members of the group can, to a large extent, be carried by the cohesion of the remainder. In 

Production S for example, the educative model appeared to be one where the group’s knowledge 

developed ‘as one’. So the creative fuel required is generated during the process. 

In the Hit Hard Project (Griffith 1995) at least three cast members were never able to grasp 

Nantsou’s concepts. Although their performances suffered slightly, the overall effect of the product 

was not compromised. The downside was that several casualties of the ‘get out of the kitchen if you 

don’t like the heat’ school of directorial praxis resulted. If the casualties of such ‘theatre Darwinism’ 

are adversely effected, even if the product is brilliant theatre, damage to participants is difficult to 

justify, particularly in a student theatre setting. One could argue that such cases represent bad 

process. Interestingly Nantsou would not agree. In his view any actors who crack under what in his 

case can be relentless pressure should not have been involved in the first place. Casualties are 

accepted as sacrifices to the creative journey undertaken. 

The casualties in Production S assumed a different form. One participant was recalcitrant to the 

point of obstructionism. At least two members did not fully grasp the director/writer’s purpose and 

another simply could not accomplish performance levels sought. So the training/learning aspect 

presented problems. Still the theatre piece, the product, worked on many levels. The strong and 

cohesive majority of the group carried the rest. Here however Graham Pitts’ assertion that good 

product can never compensate for bad process is vindicated. In Production P several participants 

had similar problems of understanding or ability. Again although this was exemplified in inconsistent 

performances, the overall effectiveness of the piece was not compromised. 

In most cases the personal damage is not lasting and typically is characterised by nothing more 

serious than bruised ego. Indeed the casualties are often late developers, participants who display 

recalcitrant and oppositional tendencies. As such they could be identified as weak links in the 

creative process but such an assessment is unfair and probably inaccurate as usually these 

individuals merely surrender to the majority by drawing on the collective energy to sustain them. 

These findings suggest that in student theatre settings at least, other factors combine to motivate 
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the weaker links. Primarily these factors are: peer pressure, the fear of being identified as failing 

to grasp, or failing to measure up as a performer and the imposed discipline of working in an 

assessable project where marks and grades are at stake. Clearly, in other contexts the groups or 

the individuals which constitute the groups, may have different motivations and expectations. 

It is doubtful whether student participants are ever able to own or even share ownership of artistic 

material because their commitment to process and product is based on external, imposed non-

artistic grounds, i.e. the demands of assessment. In this sense the unique features of student 

theatre are accentuated. Where the theatre environment is dominated by assessment, accurate 

comparisons with professional group theatre in any of its forms is problematic. The restrictions both 

implicit and explicit in the university setting create too many variables to provide consistent reliable 

data from which to generalise. Reflecting on this argument it became obvious that at best the 

comparative study was a convenient methodological reference point from which some essential 

issues for a study of directorial process could possibly be synthesised. As it turned out this is 

precisely how the study came to be utilised. 

On the other hand when the student theatre productions find a life beyond the classroom, for 

example are remounted for some future performance context, the sense of ownership usually 

changes. For instance two student productions during 1998, Desire 15 and Behind the Mask were 

selected for inclusion in the Newboard’s Festival at La Boite Theatre, Brisbane, in November 1998. 

Originally these two pieces were conceptualised written and produced by students for assessment 

purposes. The process changes that resulted from this re-contextualisation in respect of directorial 

process and production outcomes demonstrated for me that comparison with small company 

professional group theatre became entirely valid. In this case, once the external imposition in the 

form of assessment has been removed and self-motivation takes over, student theatre can become 

a very different proposition to the examples used in this comparative study. A major difference in 

productions taken to La Boite was the absence of a director,  that is, a person in that role. Rather, 

as I discuss at length in the body of the dissertation, the directorial process was a shared ‘function’. 

Similarly the writing. Both projects employed what I call a ‘shared dramaturgy’ which relates directly 

to notions of ownership and would appear to present as a common ideal in most Radical Group 

Theatres I observed. 

The common goals agreed to during the first stages of the group creative project should be 

grounded in notions of inclusion. Measures should be devised to assist, nurture and develop 

participants such that they are able to achieve as close to ‘artistic integrity’ as possible, that is an 

integration between a sense of ownership of process and product, and a sense of the quality of 

both. Once achieved, a genuine ownership of the material should result. If shared artistic integrity is 
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guaranteed by democratic equity measures, arguably the full potential of groups of even minimal 

experience and skill can achieve their potential creatively. Notions such as this informed the 

process in the Stagecraft Project that is documented in Chapter 5. 

Another, more negative scenario involving individuals who may experience difficulty in 

‘surrendering’ to group direction (identified above as casualties), was observed in Production S. In 

this case the individual, ‘Beth’, experienced great difficulty adapting to the particular group process 

which evolved in the project.  Beth was a student of superior ability and considerable stage 

experience possessing a particularly assertive personality. Consequently notions of power and 

status assumed particular relevance in what transpired as a power struggle between Beth and 

Director S. It is not necessary to relate the details of the difficulties experienced, however, Beth 

maintained her oppositional stance throughout the rehearsal process with the result that the entire 

creative process was compromised. Crisis meetings were held, abuse was exchanged and an 

antagonistic environment created that lasted throughout the rehearsal and production period and 

beyond. Whether this power struggle ultimately effected the product of the project is a vexing 

question that remains unanswered. However. such was the ill feeling created by the ‘bad process’ 

(Pitts Interview, 23.4.99) that two emerging artists, Beth and the student director, have not spoken 

since. 65

Usually a radical collective will attempt to re-educate a recalcitrant member. Techniques employed 

may include think tanks, crisis meetings, gripe sessions and other group ‘therapies’ the aim of 

which is to return the disaffected member to the fold. Often the sensitive director will personally 

counsel the member in order to sort out the problems. Such counselling may involve the whole 

group modifying their process in order to accommodate the oppositional viewpoint. Various group 

management strategies favoured by business may also prove useful. In any case, attempts are 

made to compromise for the good of the group, the company and ultimately the show. 

Don Mamouney recalls instances early in his idealist Marxist days when artistic differences affected 

progress for days at a time. The APG history is a rich source of stories about long and protracted 

arguments. Indeed this group’s demise is widely attributed to just such an irreconcilable ideological 

difference. Diversity of ideologies and theories present as a defining factor for Radical Group 

Theatre, and strategies for the management of them can be identified in company structures, 

process discourses and directorial practice. Tentative findings made in this comparative study were 

paralleled throughout the history of alternative theatre both in Australia and overseas. Radical 

                                                 

65 The ‘fallout’ from Production S affected the theatre program in the School of Arts up until every member of the 
production team had graduated. 
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Group Theatre, Graham Pitts argues, ‘needs a new, common rhetoric to rationalise philosophies 

and express rationales’ (Interview, 23.4.99). However, it became clear in the course of this study 

that Radical Group Theatre doesn’t valorise one specific position. Rather it embraces and explores 

a diverse range of theoretical and practical paradigms. The dissertation investigates group 

dynamics/creative tension and power/status to focus this issue, and positions Radical Group 

Theatre as a site of theoretical/practice eclecticism, paradoxically perhaps, linked to those 

‘fragments of Marxism’ (Pitts Interview 23.4.99).  

It was a hectic and sometimes frightening approach but it was also exciting and 
the end result was worth the effort. (PO [S]) 

Power and status 2: Production S 

On the issues of power and status the participant observer (S) identifies a possible explanation for 

how casts understand power relations in production: 

Sadly, the one thing I saw was lacking ‘all over the shop’ was respect. In some 
cases it was there and in some it wasn’t. It’s not important to name or blame. The 
large cast and high-pressure situation with both internal and external problems 
ensured it was never going to be an entirely harmonious process. I hope that this 
lack of respect amongst company members is not a factor in all student 
productions as it can only be detrimental and certainly harmed our show. (PO [S]) 

These observations are significant for a number of reasons. While it may be a cliché to suggest that 

respect, in order to be received, must be earned and that in any group situation respect should be 

mutual, in the case of Production S the cliché applies. A group leader must be sensitive to the 

needs and varying abilities of the group. Sensitivity was identified in the pre-production survey as 

an essential quality of the good director. Directors interviewed in the wider field, without exception, 

cited sensitivity to group needs as essential qualities of effective directorial process. In the case of 

Director S evidence points to a distinct absence of sensitivity. From my own outsider observations, 

the breakdown in group harmony could have been averted if certain conflict resolution and people 

management strategies had been implemented. 

In spite of the disharmony, the final product was artistically successful on several levels and, as it is 

acknowledged, the disharmony was for the most part confined to two actors and the director. The 

fact remains, however, that the moments of unpleasantness have had a lasting deleterious effect 

on this group in general, and on four individuals in particular. One view of the group’s dynamics 

problem is that the group leader (Director S), while not solely responsible for the breakdown, should 

shoulder the major responsibility not only for the ‘casualties’ but for the resultant effect on the final 

product which, while artistically successful in a range areas, did not achieve its full potential from 

the group’s point of view. Weaknesses in the show could be attributable to the instability and lack of 
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mutual sensitivity and cohesiveness of the group. However, given the student theatre context, the 

power status/knowledge problematics most likely support Director S’s refusal to acknowledge sole 

responsibility (no authority therefore no responsibility). This is a difficult argument to counter. On 

the other hand had he been able to reflect honestly on his errors of judgement in respect of people 

management, the problematic group dynamic may have been avoided.  

Finally, a possible implication arising from the documentation of Production S is that student 

directors are faced with a virtually insoluble power and status problem that will naturally impact on 

their capacity to solve personnel problems. The inevitable jealousies created by peer competition 

are perhaps too great for inexperienced young directors to negotiate. In essence their problem 

solving may be democratic, but in the case of intractable interpersonal differences, the director 

without conferred ‘teacher’ status can be significantly disadvantaged. Director S appears to believe 

so, commenting that ‘as a student there is no inherent or even bluffable authority’. 

While the question of Power and Status as it relates to the student director can impact on the 

process of creating theatre performance, the effects need not be negative. It appears that the 

problems experienced by Production S, while by no means unique, were particular and related 

directly to a clash of two headstrong personalities. A clearly opposite scenario played out five years 

later in a similar student production context led to the conclusion that, in some cases, the tension 

ignited in groups by whatever spark can impact positively creating an energy which fuels the 

creative theatre making process.  

In terms of power or the sharing of power, Production S was characterised by what the participant 

observer called a ‘delegation of tasks’: ‘In some respects Director S had the most status 

(veto/edit/control of script and scenes), but in truth each member of the group held power in one 

area or another’. Ironically, perhaps uniquely, this peer sharing was not accomplished in any 

structured way. The delegation of different artistic responsibilities seems to have been assumed 

rather than negotiated. The director in interview explained this method as follows: ‘these were all 

intelligent people – they knew what had to be done and did it; we didn’t need a hierarchical 

structure to impose job allocation’. This technique almost worked and certainly contributed to the 

genuine degree of ownership experienced by the majority of the cast. The flaw in this method could 

be that certain choices made in terms of what to do and when to do it had no monitoring system 

applied. In practice this meant that necessary tasks were left undone or were occasionally 

duplicated and without a structured means of cross-referencing. A good deal of time was wasted. 

Another problem was that on those occasions when a cast member was allocated a specific task 

they were not always the best qualified to complete it. If the qualifications or experience don’t match 

the enthusiasm the artistic quality will surely be decreased. In the case of set design this appears to 
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have been the problem.  

Whereas Director P, while insisting on a solid structure, was clearly more conventional in practice, 

in one sense Director S’s process was the epitome of the radical. The shortcomings were 

predominantly structural and personal qualities identified were largely those of ‘the good director’. 

The methods employed by Director S qualify as radical in that notions of any hierarchical structure 

in terms of management or artistic decision making appear not to apply. The question as to whether 

this absence of hierarchy resulted in ‘chaos out of which only disorder appeared’ remains a 

vexatious point. It was also clear to me, however, that artistic problems associated with Production 

S could have been avoided much earlier in the process if at least a minimal technical support 

structure was in place. And absence of hierarchical structure is but one dimension of radicalism.  

Director S referring again to his non-hierarchical structures says:  

I believe that the people involved in a piece of theatre should maximise 
involvement. They should be attuned to its various demands and be prepared to 
get in there and do it without always having to be asked. 

This belief, however ideologically sound, is problematic. In the first place willingness, enthusiasm, 

commitment and group cohesiveness must be balanced with established skills, theatre experience 

and specific knowledge. The practice of delegating tasks associated with realising a production 

implies that expertise in the areas delegated is a prerequisite for the achievement of quality in the 

product. Director P cited the lack of essential theatre knowledge in his cast as problematic. The 

student director either failed to see similar shortcomings or by virtue of his closeness to the process 

was unable to assess objectively the relative strengths and weaknesses of his cast. 

The director’s role in assembling, training, recruiting, delegating and administering a diverse 

creative team would seem to be pivotal if the creation of excellent theatre is the aim. Don 

Mamouney cites ‘establishment and ongoing training of the ensemble’ as essential tasks of the 

artistic director. Further, the people management and delegation of tasks ‘are set as projects 

according to ability and interest’ (Interview 14.4.99). Stefo Nantsou, who learned most of his 

directorial process from Mamouney, feels that ‘working with people who speak the same language 

or knowing each other’s style’ is the reason that Zeal can bring compatible artists into the company 

as required (Interview 29.4.99). Neither of these highly skilled and experienced directors would 

expect an inexperienced cast to ‘know what has to be done and just do it’ as Director S apparently 

did. 

Nevertheless, setting aside the profound conflict between one cast member and Director S, the 

group ownership/shared goals feature of Production S could be offered as a model for Radical 
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Group Theatre. The group was characterised by a clear, common focus and a distinctly non-

hierarchical structure. This was a ‘loose company of friends who want to make a show’. The 

positive effects of this ‘non-structure’ were a generally supportive (with the exception of Beth) and 

led to a creative environment characterised by equity and freedom. In an intriguing way the 

production’s non-hierarchical working methods were paralleled in the non-linear structure the show. 

It is difficult to assess whether this parallel was intentional. Nonetheless, the high level of 

camaraderie (with one notable exception) was a signature of the performance. This indeed 

appeared as a show made by a group of friends. 

The evolving picture of Radical Group Theatre suggested that where the creative process is 

reflected in the product the links to a postmodernist theoretical underpinning are the strongest. The 

process of creating Production S was inexorably meshed with the product. The uncertainty, self-

reference, spontaneity, roughness and irreverence for convention linked by an aggressive 

scepticism characterised the creative process from day one. The play itself featured all these 

qualities thus mirroring the process. Any imposition of structure, delegation, adherence to 

established practices or reliance on unified theoretical perspectives probably would have created 

an entirely different show. It is entirely possible that this student director was on the verge of 

synthesising the directorless theatre paradigm.66

The generally accepted notion of the ‘director function’ as opposed to a ‘director role’ was a thread 

that emerged quite early in my interrogation of group theatre practice. The implication was that 

directorial tasks could be shared along with all artistic functions of the theatre making process. It 

appears certain that although the wide range of groups studied varied considerably in their 

application and definition of this directorial function, it presents as a common characteristic of 

Radical Group Theatre. 

Problem solving 2: director’s perspectives 

Both directors were asked what problems they were faced with and how they solved them. Director 

S played down the problem issue, stating for example that ‘the writing process was relatively free 

from problems but difficult’. He noted that the fact that the writing process ‘never ended’ and that 

changes were made up to the last minute may have been a problem for ‘less progressive groups, 

but our drive for perfection and confidence in the depth of talent and commitment ensured that this 

was taken in stride’. The presumptions of ‘progressiveness’ and ‘depth of talent’ could be dismissed 

or indeed embraced as youthful enthusiasm and passionate self-confidence. On the other hand 

                                                 

66 The interpretation of the term directorless later shifted to imply the delegation of various aspects of the theatre making 
process according to interest, experience, skills or ability, i.e. a shared ‘function’ rather than an individual assigned role.  
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such statements could provide a clear example of the extent to which this student director’s praxis 

is ego-driven or at the least, demonstrate his theatre naivety. 

The only other problems acknowledged by Director S were personnel, as discussed above, and the 

lack of status he as director had to endure. Only when reminded of the frantic pre-production week 

did the director acknowledge the wisdom of calling in a ‘third eye to inject life into scenes which 

were becoming tired’. Director S’s response concerning the ability to let go, spot difficulties and 

solve them through delegation, was surprisingly easy for a director who was almost ready to 

believe his own ‘bad press’, referred to earlier as this student’s ‘reputation for aggressiveness’. His 

answer was: ‘perhaps the megalomaniacal behaviour on my part prior to this show can be 

attributed to the lesser commitment of participants involved in past productions’, which carries a 

clear implication that any such behaviour is not his fault. He argued that ‘a greater sense of shared 

responsibility’ (in Production S) allowed him to become ‘more fluid, creative and communicative’. It 

would appear that this statement is true in the light of cast members’ comments. However, in his 

responses to the problems question, Director P tended largely to perceive problems as others’ 

problems. That is, participants had problems that he had to solve.  

Director P’s concern was twofold: firstly, the limited levels of ‘essential theatre knowledge 

possessed by the group’ and secondly, the participants identified earlier as ‘weak links’. 

You’ll find that people who just come to [an understanding] at the end of 
rehearsals and are ready to go cracking into the performance are the lucky ones. 
But they draw a lot of energy from the people who have arrived early. The 
problem is how to keep the energy going in those ones while the others catch up.  

I believe that Director P was, at the time, driven by a complex and convoluted philosophy. While his 

manner was calm he nonetheless tended to be pedantic and very intense. At this stage he had 

considerable difficulty expressing his philosophy in language that students or for that matter 

colleagues could understand. I believe this is not an uncommon problem with directors, particularly 

those who are driven, intense, and strongly theoretically focused.  

The role of the director 

In terms of the director’s perceived role, each subject placed himself in the context of student 

theatre production relative to notions of power and status. The respondents both identified personal 

qualities as very significant: 

There is no doubt that who you are and the way you interrelate with people is a 
crucial factor in the way you direct. Your ability to communicate how you see it 
and how you want things to go in the process deems how your process will be. I 
mean, it’s personally absolutely linked up with it and just because you have a 
whole lot of theory about how it will be… the actual practice is the thing that 
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counts. (Director P) 

To me, this response indicates an incoherent articulation of ideas. This was noted by the student 

observer early in the process:  

I noticed in the initial stages of rehearsal at one point you [Director P] said ‘I’m 
finding it difficult to communicate what I’m thinking because I speak a theatrical 
language that is difficult to establish and share with a group in five weeks’. (PO 
[P]) 

In spite of his protestations to the contrary, Director P sees himself as a visionary and a trainer of 

actors. Consequently, the role of director in his perception cannot be unravelled from the leader-

visionary educative function. By way of comparison, Director S had no such perception and 

underplays the degree of influence he exerts on a group: 

The role of director for me, especially in these first formative productions, is a 
continually floating position. By integrating myself deeply into the ground floor 
workings and becoming ‘continuity guide’ [for Production S] I found that the 
sharing of responsibility among the cast deeply enhanced my effectiveness as a 
source of assistance and as a nominal and administrative leader.  (Director S) 

The position articulated here is not only clear but conceptually solidly grounded in notions of 

radicalism. By de-emphasising the leadership role of the director in any hierarchical model, this 

position is oppositional to most notions of the director’s role in traditional mainstream theatre as 

well as representing the classical Utopian/Marxist egalitarian position. Moreover the position implies 

that structured, ordered praxis irrespective of the proclaimed political position of the director, is 

anathema to true radicalism.  

Here consideration of notions of status began to frame the tentative generalisation that if the 

director’s role is predominantly teacher, visionary, guru, trainer or any other high status position, 

such status will impact absolutely and continually on directorial process. Conversely, if the status of 

the director is lowered to that of guide amongst a ‘group of friends’ perhaps the concept of status 

will have little bearing on the creative process. This is not to suggest that the educative aspects of 

directing cannot be inherent in the radical director. However, the director who sees or promotes 

him- or herself as above the group in terms of acquired knowledge or experience is implicitly 

hierarchical and therefore will always retain the highest status in any group. In the university theatre 

setting, an adult/teacher in the director’s role will always understand this form of theatre as different 

and, perhaps, never truly radical. 

It could be that many avowed radical directors don’t see power and status as affecting their 

radicalism. During this investigation, however, it became clear that these notions do impact 

significantly on the praxis of directing generally. It may also be possible that permanently conferred 
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or earned high status affects the key elements which have been identified as characteristic of 

Radical Group Theatre. In any case, the from the time of the preliminary study, the notions of power 

and status have presented as significant foci for this study of directorial process. 

Influences on Practice 

The question of influence upon practice, in the case of Director P, is predictable and obvious: 

Strong influences are Peter Brook even though I’ve never seen any of his work 
live; George Strehler from the Piccolo Teatro de Milano; definitely Lecoq who has 
worked with Strehler; what I saw in St Petersberg particularly Doden from the 
Maly theatre; and Theatre Complicité.  

Clearly all of these influences exemplify the leader/teacher/visionary model –  extremely high status 

individuals who impart wisdom to eager disciples. Lecoq, Strehler and Doden in particular, are 

advocates of extreme lifelong training. Radical perhaps in their search for perfection, but often 

conservative to the point of dogma in their views and practices.  

Consideration of major influences on Director S is problematic due mainly to the fact that directly or 

indirectly most major influences on this student’s practice can be traced back to my practice and my 

teaching. This fact, considered alongside my complete and irreconcilable differences with the 

subject (Director S) brings the validity of observations and commentary sharply into question.  

The most relevant recent influence on Director S at the time of the study (1996-7) was undoubtedly 

his work with Stefo Nantsou, facilitated in 1995 at Griffith University Gold Coast. Interestingly, 

Nantsou has since remarked that while Director S had obvious passion ‘he must develop the ability 

to consider other people in the ensemble’. In short, in Nantsou’s view Director S is not going to 

make it unless he changes. 

In terms of socio-political influences, Director S had a strong core of beliefs that were conceptually 

consistent with the oppositional, cultural action, anti-naturalist positions suggested in the body of 

this study as characteristic of Radical Group Theatre. His grasp of popular culture and cultural 

theory formed a sound grounding to his work. His ability to articulate his conceptualisation into the 

language of popular theatre relating to the values and influences shared with the Australian 

Performing Group, Welfare State, and his own community cultural development has elements of 

originality. This articulation expressed against the clear influences of the epic theatre of Brecht and 

new Australian cinema provides a platform for praxis that could have conceivably developed new 

paradigms for accessible popular Australian theatre. He is, however, no longer practising in theatre. 

Possibly though, the fundamentals of a radical praxis as suggested in the opening chapters, were 

to be found in this emerging director’s work particularly in a University theatre setting at the time of 
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this comparative study. 

On the other hand Director P, while presenting elements or qualities of a radical director in terms of 

the overall study, appeared to practise in quasi radical mode. He was not political in a cultural 

action sense, retained a somewhat elitist view in terms of how he positioned his artistic aims, and 

most importantly experienced great difficulty in communicating his philosophy to actors, students or 

academic theatre colleagues. This analysis pertained at the time of the study however I have not 

followed it up. At the time I concluded that in many ways Director P did not fit the emerging 

elements of a radical theatre paradigm. 

As discussed above, it is likely that the problems peculiar to making of theatre in a university setting 

render comparison studies like this one limited. On the other hand, the controlled environment and 

research culture extant in such institutions offer a useful context for the evaluation of theatre praxis 

because the absence of the dual menaces of box office and economic viability are not able to cloud 

the issues. The comparative study did serve its intended purpose as a ‘reference field’ against 

which elements of methodology could be tested. Equally importantly, it provided a resource out of 

which have been distilled or refined focus questions for the larger study. 
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APPENDIX 3: INTERVIEW TRANSCRIPTS 

The transcripts occur in the following order: 

1. Neil Cameron – 29.3.99 

2. John Bayliss – Urban Theatre Projects – 13.4.99 

3. Don Mamouney – 14.4.99 

4. Deb Batton and Gavin Robins – Legs On The Wall – 15.4.99 

5. Graham Pitts – 23.4.99 

6. Liz Jones – La Mama – 23.4.99 

7. Mike Finch & Tim Coldwell – Circus Oz – 27.4.99 

8. Alison Richards – 27.4.99 

9. Mandy Gilblatt – Women’s Circus/Footscray Community Arts Centre – 29.4.99 

10. Richard Murphett – VCA – 29.4.99 

11. Stefo and Meg Nantsou – Zeal Theatre – 30.4.99 

12. Wesley Enoch – 12.8.99 
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Interview with Neil Cameron: 29 March 1999 
 

Mike Foster: Well, Neil, thanks for talking to me. Let’s start with a really easy one: What are 
the essential qualities of a good director? 

Neil Cameron: I was just thinking about the directors I’ve actually worked with and who have 

succeeded, and I’ve worked with fascist directors; directors who, you know, would take no 

interference, absolutely no process, and produced wonderful theatre. I’ve worked with extremely 

cooperative directors that work in extremely collaborative ways and produce good theatre, and I’ve 

worked with both that produce very bad theatre.  

So I think one of the most important things of the people that I really admire and have worked with 

has been vision: having a view of what they’re doing, what they’re trying to find. I’ve worked with 

directors who had…who started with a final view in their mind and fight towards getting that 

eventual vision. I’ve worked with directors, who are equally as valid, starting with nothing – they 

didn’t have anything in their mind other than a feeling that they wanted to pursue, so they don’t 

know what’s going to happen in the end. So all these different types of things, different ways of 

working, I think the common and most important thing that I’ve found is that vision – that the person 

has got a real feeling about what they want to see at the end. They might not know what that is, but 

they know when they’re getting there. And I think it’s very difficult working with a director when 

they’re muddled, when they really don’t know where they’re going. 

The second thing is, I’ll just go through a couple of things – it’s quite a hard question to think out in 

a way… 

MF: Indeed. 

NC: I think organisation. I think I’ve never worked with a director who I’ve really admired who hasn’t 

been someone who has organised themselves really well and are one step ahead of everybody 

else – that’s lights, sound, everything. They are really ahead of the game, and not trailing behind 

just trying to catch the end of things. So a good organising mind, I think, is a very important quality 

for a director. Often organising large numbers of things and people, I think they need to be very well 

organised in themselves. 

Another thing is, which is a pretty long process, but to have a real grasp of the crafts of theatre. I’ve 

worked with directors who could teach people how to act but didn’t know one end of a light from 

another, and therefore weren’t controlling the whole process of their final piece. So I think that 

people that have got a real experience and working knowledge of all aspects of what they’re trying 
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to achieve. I think it probably – now I’m thinking about it through…perhaps, the overwhelming skill 

is to coordinate, by whatever means, a large number, often, of people, creative people, 

temperamental people, to all go in the same direction at the same time to arrive at a finished 

product. And that means being good with people, being fair with people. Even though you might 

drive them, and even though it might be difficult, to be honest with people I think is important, but I 

think that to gain the trust of those human beings and to guide all those creative talents to one spot. 

MF: Right.  Terrific.  Now of those basic essentials that you’ve identified there, which of 
those do you think your weakness may emerge in? 

NC: I would say narrative for me. I think I’ve worked, especially over the last ten to fifteen years of 

my life, with non-script work. I’ve just…my theatre has become quite specialist and visual and 

musical aspects. But I would say that now I’ve…I’d be quite poor on the narrative, on working with 

actors directly with script. It’s something I haven’t done for many years, and I feel that would be a 

real weakness. 

I’m the type of person that when I direct a show I actually, although I leave a lot of room inside – the 

type of theatre we do has a lot of room for individuals’ participation, because the theatre is a 

collaborative process, as you said before, and has to be. I do start with a vision of the end, and 

sometimes that, I think, gets in the way of allowing people to progress in their own way. It can be a 

great advantage, of course, but I think it’s a double-edged sword, that one. 

MF: And what of the difficulties of articulating that vision that you begin with, with, say, a 
new groups that you haven’t met before? 

NC: Well, that’s a huge skill:  communication, with all aspects of a piece of theatre to start to finish.  

I think a weakness in myself would be, sometimes I’m too busy. I don’t get a chance, nowadays, to 

maybe take the personal care that I would like to with everyone involved, and so I tend to get a bit 

speedy now with these big productions. I mean it’s just so many people and things going on. So I 

think I sometimes yearn for smaller productions that, you know, one can be more collaborative and 

more interactive with people. 

MF: I suppose in your case, too, you’d have to…a lot of the time, that vision would have to 
be delegated to your assistants who then pass it on. 

NC: Yes. 

MF: So you don’t always get to directly be involved with every person in the group. 
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NC: No.  No. I have now, sometimes four to five assistant directors. Also, a lot of our work 

contains a lot of different skills, which are not necessarily found within the ordinary theatre, like 

fireworks, for example. We tend to do a lot of choreography rather than stage direction, so these 

are real experts. If I choreographed a scene I’m sure nobody would want to come and see it. You 

have to bring in people that really are wonderful at that particular skill. So in some cases, I become 

more producer and less ‘hands on’.   

Somebody came up to me last year in a big production and said…asked me something, and I said, 

‘Oh, who are you?’ and he said, ‘Actually, Neil, I’m part of your team.’  So we have…that’s a 

hundred people in a team working on a big show and you can’t…you don’t necessarily know 

everybody. So, talking about weaknesses, I think that, perhaps, big productions don’t give you that. 

MF: Right. Okay, now in the development of this particular form of theatre that you’ve come 
to specialise in, could you identify the major influence or influences on the development of 
your practice? 

NC: Yes.  That’s a delightful question, I think. My teachers, and I think that would be shared by 

everyone that works in our field; who you honour as a teacher. And I’ve had two to three teachers 

in my earlier life, especially, that I still respect greatly and honour, in the Chinese tradition of 

honouring your teachers. They were the people that taught me the foundation stones of what I had 

to do in my craft, and to learn over the many years. Those lessons still are with me, and I try to 

hand them on to future generations. And one was certainly John Fox, the director of Welfare State 

in England who developed a form of theatre which I love which is big open air productions, very 

wonderful theatre. And working with him was a tremendous inspiration, not just because of the 

technical side but just that I think that truly great theatre is often…is defining a new way of doing it. 

And John Fox has certainly developed a language in a particular theatre branch that was new and 

original, and totally has been copied by people all over the world now. So he was a tremendous 

innovator and a true visionary in theatre terms. 

MF: And that form is, as you’ve referred to earlier, process and product seem inextricably 
linked.  Would that be a fair comment? 

NC: Well, I’ve never been a person, ever, that agreed with the fact that the process was wonderful 

but the result was terrible. I don’t think that’s good enough. I think that theatre is about having a 

successful product. And as we were talking earlier, we’ve all had our failures and learned a great 

deal from our failures, but I think that the process is vital. A bad process, I just think, leads to 

confusion and a bad feeling. And if you have actors performing, even in the sorts of shows we do 

which are quite big scale, in the open air or inside a theatre, I think you’ve got to truly communicate 
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joy, energy to an audience. And if actors and performers are at each other’s throats, are 

miserable, you can tell, you can feel this in an audience. You know, probably, Mike, the feeling you 

have in an audience when you come out and you look at the actors and you say, ‘These people 

have just had a big fight in the dressing room’.  This doesn’t produce good theatre. 

But, I wanted to answer your question on another level as well, which was the…what you were 

talking about earlier which was the…who…I mentioned the teachers that I had, but also the theatre 

that I saw that inspired me. The production of Dead Class [by Tadeuz Kantor and Cricot 2 Co.] was 

completely wonderful, completely opened a new way of me viewing theatre and has been an 

inspiration ever since. Peter Brook was a wonderful…has, with his writings and his theatre, has 

often illuminated places which I’ve need help. And others which have…   

You go there, you sit in the theatre and suddenly theatre is…does what it’s truly great at, and that is 

changes your life. And you don’t see it very often, and even in our lifetime, I hope I could produce 

one or two shows on that level. But if I can, I’ll have felt very proud and felt that my life was really 

worth it, because it’s rare to get that synthesis of total magic. But when it happens, it is worth it. You 

can throw cinema out the window, you can throw anything out the window. Theatre at its very best 

is totally wonderful. 

MF: Indeed. Okay, now, you’ve worked in what could loosely be termed alternative 
mainstream theatre almost exclusively. Within that framework, would you classify your 
practice as radical?  Would you say you’re involved in radical theatre? 

NC: When I was younger, I worked almost exclusively in community theatre, working with 

communities to express what they felt.  I think in form that was a radical…that was radical theatre, 

at the time.  Nobody had ever done it before, and I don’t just mean me – lots and lots of people 

were doing it at that time. And I think it was breaking through into new ground; that theatre could be 

done by non-theatre professionals and still be powerful and wonderful, and I still have that aim, 

today. And it had a lot of political themes, and there was – this was the late sixties/early seventies – 

there were happenings and, you know, we used to paint our bodies and do all sorts of…a very 

experimental time. But I’ve found that it was radical. Nowadays, I don’t think that the sort of work I 

do is radical at all. 

MF: What about radical in terms of, perhaps the Latin derivation of the word in, back to our 
roots? 

NC: Yes. I certainly… I would hope that we do that. I’m still very committed to the communities 

being involved in the theatre process. And I know that the form we do has got, has truly got…you 
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know, taken its own force now and its own energy. So, in that sense, yes, it still is [political].  But I 

think that, as I’ve got older, the Politics have fallen out of (with a capital ‘P’), have fallen out of our 

work and now there’s no political content in our shows at all really. 

MF: Aside from the fact that people are involved, I suppose. 

NC: Yes, in that sense, but I think that nowadays that’s seen as a very desirable aim, and when I 

first started, I mean when critics came to see our shows and would absolutely can us for involving 

mere amateurs in the process of the ‘sacred’ theatre… Nowadays, I’m glad to say that it’s practiced 

by people in most countries in the world with great success. 

MF: One of the things that, to me, seems to signify your performance, or describe your 
performance is the ability that you have to create a community, almost, from amongst the 
group that you’re going to be working with.  Is that a fair comment? 

NC: Yes, I think this is essential.  When we all live together, for example, the whole team will live in 

caravans all together. We sometimes have cooks that cook all our food. We are a community and I, 

because of the big fire elements in our work now, we…22. I tend to work with the same team all the 

time because of the experience and danger, that’s necessary to work with people you really know. 

And so we are now quite a large family and very much a sense of our own community.  And we 

gather together and know each other and put on our work.   

MF: Yeah. Great. Now in terms of…I mean group creative process is often problematic.  You 
often have difficulty, people have difficulty creating together in groups, reaching consensus 
and so on. If you had a favourite strategy or a way of approaching group creative process 
what would you say is the most important thing in assisting to facilitate the best possible 
creative process? 

NC: I think that, as I mentioned earlier, to create good theatre, you must have this. It is essential to 

have a concentrated, disciplined, hard working, and happy creative group. I think the first thing is 

establishing, in common agreement, the rules of practice. I think where it gets confusing is where 

directors say it’s going to be collaborative and then spend the next six weeks telling everybody 

what to do – and they’re pretending, really. Or the collaborative process takes over with people that 

don’t know what they’re doing and the director sits there fuming and thinking, ‘God, this is just going 

to be a terrible show ‘cause none of the people in this room know what they’re doing.’ So I think it’s 

important to…when you start off to create a piece of theatre is to create the rules, and I don’t mean 

with a capital “r”, but the code of conduct if you like, the truth, what is going to be expected of 

people. And I’ve worked in situations which have been massively collaborative where people have 
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genuinely liked the course, we did with the university here. I think each person, each group had 

total control of their content. I had total control of the form because of the danger of fire and the 

length of time each group had to do, but I think within that criteria, everyone had freedom to do it.   

In other cases, I’ve found that I can’t allow any freedom of thought whatsoever. If we’re aiming 

towards a certain piece of theatre, which is a very specialist form, say a particular form of 

movement and expression in a certain scene, the actors are fighting to realise what the director is 

wanting, and that’s a wonderful feeling. And they also feel very happy, often, to be achieving 

concentrated discipline, and it doesn’t worry them, often, as long as they know – as long as they 

know they’re going to be working damn hard to produce something and they’re not going to be 

thinking, they’re just going to be practising their craft. But nothing’s worse than if they’re told that it’s 

going to be collaborative, and it really isn’t. So, I think that if you can establish those criteria before 

you start, everyone knows where they are, and then go for it, it works. 

MF: That sounds great.  Yeah.  Like…so, you’d be saying that creative freedom doesn’t 
necessarily preclude discipline and structure? 

NC: No, I think it never does. I think the very heart of good art is discipline, and I don’t mean that in 

a bad sense.  I think that most people I admire, and have worked with, and have achieved what 

they had to do, it does take a lot of discipline and self-sacrifice. People who just approach their art 

in a lazy, careless way, I think don’t…  Except of course, I have come across a small number of 

people, which I’d put in the genius class. It takes us all our lives to learn how to do something, and 

now and then you come across someone who was just born with it. Every single fibre of their body 

knew what to do before they even started. Some actors – one out of ten thousand, perhaps – just 

has it, one musician. Mozart was never taught to play the piano or compose, I mean it just flowed 

through him. And those people I think are very…I try to respect the pain that a lot of those type of 

people are under. I try and protect them. Like one musician that I had a minder on them all the time. 

He would not have found his way to the theatre, it was an open-air situation, unless he had 

someone to put on his clothes. I mean he was just so absent minded, but a truly great talent. But 

them apart, us ordinary mortals have to work really hard to achieve it. 

MF: Indeed. Now, in this group creative process, you’ve mentioned vision, you’ve mentioned 
discipline and some structure.  Have you had experiences where there’s been a tension, at 
all, between, perhaps, the individual vision that you may express, and goals, the group 
goals, which emerge out of that vision? 

NC: Yes. All the time, pretty well, and I think that that is a negotiated situation, too. I think, maybe if 
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I could describe, very briefly, the structure we work with, maybe that would illuminate that.   

We…I work with the designer, who is also my wife, to create the form and the central theme to what 

we do. And then, what is called a ‘core team’, of about sixteen people, will come in and discuss all 

sorts of ideas that surround that. From those, a show is brought together. Some elements of it are 

totally open to a group’s interpretation. So in a show that we would do, say, at the Woodford 

Festival, which has got a hundred artists working in a team, the different elements are already 

predetermined, the actual time that the actors are on stage are predetermined, and what they have 

to express is predetermined. But, within those six minutes or seven minutes, which is a long time in 

a big show like that, that particular group of actors, with an assistant director, are asked to create 

their own feeling. And once I’ve given my permission for that group, I’ve got no right to walk in and 

say they can’t do it, as long as they’re still within the parameters of the situation. What’s very 

difficult is when people do not stay within those parameters, and will argue that they don’t have to.   

That is when working with the same team all the time has saved a lot of that trouble. So, we are all 

well used to each other. And sometimes the assistant directors will come and say ‘Neil, you know, 

what you’re thinking of is totally crazy, stop this at once,’ and I listen carefully when they speak to 

me like that, and very often they’re right, we’re going up the wrong, sort of, stream. So it is a huge 

team effort and we’re very honest with one another and debriefings are very, very loving but quite 

critical about what we felt went wrong and right. And so I think that for us, anyway, that core team is 

the important, sort of, generator of ideas. And when we do get into conflict, my job between actors 

and visual artists and musicians is to try to solve the clash. And if it’s with me, I bring in the wife and 

she mediates. We are…You know, problem solving exists in every organisation. I think if one can 

do it with trust and love and, you know, and really be reasonable with people, they often… 

MF: So you’re back, really, to people management, as that quality of the director which, in 
your case, becomes very important, particularly the larger the group gets. 

NC: Yes.  I think people would probably criticise me as being a little soft. I know some directors can 

be really tough, and I sometimes feel I’m not tough enough, in a sense. And I’m very used to 

working with communities, I mean you give a lot, you give way a lot to certain ideas, but I don’t 

regret that. I’ve gained more from allowing ideas to come in than I have by being tough and 

throwing them out. 

MF: Someone once…someone said to me once that as long as the visionary leader is not 
driven totally by ego, then that can happen. If that visionary can give and take then you’ve 
got a situation where a visionary or a guru type can lead and create good creative process. 
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NC: I’m sure of that.  You’re working with people, say, a musical director, who’s a very key co-

worker with me, because music is the foundation stone, and this is not someone who I can just tell 

what to do and tell what not to do. It’s a genuine creative process – with my wife, too, who is the 

designer. And we’ll battle it out, I mean she’ll come in and say what she feels. One is not better 

than them or…an ego that says that they’re better than the rest of their team I think is going to fail, 

ultimately. 

MF: One of the things that I’m investigating is the extent to which the personality of the team 
leader/teacher/director has... Now, in your experience, do you think that personality, or 
personal qualities of the director/leader do impact on the process and the product? 

NC: Yes.  And I think that’s my job. And I think I’d be remiss if I didn’t do my job. I suppose, going 

back to that lovely question back at the beginning, ‘What makes a good director?’ I think one is to 

be sure of oneself, because you’re going to, you get…people think directors, from the outside, that 

you’re the boss and that you have to…and there’s this wonderful sort of power, and you can do all 

this stuff with everybody. And the realities of being a director are that you can sometimes be in the 

most vulnerable job which gets every problem, and gets a lot of difficult things. It can be a very 

lonely job. It can be a very isolating job. And you’ve got to be very determined, I think, in yourself, 

very…you have to keep…be quite tough on yourself to have the, sometimes the bloody-

mindedness to carry on through thick and thin, and through all difficulties. I think morale is a huge 

thing when you’re working in the open air.   

And I remember this Christmas when we were just deluged day after day with rain, and props were 

being destroyed, and we were working in mud, and it was like the First World War. And my job 

became very, very much to keep the morale of everybody high and to believe in myself and that 

everything was going to be okay, because people can tell when you’re just giving them a whole lot 

of nonsense. You must keep centred yourself and move on. 

MF: I think self-doubt is a trap that we, as directors, will often find ourselves in.  Do you 
agree? 

NC: Yeah. I think I’m often in the middle of a show saying, ‘What the hell is happening here?’  That 

idea that I tried and sounded so good two weeks ago now is really struggling but there’s two or 

three things I think, now, I would add…I would say that as one grows in experience...  The first is 

that I believe that, like a pianist playing a piece of music, you never actually play the piece, however 

many times you play it, it’s never perfect, and if you cure one part of it, another part goes. I 

remember speaking to a pianist about that. And I feel that that’s the same with the theatre we 

produce.  Now that I produce theatre quite regularly over a year, I’ll…I’m not so upset. I’ll 
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experiment with a part of the theatre, and sometimes it doesn’t work, but that doesn’t worry me so 

much anymore. I just know that, ‘Alright, I learnt from that.’ As long as the whole show is, you know, 

comes out in a good way, I’m prepared to take some of these weaker moments in the structure of 

the show for experiment’s sake, especially, as a really good thing, rather than being a disastrous 

thing. 

MF: So, as well as your participants learning by the process you’re engaged in, you’re 
hoping to do that as well, as an artist? 

NC: Oh, yes. Absolutely. There’s no finished product for me.  I…people…I think, it doesn’t matter 

whether you’re the, sort of, most junior drama student in a project, or the most senior director, one 

is learning at the same rate, almost. I come out of every project learning heaps from the process of 

what’s gone on. But I think now, as you get older, I feel more able to allow things to be 

experimental, and to fail, and not to worry me, and say, ‘Well, I’ll strengthen that next show,’ or ‘I’ll 

ditch it, it didn’t work.’ 

MF: This is that confidence thing you were talking about. 

NC: You’ve got to keep it very lively and when self-doubt does enter as I think it does…through 

every show I produce there’s moments of self-doubt. Moments of: ‘Have we done it right?’, ‘Could it 

be done better?’ 

But I think…I loved Hearts of Darkness, the story of Francis Ford Coppola in Apocalypse Now, 

which I think is a triumph of documentary making of the artist, of the cinema artist – that’s the best 

I’ve ever seen. To watch that man go through what he did to produce what I think is a great anti-war 

film, one of the great films I think people will remember in the next century…  Is that he’s saying to 

his wife on the phone, I think, you know, ‘Yeah, you’re gonna drop a lot, but as long as you keep up 

most of it, don’t worry about the fact that you drop some.  You know, the important thing is that 

you’re keeping most of the things up.’ And so things fail within every project, now, especially these 

big productions which…you’ve just got to let go and move on. 

MF: And a favourite quote of mine from Robert Benedetti has always been, ‘The key to 
directing is to prepare meticulously to make it up as you go along.’  What would you think 
about that? 

NC: I think that’s a wonderful quote. I couldn’t agree with it more, not that I’ve heard it before. I 

sympathise with that a lot. I used to prepare theatre classes very, very much, now, I don’t prepare 

them at all, and yet, I’ll be very ready to take them. 
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So, with a show like ours the research process is very…I see that type of moment when you 

launch a show in your own head, which will later become a reality, watched by thousands of people 

or whoever watches it, it becomes a reality somewhere, starts off in your own head, is very much 

like pulling the bow back with an arrow on it – a very Zen idea.  And that stance that you have at 

the very first section of thinking about a show, and the research, and making sure you’re standing 

in the right way, your stance is perfect, you’re breathing correctly. Once you’ve let go of the arrow, 

it’s off, you cannot get it back. And that’s actually the…quite near the beginning of a process, 

so…and it wobbles. If you send it off on a wobble, that wobble gets bigger and bigger and bigger. 

So I’ve now taught myself to be very clear at the beginning of a concept, the beginning of a project, 

to try to get that stance right and fire the arrow in the right direction. And so I think that preparation 

is…in that quote’s wonderful, but then what happens, you just go with that. 

MF: That’s a great image, yeah. Now, what about, you mentioned before, the part that self-
examination, self-analysis, debriefing with your team and your company. To what extent do 
you think, generally speaking, that level of reflection and analysis can benefit theatre 
practice generally? 

NC: It is critical. I think, as I said before, the process has to be a very careful one and a very 

respected one. It’s not just a slanging match after the…I think you can take a totally successful 

show, get everyone involved in it into a room, and destroy it in these people’s minds after the event 

by talking about the negative. So it goes on and on, and by the time the people leave the room, 

even though they’ve had a wonderful time in the show, they’re thinking, ‘God, that was terrible, look 

how many mistakes we made.’  So, I think the debriefing process has to be very skilfully handled. 

So, I start off personally, and there’s many techniques of this, by, (a) structuring the parts which 

didn’t go well, so people get a chance to talk.  There’s… I…we have certain rules which we 

establish before we go…sometimes a hundred people in the group is that you cannot reply to 

anyone, so everyone’s allowed to speak, but you can make a statement, but you cannot enter in to 

a conversation. So, often someone says, ‘Well, I’m sorry you know, I dropped that particular huge 

puppet I had and the hand came off,’ or whatever it was, and someone says ‘Ah, it’s because you 

never did…’, you know, …This can develop into very bad feelings. So, what we do is, people make 

statements and there’s no comment made. This is recorded faithfully. We keep very, very tight 

minutes of the debriefing. 

And the second part is the positive, and especially to thank people.  I…we take real care, and I 

have a little crib in my hand of all the people I have to thank at that meeting because I do genuinely 

want to thank them. And the process, as we all know in theatre, you know, an hour after the 

debriefing, people can all be on buses travelling to different parts of Australia. You never see them 
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again for six months. 

I think the other thing about a debriefing is that the process that you might use for a whole group of 

a hundred, the whole team or if you’re doing a big show, is different when you actually get a core 

group in, of professionals, where you might be looking at things…it’s not emotional at all.  People 

are looking deeply in to the detail of what happened, to genuinely find out what went right and what 

went… To find out what went right is often as important as to find out what went wrong. This is 

done with total…with our team, totally clinically, nobody…there’s no personal agenda whatsoever, 

by that time. So we have a big group meeting, and then the sixteen of us will sit down and go 

through…we might even go through the whole show. We might take bits that we might want to 

examine in deep detail, and this is just people, professionals talking and there’s no blame attached 

to things that go wrong. People…we all make mistakes.   

MF: Yes, our company, the company that I was involved with for years did exactly the same.  Every 

show, open, analysis, and it worked tremendously well. I don’t know whether one should start with 

this question or finish with it, but I’m going to sort of finish with it. Part of what I’m trying to 

determine is whether there is a common theoretical framework that one could ascribe to the form of 

theatre I’m studying. Now, from your point of view, if you were asked to nominate a theoretical 

position for yourself, would you be able to do that? I know it’s an almost impossible question. 

NC: No, I think I could as regards what we do. We have ended up in a particular specialist form of 

theatre which involves the community, as I’ve said before, but is very much concerned with a 

theatrical, ritual process. Now, what is that ritual? And, it’s to do with, I think, trying to invent a new 

way for Australians (that’s myself included) to combine with, to be inspired at least, or be taught by 

the Aboriginal people of this country and to include new elements, like multicultural – people come 

from all over the world. To try to invent a way in which we can express ourselves through ritual 

theatre.   

And now that we’ve done ten shows at New Year at Woodford, it’s genuinely become a theatre 

ritual. And my job, in a way, is to try to facilitate the invention of that element of Australian culture. 

And I think that...and I work in quite a specialist area – these “one-offs”, you don’t have any 

narratives or actors in them, and they’re to do with ritual and mythology, much more than you might 

do as a realism or other forms of theatre. But I think that the theory of that, which is that many of 

the great companies in this country, and theatre directors and their teams are trying to move 

forward to invent a new Australian culture. And that, to me, would be the common link, even though 

my work’s very, very different to somebody else’s, I think that would be an answer that most people 

would give. We’re trying to find out what it is to genuinely express being Australian at this time in 
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the evolution, and to express the feelings of the country, the bush, and the people that live in it. 

I wanted to add one thing before, and I’ll be brief about this, is that I think, too, I have become, at 

the age of fifty three, more sympathetic to the idea of the muse, the Greek idea of the creative 

energy, and so I think myself, and the team, and people that work with us – this isn’t us inventing it. 

It isn’t us being ego based, brilliant people doing all this work. It’s much more allowing oneself to be 

open to an external energy, the hollow reed if you like, that flows through us. And sometimes I can 

feel it enter me, and it’s just a great gift. It just gives you so much, and it gives the people that one 

works with so much. You can see it in other people. There’s an energy, which comes into 

something, which is heading in the right direction, that eventually becomes the magic of theatre, 

that none of us, truly, can be responsible for. It is external and it involves the audience as well as 

the actors. 

MF: That seems like a nice place to finish : thanks so much Neil 

NC: It’s been a pleasure 
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John Bayliss – Urban Theatre Projects: 13 April 1999 

Mike Foster: John, I guess my study’s focusing on the director, so I wonder if we can start 
by briefly giving me your thoughts on the essential qualities of the good director?  

John Bayliss: Well, the style of work that I’ve done all my life has been using non-scripted work, 

which means that there is no pre-existing script, though a writer might be involved in the project. It 

isn’t the kind of work which is putting the writer’s work on stage, so therefore the director becomes 

like director-author in a way, with it usually being …they brought the conceptual germ of the idea 

that is behind the work.  So that means in a way that the word director is describing a completely 

different task in work management, self-generated work, whatever you want to call it.  I don’t like to 

say just non-script based, that’s a negative thing and also often you do use a writer. So it’s not an 

anti-writer work. But anyway, the role is very different, you’ve got to be someone who is wanting to, 

has something to say, whatever that is; whereas a director in mainstage work is usually a fine 

craftsperson who has developed skills for bringing what’s in a script out. I’m not denigrating that 

role, and I couldn’t do that – I don’t know how to do that kind of script, putting a script on stage. It’s 

a fine craft and it’s a shame that the same role has been given...is covered by two words because it 

muddies the issue a bit of what exactly a director is.  

So, my comments about a lot of the qualities a director has to have are about that style of work 

where the director is also an author, not necessarily the only author, but usually the person who is 

motivating the work. Now that plunges straight into a lot of other questions which … We may as 

well start plotting back into history because my earliest theatrical experiences were with a guy 

called Mike Mullins in Sydney, who had been instrumental in bringing Grotowski to Australia, then 

gone back to Poland and then come back to Australia and started doing Grotowski style work. So 

that brought me into contact with that image of the director, and the director as kind of, you know, 

author...I don’t know.  How do you describe the kind of, almost like, god-like figure of the author 

who, I don’t know…? if you’ve read in the latest Real Time there’s an article by Jim Waits who 

actually went on one of Grotowski’s ‘countryside excursions’, and it describes the experience of 

going on it. The kind of psychological and physical abuse that took place is something that it’s hard 

to imagine people now days would cope – well no, that’s not true, it’s still happening, except people 

go to Japan for that experience now, not Poland.  So, that was the image of the director and it 

wasn’t one that I felt comfortable with. I didn’t think it sat very well within Australian temperament 

even though those cultures might, it might be a bit of rationalisation on my part, I didn’t think that at 

the time.  It didn’t feel right.  And then my experiences with other companies, One Extra dance 

company, Kai Ti Chan was director there and I was manager of that company for about three or 
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four years. Again he wasn’t quite the Godlike director, but he still kind of took all that control back 

to him, and any work that was generated was by Kai Ti Chan.   

So when I began, when I was in the process of forming the Sydney Front with the other four 

members, one of my pet things that I wanted to Sydney Front to be was, I wanted the artistic 

direction to be from within the group itself. It’s partly an industrial issue of when you’re doing work 

that is so dependant on performers’ improvisations where however much the director might have 

come in with the authoring idea, it still doesn’t gain substance when you’re working in this way until 

the performers have kind of made it in their bodies in the performance. That’s why often the 

performances that result are not repeatable by another cast, they are specific. And yet to see that 

work then kind of named after the director just seemed a... it just wasn’t morally right. So, the idea 

was our work, the performer – everyone in our company would be a performer and the ideas could 

come from anywhere and we would all own the work.  So every work was by the Sydney Front, it 

was directed by this person or that person, no set roles, you know.   

MF: So more of a team? The analogy of the team is probably closer to what you’re talking 
about than the traditional notion of the director of vision who guides the company in, you 
know, specific ways according to what the project is? 

JB: Yeah, yeah.  That’s partly industrial and moral, and it’s partly artistic as well.  I personally think 

that five minds can kind of think better than one, if the situation is made conducive to that. We didn’t 

actually set up the Sydney front as a collective in any structural sense. We had no rules or charter 

guiding the way we interacted, so it was always based on a personal relationship between the five 

of us and we didn’t go out of our way to encourage an equal contribution from everyone – if people 

had a bigger contribution in a certain area then they did that. We tried to make sure that everyone 

worked in their strength. I think one fault with a lot of collectives which are politically driven is that 

there is a kind of dumbing down, to use a fashionable term, which is a danger. If a thing is driven 

too much by a political agenda then it means that people have to inhibit themselves and people 

who are better at certain things can’t do those things, and (perversely) the people who aren’t good 

at them have to do their own grab.  So we never had a political agenda in our collectiveness. There 

was the moral thing about wanting to assert that we all owned the work and there was the practical 

thing, thinking that five minds work better than one.  So that was what drove us to go out. 

MF: I’ve used the term in the past of ‘shared artistic franchise’, where this is one of the 
characteristics I’m arguing for the form I’m studying – where things are shared... the goals, 
the artistic goals, are shared in that way.  What other strengths do you think then that team 
approach, that equitable sharing approach, has in the creation of work? 
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JB: Well, commitment.  Especially in an age when government funding is tight and so, if you’re 

forming a new theatre company you’re taking a vow of poverty. So if you want to work an ensemble 

way, you really have to do it collectively because you have to give everyone...  the only thing 

people are getting out of it is their artistic expression and control of the means of that expression.  

So it’s a form that encourages that – everyone owns the company, the work, and the direction of 

the company is informed by everyone and therefore they are more likely to put up with three years 

of total poverty before any kind of income starts coming in because they own it.  I think every 

ensemble starts that way, so that’s another thing, commitment.  We were able to make that 

company survive for eight years, the first three of which were really little funding where we’d make 

our own shows, collectively, cooperatively.  We managed to do two European tours, toured Hong 

Kong, as well as touring interstate, yet even when we were at our best level of funding, we were 

never earning more than ten or fifteen thousand dollars a year from that company, but we all made 

it, made the time that we spent at that company, our number one priority in the year as we’d try 

and, kind of, piece together other money-making deals around. And so the collective, the 

collectivity, encourages that kind of commitment where you’re prepared to do that because you feel 

the work is yours, you’re in control of it, so you’ll make that sacrifice. So that’s another practical 

commitment 

MF: Excellent. Now in terms of focusing on you again, the major influences... You mentioned 
Grotowski, Mike Mullins, and performance based work. What other influences would you 
identify as being the major ones on the development of your particular practice? 

JB: Well, in ‘78 a company that visited, another Polish company, was Cricot 2, Kantor’s company. 

They did a show at the Opera House after the Adelaide Festival. I think they did the Adelaide 

Festival then came to the Opera House, two performances only and only because I was working 

with Mike then and he knew someone in the company and we kind of snuck in to see that show. 

But that kind of really changed my way of looking at things. I’d never seen a show like that before, 

you know, the commitment of the performers, the age range of the performers – they were mostly 

middle-aged, they looked middle aged – whereas in Australia most experimental work was done by 

young people.  So that was an eye opener that the gravity they pulled to the performance, the style 

of the performance, it was kind of an overwhelming experience. That fixed the mood strongly in my 

mind, I had no idea that kind of performance...  

Then I guess the next company that did a kind of similar thing was Pina Bausch, who I didn’t see 

here in Australia, I saw in Europe in about ‘83 I think. I saw their work and it had a similar feel to it 

except what her work had – I guess Kantor had it a bit but maybe I was a bit too immature to kind of 

experience it – but Bausch’s work, she also had a lot of humour in it, you know? It was really quite 
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funny in a kind of black... dealing with serious things, you know, the ultimate themes and kind of 

why we’re here but with this really bizarre feel which also appealed to me. That also, I think, is a 

very Australian characteristic, you’ve always got to be ready to send yourself up because otherwise 

someone else will. So there was that kind of sense that was strong in some of Sydney Front’s work 

which I think set us apart from some of the earlier experimental work which was often deadly 

serious, you know, where as our work had a lighter touch and we were always ready to kind of 

undermine ourselves, kind of prick our own pomposity. So they were really the two kind of strongest 

European influences.   

Locally, the work of Nick Soutas, which in many ways I didn’t like but it had integrity and a kind of 

strength that meant I could argue with it productively, you know? He was very politically driven, he 

had a very strong kind of, Stalinist kind of politic behind it and the work itself was quite 

uncompromising of its audience. It didn’t make much concession to keep the audience the least bit 

entertained for the two hours he had you locked in the theatre with him.  So there were lots of 

things I didn’t like, and my work is another direction, but the strength of their ensemble, the fact 

they were committed to working together, the fact that his ensemble was made up of a lot of visual 

artists who had very little performance background. 

MF: What were they called, John? 

JB: The All Out Ensemble, they began in Adelaide...where Nick came from in the late seventies. 

They moved to Sydney in ‘82 and I think they finally disbanded in ‘85. 

MF: Okay, that’s extraordinary because Neil Cameron who I spoke to last and Stefo Nantsou 
who I’ve spoken to often, and I, agree, 100% on the Cantor experience as being the most 
significant moment in our personal histories as well, so that’s interesting.  So, in terms of 
the Australian situation you mentioned Nick Soutas. Who would you think would have made 
the most significant contributions to non-mainstream theatre in Australia, in the Australian 
situation?  I know it’s a broad field but... 

JB: I mean, I can only really talk about Sydney, because I don’t really know what was happening in 

Melbourne or any other cities.  Melbourne mythologizes the Pram Factory to such an extent that 

you can barely know what the truth of the matter was.  And the Sydney experience was very 

different. The Pram Factory in Melbourne sent many people into the mainstream. In Sydney there 

was always this huge divide between the experimental and the mainstream – hardly anyone dared 

to cross over, you know, they were totally different worlds.  I mean, Mike Mullins was an influence 

but not because his work was particularly good. I mean, I don’t think his work was very good. It was 

more that he did, at that stage of my life...  You’re not talking about influences here, you’re talking 
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about actual kind of ... 

MF: Significant contributions… 

JB: Well, there... I don’t know.  Some people created situations which allowed things to happen and 

while their own work may not have been that memorable it created environments where a lot of 

people then went on to do interesting things.  And I guess Mike was one of them, to a certain 

extent.  Kai Ti Chan was another one in the early years of One Extra when there was a real kind of 

… a lot of people went through it and it was a place where a lot of ideas were generated and you 

know, ignited a couple of years later.  While Kay Ti’s work itself I thought was always limited, he did 

create that environment through the One Extra Theatre Company in the late 70’s.  And people who 

came out of that include Lloyd Newson, you know, DV8, other people who have worked over in 

Europe for ten or fifteen years now. A generation older than we would probably start to cite the 

amount of the Performance Syndicate who had a big influence in the late 60’s/early 70’s when it 

was at work, but I never saw them. I did work with Rex [Cramphorn] in the late 70’s but then he 

wasn’t doing that style of work anymore. I did a Corneille play with him, and a Commedia Del’arte 

piece, quite fun to do but nothing like the kind of work that, from what I’ve read, he was doing in the 

early seventies with people like Nicola Ferris, and Gillian Jones. That’s only hear-say, I’d have to 

accept that as some kind of standard, but I never saw his work in those days.   

MF: And I suppose in a sense he moved into the fringes of the mainstream, and was then 
adopted by the mainstream as the producer of the more adventurous works.  

JB: I can’t really name anyone... 

MF: That’s OK.  The reason for that question is to try to see if there is again a connecting 
point where several people agree on these people who are significant contributors. Then, 
you know, they bear further investigation.  So that’s fine.  Now, as I said before we started 
the tape, my term that I’m using is ‘Radical Group Theatre.’  Would you regard your practice 
as radical? If so, why, if not, why not? 

JB: The work I was doing with the Sydney Front I would have called radical at the time, not in a 

direct political sense – none of that work was on explicitly political themes – but more at the time, 

the theorists that were influencing the work were people like Derrida, people like Bakhtin. So, you 

know, as these deconstructionist, creating carnivalesque type of things which overturned 

expectations, released joy – and joy itself, pleasure itself being a kind of a subversive element.  

You know...  I think that’s true, I wouldn’t push it too far. You know, there was a lot of theorising in 

the eighties which seemed to think a little bit of deconstruction within the walls of the gallery was 
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this significant political event.  And I didn’t really believe that at the time, but our work was trying 

to kind of… in as much as it had a particular aim, it had intents on the audience, the audience was 

in our sights and we wanted them to be disorientated and for their perspective to open up. And I 

guess my justification would be that... how I’d link that to a political practice is that... that opening up 

is what makes people more open to change.  And that in a liberal, democratic society, having 

explicit political content in your work I don’t think makes political work.  There are so many forums 

for political comment that to do it in the theatre and think therefore you’re political just because 

you’ve done a play where one talks about the situation in Nicaragua, that Sidetrack did, it doesn’t 

work. The Audience were either already kind of there and they were just having their belief system 

reinforced, well, most of the audience were like that, so didn’t throw any political... Not that I’m 

trotting out the old preaching to the converted argument – I don’t think there’s anything wrong with 

preaching to the converted, having your belief system re-enforced. That’s what Hopper and Valley 

do all the time, you know, it’s a legitimate artistic activity to reinforce belief systems, but I don’t think 

is a widely political activity.  So at the time I would have said Sydney Front was radical because we 

were...well... our target was theatrical expectation, we were kind of grandiose enough to think that 

by having an affect on the audience that way we were causing a mini-operation which might have 

an affect, however small, in the lives outside the Sydney Front. 

MF: Is there a term then, that you would prefer other than ‘radical’ as an umbrella to your 
preferred... 

JB: Well the term that I guess I would use for our practice then, because of my readings of Bakhtin, 

would be carnivalesque. You know, that was the term we would use in rehearsal a lot; we’d try to 

create a mini-carnival in the theatre were the audience are kind of surprised, revolted and have 

their belief systems up-ended a little bit.  So in fact, often in our works some of the material on 

stage in another context could be seen as politically regressive, you know, images of women being 

abused, but we’re doing it because we knew our audience had a certain belief system, and that 

was the belief system we wanted to kind of shake a little bit.  So, you know, what is political is also 

a matter of context.  Work which is appropriate in a performance space I would never do in 

external, and vice versa, you know, so it’s a context of the audience.   

MF: Now, how do you know in your practice specifically what strategies, and techniques 
maybe, are most useful in facilitating group creative process?   

JB: Well, the first step I guess is to create a common conceptual framework.  Parameters.  And 

that’s where, I guess, there’s an authorial role of someone who usually does that, you know, 

someone says “Let’s do a work about this... Seduction... Let’s do a work about... whatever.”  So 

that defines somehow the parameters, and so...  by discussion, by research, by common readings, 
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building, you know, a sense of where those parameters are in the group you’re working with them. 

And that’s why an ensemble is far better because the group has worked together for a while, and 

they can kind of outline those parameters much quicker than one that’s coming together.  But that’s 

vitally important.  Unless you’ve established that, you going to be dealing with contributions from all 

over the place which people will be justifiably grieved if they feel their contributions being neglected.  

“How come that person’s improvisation’s getting into the work and mine isn’t?”  Unless you’ve built 

it up block by block, and that isn’t just the thematic perimeters, but I guess the stylistic ones too, 

why you’re working with a certain style, what kind of style, what is it that you want to do to an 

audience?  You know, so that’s the kind of style that you’re producing... 

MF: So in a sense you need to have a think, if I’m reading you correctly. You need to have 
the skills of teacher, almost, involved in the group somewhere, where conceptual 
frameworks can be worked out cooperatively and come to an agreed point at the completion 
of the lesson, if you like, that analogy? 

JB: I’d maybe use a word other than that, maybe that sounds a little bit patronising to the others.  

And it doesn’t have to come from one person, you know, those parameters can be built up by kind 

of a team-scape of ideas between everyone.  As long as everyone is in the loop and it all builds 

together, and it’s not kind of one person running in that direction and one in the other.  So, it doesn’t 

have to come from one person, and it can be a group teaching experience in that way. And again 

this is why an ensemble is far better at this kind of work than one off gatherings of people, because 

there’s already the basis, there’s reference points, you can say, “Well, remember in that show two 

times ago,”  or there’s a short-hand of, um, of how you describe things.  You know exactly what 

people are talking about.   

MF: So it helps if there’s a continuity of membership of the group? 

JB: Well, that’s right.  That’s what I mean by ensemble, there’s a group of people...  (Voice 

becomes lost as Mike talks over here) 

MF: Yeah, yeah, you’re right there. 

JB: I think its the fact, you know, for this style of work, which is work not working from a script, 

where much of the material is generated by the persons involved. I’d even go so far as to say, it 

can only be done by an ensemble, well.  Work that is done on a one-off basis tends to always look 

a little bit like a pastiche to me, you can almost see the workshop exercises that generated the 

scenes that you look at.   

MF: Do you think an ensemble feel can be created with, or by, what we might call an inspired 
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leader?  A person who has a particular vision and collects a group of like minded people 
around them and they progress under their, if you like, direction.  Do you think that can 
happen? 

JB: Oh, it obviously can happen, you know, it is the standard model, so it can happen.  But it’s 

interesting that it hasn’t happened that much in Australia.  You look overseas and you see, you 

know, the Pina Bausch company, the Grotowski company, the Kantor company, the Min Tenaka 

company, the Suzuki company... 

MF: The Brook company... 

JB: The Brook company, so it’s a standard model, you know, and that’s the dominant ideology, 

everyone wants to find a genius artist who they can...who they can turn into a personality and 

become a digestible thing in the media and everything like that.  And so it can happen, but it’s 

interesting that it hasn’t happened much in Australia, I’m trying to think of...  Well, in that self-

consciously, inspired leader model, where the one person will stand out and un self-consciously 

take that role and act out that... that, um, scenario...  doesn’t happen.  I think the kind of inspired 

leaders within the Australian context, if they are really inspired, then they usually do it from the back 

seat.  They know that to try and take that role explicitly will lead to instant disintegration of the 

group.  Because I just don’t think, as I said before… it doesn’t suit the Australian temperament to, 

kind of, look up to an inspired leader... 

MF: No, no.   

JB: ...whether on the Macro level of our political system or the micro level of ensemble.   

MF: I mean, Don Mamouney, for example, had an aura for a time of that inspirational 
director, leader, teacher, I’m not sure what his.... how his approaches varied over the years. 

JB: Well...  I didn’t know Don well in his early days, I know Don through the nineties.  The way he 

worked with an ensemble in the early nineties, when he made the shift of doing community based 

work to doing more, kind of, investigative, contemporary, experimental performance, whatever word 

you want to use, and he established his ensemble, it was much more teamwork in that.  I don’t 

think you’ll find the ensemble kind of looked to Don for inspiration, they were much more equal 

partners with different roles.  The flaw in the system being that Don was the director and they were 

the performers and they could be dismissed and in the end that’s what happened to the ensemble 

unfortunately.  But how he operated in the eighties, you know, when he had just had his first 

successes, as, you know, the vanguard of community theatre, I don’t know... you should talk to him 
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MF: Well, I plan to this week.  It seems to me, that you’re talking about something that a 
colleague of mine once termed a ‘directorless theatre.’   

JB: Directorless? 

MF: Directorless.  Where the ensemble is all and it doesn’t have the division of an individual 
or the guidance of an individual. 

JB: That’s my own, kind of, personal ideal, and it’s probably my own style too.  I keep it... I made a 

switch to what I’m doing now, you know, I am the artistic director of this company which has a 

manager, and a product development officer, no other artists or types of full time staff, and we hire 

artists from show to show.  It’s a very standard model company now, the opposite to eclectic, where 

most artists just work for, you know, the terms of their contract for the company and I choose them.  

Even within that context, I personally kind of... well, in five shows that we’ve done, I’m usually either 

co-director with someone else, or I’m assistant director, where I actually hire someone to direct and 

I’ll be assistant director or I’ll be dramaturge. So, even within this quite conservative model, within a 

project I don’t take the kind of director-leadership role.  I either share it with someone or I let 

someone take the front running and I usually … well what I think I’m good at is that conceptual 

framework, the laying out of parameters, and an interesting area to explore. But to actually lead it 

all the way like a director does, I’m not particularly interested in and I guess I kind of feel I... So, I 

guess it is partly coming from my own assessment of what I’m good at.  But, I also, you know… the 

example of the Sydney Front – I think we did a significant body of work using that style where 

everyone could contribute from their strength, without a hierarchy forming which was codified and 

therefore bred resentments and a feeling of disenfranchisement.  

So that’s really the ideal, I think, you get a group of people who have complimentary skills, who are 

all prepared to work to do what that skill allows them to do, without it becoming a hierarchy, 

because a director has certain skills which doesn’t... You know, I guess it was this...the fact that 

they’ve got certain skills means they got to the top of the hierarchy, and it’s hardly... the thing that I 

said before about in our culture, people want to see kind of one person, they want a Barry Kosky, 

that’s why he’s done so well.  He’s the perfect image of Avant-gardeism, you know, he’s like some 

strange, twentieth-century museum piece.  I’m not talking about his work, I like his work, but I 

mean, the media image of him, you know, he’s been exactly what the general public want an avant-

garde artist to be like.  You know, a superstar avant-garde artist.  And in a way, a lot of the 

performance work of the eighties denied the media that image, because they were eclectic 

companies, and they were companies where the director wouldn’t take that role and would kind of, 

hide back seat, because of ...  the way they were.  So ...I’m fascinated by Barry Kosky, I do like his 

work, and I agree with what he says... I think he’s a force for good, but it’s interesting the way...  
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and he consciously manipulates that often, his image... it’s interesting – it feels so alien, it feels 

like it was a media image waiting for someone to plonk it on and finally he emerged and it plonked it 

on him and it fitted so well... 

MF: That’s very interesting.  So after the conceptualising and at the stage of a production 
where you’re actually into the nuts and bolts of who stands where and when and how, does 
the task change then?  Is group direction more difficult when you’re working in an ensemble 
way with the nuts and bolts of getting a show ready for an audience?   

JB: In Sydney Front we never found that because so many responsibilities were delegated to 

different people. So for example, Nigel Calloway liked looking after the lighting, so we usually let 

him do all the lighting stuff, the lighting designer and the plotting, so he did that.  Chris Rudd was in 

the company, he was very good at polishing the miniature scenes, getting the timing perfect so you 

extract the comic potential or whatever, so he would often work on that type of thing.  So again we 

tried to let everyone work on their strengths rather than everyone has to be involved, so there 

weren’t five of us sitting there kind of, judging, you know, every lighting state and then arguing 

amongst ourselves ...  we’d delegate.  

MF: I think that would be typical of ensemble working, yes.  Okay, let’s take a different tack 
briefly. I think you may have answered this, but some people have claimed – Dave Watt and 
academics as a general rule, Richard Fotheringham and so forth – make claims that all 
theatre is political. What would your response to that be? 

JB: I mean, you know, that’s one of those truisms – ‘everything is political’ – and certainly you can 

say that and justify it, but I don’t think it goes very far.  Of course, all theatre is political in that it 

expresses a kind of a view of the world which has its assumptions within it...  So a work which 

presents an image of life nowadays as natural of course has got a political agenda, you know, a 

conservative agenda in that it’s trying to produce images of the world being a natural outcome and 

there can be no other – as in liberal democracy is the natural state of civilisation as human beings 

and while we may have personal problems in our marriages, you know, there’s nothing wrong 

with... So in that sense, yeah, but I’m not sure that, um...yeah, those kind of grand statements don’t 

progress the argument very well.  I mean, I agree with it, but that doesn’t... 

MF: No.  What about, again, specifically to deal with your work now with Urban Theatre 
Projects, it seems that the work is potentially, at least from my brief reading, based in a 
social justice environment. Would you say that your work is potentially or actually political 
in that sense? 
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JB: To the extent that we’re based in Western Sydney, Western Sydney is poor Sydney.  It’s kind 

of the underbelly, the kind of root of Sydney.  It’s where the unemployed live, it’s where all those 

unfashionable migrant groups live, it’s kind of... in the sense that we’re doing work within this 

context, and we’re doing work which expresses that context, and which emerges from that, then we 

are... We’re drawing attention to the realities that are not part of the general myth of Sydney.  But 

I’ve resisted, on the other hand, doing work which is explicitly about social justice myself, because I 

think that’s another of the myths of Western Sydney that so much of the work that is done in 

Western Sydney is social justice work. It’s as if, if you do work in Western Sydney, it must be about 

a social problem. If you’re doing work in the inner city, it can be about the cosmos, it can be about 

aesthetics, it can be about whatever, but in Western Sydney it’s supposed to be something about a 

social problem.  So I’ve kind of resisted that, so our works are often... they’re always about the 

various cultures of Western Sydney, but more putting the emphasis on trying to display the diversity 

and the vibrancy in life of what exists rather than trying to emphasise the fact that these are people 

struggling towards... 

MF: Sure.  So, in a sense, to help, your role may be to facilitate a community’s expression of 
their life rather than taking an advocacy role.   

JB: Yeah, that’s right.  Because most people, how ever, whatever their social, economic or ethnic 

background is, they’re living a life which isn’t there.  They don’t live their life in the image of their 

social problem, they live their life through their pleasures which attract them alike, so that’s the kind 

of thing I’m trying to emphasise. And to an extent that we get an audience and we can propagate 

this image, it’s a subversive image of Western Sydney, because it’s not kind of falling into the 

media stereotypes which tend to be, you know, it’s a kind of place of violence, lawlessness and 

drugs, you know, all those other social problems...but also, you know, it’s not... We’re not doing just 

a superficial, celebrate, celebrate, celebrate.  We’re trying to make a work which is of the same kind 

of ambivalence and many voices that you’d expect from a good contemporary performance work, 

but with the voice of a different perspective, slightly different.  So in that sense, it’s political, but not 

in the sense of ‘we’re going to do a work about the heroin problem in Cabramatta’ or something like 

that. 

MF: Okay, great.  That’s very interesting.  There seems to be emerging some typically 
Sydney elements to a lot of what we’re talking about, or a lot of what I’m talking about. One 
thing you said earlier was that you felt in Sydney there were people who were involved in 
experimental, alternative, non-mainstream theatre and people who were involved with the 
mainstream.  Do you think there’s a typical career path that has been established for the 
non-mainstream artists? 
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JB: Well, career path… 

MF: …well, you know...way in or... 

JB: Yeah, I think there is.  I think it’s... I don’t know the other cities well, I worked for three years 

with the Australia Council as the Senior Theatre officer so I did get to travel around a lot and see 

things in other cities and it does feel like quite a different situation in Sydney. In Melbourne there’s 

much more of a network, an actor can be working at La Mamma one week and the Melbourne 

Theatre company the next week, and it really does work like that in Melbourne.  In Sydney, that’s 

just unthinkable that would happen. I think the Performance Space has made an enormous 

difference, you know, it’s a key institution in Sydney.  It was founded [by Mike Mullins] in 1980 and 

it became a focus of a type of work. So there was an environment where artists could feed off each 

other and it created a context where the work was judged, so the work wasn’t then judged by its 

peers against mainstream work, it was being judged against the work of other practitioners in the 

same area.  So I think that did make a big difference, the Performance Space. As well as historical 

factors about Sydney which I think go beyond the theatre, in lots of other areas of Sydney, we’re 

much more fragmented in Sydney. Sydney is where there’s no one scene, you know, there’s no 

one viewing point – there are lots of different areas and you can spend your whole life in one area 

and never have contact with the other areas, partly because of its size and partly because of its 

history and geography.   

MF: On a personal level, have you worked in the mainstream? If offered would you make 
forays into the mainstream, if the opportunities were there or it seemed like a good idea or 
whatever reason? 

JB: My very first venture into theatre was doing acting classes at what was then the Nimrod 

Theatre, and my first acting teachers were John Bell, Richard Wherret and Ken Horler, who were 

then the artistic directors of Nimrod Theatre.  So I did that for about a year, and it was then I 

covered Mike’s Grotowski classes and I never really kind of contacted the mainstream again, you 

know? I worked at Belvoir for a short period, doing some sort of Sydney stuff for them, but never in 

an artistic way, and I wouldn’t work in the mainstream, not because of any ideological reasons, just 

because I haven’t got the skills that a ‘play factory’ need.  You know, they need people who can 

direct a play in four weeks and get it up.  I haven’t got those skills.  And it’s not an artform that I’m 

particularly attached to.  I don’t not do it because I want to work in grungy theatres, I’d be happy to 

work in a harbourside environment, but not doing that style of work, you know.  I don’t have the 

skills and I don’t have the interest in that style of work any more than those directors....  When I 
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work with an actor whose main work has been in plays, I’ve found it really hard to work with them.  

Straight away, they want to make a character, and, you know, there’s nothing in what you’ve set out 

which demands them to be a character. You want them to do a certain number of actions, you 

know, as you collectively devise. It’s the ideas that are pushing it, but they’re straight away 

developing a character, so the whole mindset which is not just their different skills – and they 

interfere with the aesthetic of both, as vice versa, you... 

MF: Yep, I’d agree with that.  Alright, I’m getting towards the end. How does the way your 
company is structured impact on aspects of the artistic practice?   

JB: This company now? 

MF: Yes. 

JB: Well I think it inhibits us. We had a board meeting this morning where we discussed setting up 

an ensemble and there are... Ideally I would like this company to be an ensemble, you know, to 

have a team of four of five artists who are doing a lot of community process work we do. So it would 

be an ensemble not like Sydney Front was where we were doing our own work, from our own 

aesthetic and putting it on in venues where that was expected.  I’d like to continue to do community 

based work, but with a team so that an aesthetic way of working could develop and be held onto, 

you know, so we don’t lose your expertise, if you a do a project one off... A collective of expertise, 

I’d like that to be an ensemble. But it is a problem, you know. It’s one thing to build an ensemble 

from scratch, when five to six like minded people come together and say ‘yeah, let’s do it’.  It’s 

another thing to take a company which is moderately well funded and that’s been in existence for 

nineteen years and take it to that situation because, at the moment, the company is one of the few 

cultural resources in Western Sydney, and in that way it serves a very useful purpose. An 

ensemble practice might be dangerous, you know, if the ensemble is rent by differences, then the 

whole thing collapses, and to turn a company into that and risk that happening, is to endanger a 

cultural resource which is extremely important to Western Sydney. So it’s been a learning 

experience for me to realise that difference, that what you’re doing when starting out, when you’re 

forming your own company, when you owe nobody anything, you know, you are just... it’s all your 

own commitment and if you amount to something then you did it, but if you don’t, then it really 

doesn’t matter. Whereas this, it’s an organisation that has a history, it has a social context, it’s a bit 

harder to do that.  So even though I think the work, if I could choose the ensemble, and then, what 

I’d do is I’d demote myself to be an ensemble member and the artistic director would be the 

ensemble.  If it worked, I think the work would be much better, you know, we could really develop.  

We could become a community based theatre company, but also a laboratory for that practice. 
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MF: You mentioned funding there. Various cultural policies and government attitudes 
towards funding in the arts and so forth have changed, fairly radically, in the last couple of 
years.  How, if at all, have such shifts in cultural policy affected your work, your company, 
and yourself? 

JB: Well, they haven’t really.  Partly because of the company’s long-standing nature, it has a 

momentum which will, kind of, get it through any kind of government change of policy, at least in 

the short term.  We’re on triennial funding from the Australia Council and triennial funding from the 

state government, so in a way we’re moderately kind of immune... Well, three years of assured 

funding is a lifetime in the arts, so in that sense we have... Well, it’s partly thanks to, well at a state 

level it’s because the state government desperately needs to be seen to be doing things for 

Western Sydney, so we could produce work which was totally crap and they wouldn’t care, they’d 

still give us the money because it fulfils their political agenda as a Labor government to be able to 

pay lip service... At a federal level, the Australia Council’s peer group assessment kind of shields us 

a little bit, from government policy – as long as we still have the respect of our peers, we can 

survive unless, you know, the government actually continues to cut the Australia Council. 

Obviously, it could be a squeeze on everyone and we might pop out then, but at the moment it 

hasn’t been a problem. 

MF: That’s interesting. 

JB: I wouldn’t like to be a project to project company. 

MF: No, well one of the things that’s tragic, the company that I co-founded and has been 
running since 1976, 2 til 5 Youth Theatre in Newcastle, is that the youth arm of the Australia 
Council has virtually been disbanded, and so they’re on a sort of project to project basis.  
Triennial funding is not a thing that can happen with those companies and it’s just a 
constant battle... 

JB: Well that whole new structure of Triennial was coming in just in my last year of working in the 

Australia Council, so I was instrumental in bringing it into place and I chose the option area of the 

state at the time. But the danger is it has created an elite group who have assured funding and our 

company is one of them, whereas five years ago you started a project company, you’d then get one 

project a year, two projects a year, maybe annual funding at a low level, and then gradually go up.  

Now there’s this, kind of, jump, this big...which, I don’t know how anyone’s going to do it. No-one 

obviously has, and over the next five to ten years now the structure’s in place – it’s been okay for 

the last two years but once it kind of lingers there and companies like ours, our work starts to 

deteriorate, but we have this triennial funding guaranteed to keep us going. New companies, very 

 285



 
 

exciting, companies on a project to project basis, how are they going to kind of make that jump?  I 

think that, ultimately, it’s going to be a very conservative...have a conservative affect on.... 

MF: Yes, well we’ll see if that comes true...  Okay, well, You’ve answered this question, 
probably, but I’ll just put it in a slightly different form. In terms of your theoretical 
philosophy, perspective, how does that relate to your practice?  You know what I mean? 

JB: Yeah, kind of.  As in my theory of theatre or my theory of... 

MF: Yes, well I guess your personal philosophy of theatre.  How does that relate to what you 
do, day to day? 

JB: [Long pause while John thinks] I mean, the two are so intertwined, you know, that whatever I 

know about theatre developed from what happened in the rehearsal room and then that changed 

my theoretical perspective and then...I mean, the two are such a... 

MF: You mentioned before that Derrida and deconstructionism and so forth was very much 
influential in Sydney Front. Would there be another theoretical yardstick that you could use 
to measure your practice against now? 

JB: No, actually, I haven’t kind of had another...  I guess I’m still kind of vaguely living off the dregs 

of that theory, you know, from 1986.  In that, I guess, that sense of the deconstructive, the 

carnivalesque, they’re still kind of central to what I want to do.   

MF: I’m not trying to put words in your mouth at all here, but Neil Cameron mentioned that 
he felt the most important aspect of his practice and what drove it currently was notions of 
giving voice to cultures, to different cultures, and working in a cross-cultural mode.  Seems 
to me that your company comes close to that too, as a mainstay. 

JB: Yeah, yes.  Well that, okay... yes.  Because that’s so much within… taken as a given in what 

our company do that I don’t articulate it.  We don’t do work about cultural diversity, we don’t 

because where we are...This is... That’s a list of the kind of people, the community participants in 

our current show, so you don’t have to do work... this work that we’re doing now is not about 

cultural diversity, but yeah, these are the people who’re in it, so, I mean, it’s just there.  It’s not a 

topic. 

MF: I guess what I’m saying is that one could make a very good case for how you’re 
furthering the cause of interculturalism from a  post-colonialist theoretical position or ,you 
know, giving voice to the suppressed, blah blah blah.  Does that level of thinking come into 
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the practice of a company working in the western suburbs of Sydney today, or not? 

JB: Oh well, yes it does to a point, I guess I’m not drawing attention to it because I don’t notice it.  

Of course we do that.  I never kind of theorised that, and see I’m a late-comer to community cultural 

development practice, you know, my work before that was very much in the avant-gardeist kind of 

tradition.  So I’ve kept a lot of the standard rhetoric of CCD practice at arm’s length.  I’ve tried, since 

I’ve been with the company, to interpret what we’re doing through my own theoretical prism.  Partly 

just hanging on to what I’m secure with and it’s also party because there’s a moralism in a lot of 

CCD practice that I find distasteful, that I just don’t identify with. I’m not a missionary. I would never 

claim that I’m doing somebody good.  It may happen, in a kind of, in a way that a lucky, incidental… 

that I’m in the rehearsal room, I’m trying to work with a bunch of people I’m working to make 

exciting, exhilarating theatre that keeps the audience off balance and interested and engaged.   

MF: That’s very interesting because you have that in absolute common with Stefo Nantsou 
from Zeal theatre who suggested same thing – the show and making the exciting new 
statements in the show are more important than moral judgements about this or that issue 
that their playing in roles.  Yeah, that’s very interesting. 

JB: It’s partly my reaction to what I said before about perceptions about what should happen in 

Western Sydney, and a lot of the artistic activity that does happen in Western Sydney does happen 

through community organisations or welfare agencies so it’s linked to a welfare agenda, you don’t 

get money from some funding body to do a work about domestic violence or women’s...  So much 

work is so tightly tied to an agenda that I’m just not interested in that kind of work, you know – I’m 

not interested in it artistically. It may serve a purpose of consciousness raising within a certain 

community, but it’s not something I identify with.  So in a way, I’m trying to kind of continue the 

tradition of CCD practice within the company but within my own artistic parameters.  And I’m finding 

at the moment the fit seems to work, you know, no-one has said, looking at the work, “Oh well, the 

company’s gone all trivial and unpolitical.”  ‘Cause if the work is good enough and grounded in the 

community or the area it comes from then it will have those meanings within it.  Simply because of 

the people who are in it.  So you don’t have to, kind of, layer it over the top.   

MF: No.  That’s very interesting.  Finally then – and this relates, I guess, to exactly what you 
were doing then, that is, trying to evaluate a position – how does practical theatre making, 
day to day theatre making, benefit from rigorous reflection and analysis?  I know – I’ve seen 
your reports and so forth – you’re very careful to evaluate honestly and openly.  In what 
ways do you think that practical theatre making can benefit from that?   

JB: Oh, well...there’s...learning from your mistakes, and there’s...I guess that’s an obvious thing, to 
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always be self-critical.  I guess it’s partly my personality. I’m never satisfied with anything.  I get to 

the end, and I want to know what’s wrong with it not what’s right with it.   

MF: And what form does your theatre company analysis take now? How do you go about it? 

JB: We do a formal evaluation session with our participants if it’s a community based show, and 

with the artists.  Both – one with the participants when they’re together and then one with just the 

artists so we can evaluate, from a participant’s point of view: what did they get out of it, what were 

the problems? So we get a sense of what their experience was and how we could learn from that.  

And I don’t just mean brazenly, kind of, if they tell us something’s wrong we change it. Even though 

they’re community based projects, you do have to push the community participants a bit. 

Sometimes they react to that, so it’s not just a matter of, kind of, kowtowing to the mass... It’s a 

negotiation. So there’s that, and then the evaluation of the artists themselves is to, kind of, get 

down to the real nitty-gritty and beat the shit out where we... Artists don’t want to have to be 

criticising each other in front of community participants, but that’s an opportunity where, you know, 

the writer can tell the director what was problematic in the process and things like that. So we do try 

and encourage them to be frank, so we have a certain formality to them. They’re not just sitting 

around with a drink in someone’s lounge room.  We try and keep.... 

MF: And it’s documented quite formally and so on?... 

JB: yeah... 

MF: So what did you learn from your last directing experience, in that case, about directing? 

JB: Well, as I said...I was assistant director to the last one, and assistant director to the one before 

and a co-director the one before...so one of the strategies is you can also avoid responsibility, 

spread it amongst everyone.   

MF: Delegation is the key? 

JB: Our last show, Speedstreet, was set in a street in Liverpool, a short street, about two hundred 

metres, which is like the low-rent area of Liverpool, three story flats just on the edge of the 

shopping centre, the most despised area of Liverpool.  Liverpool itself is probably one of the most 

despised suburbs in Sydney, so it’s kind of like where people who wash up, can’t afford to go 

anywhere else, go. But also in terms of new arrival migrants who stay there for a year or two and as 

soon as they can afford to, get out, or people coming from the other direction, you know, 

downwardly mobile, junkies and the like, can find cheap accommodation.  So the show was in that, 

and I kind of structured the show, kind of worked out I wanted the audience to move through the 
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street and look at what would happen on the balcony of this building, this vacant lot, and 

everything, but I also wanted to show the participants would be the people who live there, so we 

would be making a show by and about them, in their neighbourhood, and it was a great idea. In 

fact, despite all our attempts, we didn’t actually get much active participation from the people who 

live in the street, We got their passive participation, as audience, and as general well-wishers, for 

the most part, but the actual community group ended up being a more general group from the local 

area and even further afield.  So I guess I learned, if you’re going to do a community project, don’t 

make the pool from which you’re trying to draw twenty people, just a thousand.  We’re doing a 

show now where we’re drawing on a pool of probably a million people and we’re only getting thirty 

participants, so why... And it was probably naive of me to kind of think that they’d necessarily be 

interested, I mean I... The idea came out of my head and was presented to them. It wasn’t like the 

residents of Speed Street were demanding community theatre.  So it made me realise that you 

can’t really do that, there has to be a lot more negotiation to move on that level of micro-

participation and I haven’t put it in place to do that, even though this show has a one year lead up 

and we had to do much more for it.   

MF: Thanks very much. 
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Interview with Don Mamouney: 14 April 1999 

Mike Foster: Thanks for talking to me, Don. Let’s start with a really broad question. In your 
opinion, what would you classify as the essential qualities of a good director? 

Don Mamouney: Well, that depends – at the point of directing the actor, or the performer, or the 

show, once it’s made, given that most of my work has been making work, rather than starting off 

from a text –  so, for me there are two distinct phases in directing. 

The question seems to relate more to the second phase, where you’re trying to bring a coherent 

piece of work to some sort of realisation, and to me, I suppose the essential quality of the director is 

to be able to coordinate and inspire the energy of all the other participants, to achieve at their best 

level. Because theatre is, absolutely, a group act, and without the full group working cohesively, 

you don’t get good work, and it seems to me the director has to try to facilitate that process. 

MF: Yeah. Indeed. Of the qualities, are you able after a lifetime in the business, to identify 
weaknesses that Don Mamouney has as a director? 

DM: Ah.  Yes.  Well you should ask some of the people I have worked with. I think that my 

weaknesses in that area, are to do with...I’m not a very good organiser. I’m not very good at 

planning. I’m a spontaneous director, which I think is also a good point in my work. I work with what 

I’m being given, which makes it hard for people who are much more organised than I am. I think, 

perhaps, I don’t let people know what I’m thinking until I’ve got my thoughts highly developed, and, 

as a consequence, I think people who work with me know two different Don Mamouneys. There is 

the Don Mamouney who is pliant and flexible and ‘everything is okay’; and then there’s this 

dictatorial prick who emerges at a certain point in the process and appears to want to control 

everything. So, I think that’s probably a fault in the way that I’m not always able to…because I work 

so spontaneously – although, I do work... in the beginning I work quite widely, and I’ll talk a lot 

about what it is we’re trying to do.  But the actual point of art, to me, is something that – you don’t 

really know what it is until you’ve got it, and it is about feelings, and I like to keep the door open to 

all kinds of things, as long as possible. And then with the force of deadlines, I close it. It gets closed 

very quickly, and at that point, I often surprise people. 

MF: Robert Benedetti said, in his book, that he thought directing was, ‘planning 
meticulously to make it up as you go along.’ Sounds as if you’d be close to that model. 

DM: I’d be very close to that model. 
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MF: I can certainly relate to that, as well. And, so, you say that ability to work 
spontaneously might be one of your strengths, then, as a director, as well? 

DM: Yeah.  I think – you’re asking me what I think my strengths are?  I think I have a really strong 

kinaesthetic and spatial sense, which has been developed over quite a long time. I believe that I 

have a good understanding of, especially, the acting area, characterisation area, which I haven’t 

been doing all that much of lately, although I’m now going back to. I have very finely tuned antenna 

to what’s bullshit and what’s not bullshit, and, for a long time, I didn’t like being known as the 

person who said, ‘bullshit’, too many times, but I’ve recently been thinking that it’s time to go back 

to that. 

MF: Wow. Interesting. Okay, so, I would venture to say that you have been very influential in 
a lot of areas in Australia in directing.  In terms of your work, where are your influences 
drawn from? 

DM: My influences, as a director, really go back a long way. So they’re mainly things that I read 

about. So, Meyerhold, for example, was an influence. Stanislavski was a big influence. Brecht.  All 

the big names of the early modernist movement of this century were people that inspired me. Then, 

perhaps, later on – and I’ve never been particularly inspired by Artaud, I think, partly, because I 

always wanted my work to have a much stronger politico-cultural edge to what I do.  So, people like 

Meyerhold, people like Stanislavski and Brecht, in that early period. Later on, like anyone else who 

is interested in experimental performance, I was very interested in Grotowski, for a while. I’m a 

great admirer of the way that Peter Brook stages work, and a great admirer of his politics, but I 

certainly admire the aesthetic sense, the sense of theatre, that the man has. 

In terms of local work, you know, there are people I admire that I wouldn’t say have influenced me. 

You know, like, my early teacher was Hayes Gordon, for example, and I admired Hayes’ 

understanding of acting, but I didn’t…I just thought he had a lot to learn as a director. So, I guess, 

that’s really my big influences, and the rest is just, like, some art, like from performance art and 

those kinds of areas, that I’ve picked up ideas from. 

MF: Great.  In a specifically, historical, Australian sense, who would you nominate as a 
couple, or three most significant contributors to the development of theatre? 

DM: Australian theatre? Theatre practice? Well, I mean, to me, perhaps the most significant 

development in Australian theatre came in the seventies with the APG. And I think without the APG 

– and there’s quite a lot of names mentioned there, but there’s people like John Romeril who have 

an enduring name in Australian theatre, and, in fact, if you look at what’s happening at the 
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Playwright’s Conference, John’s still there.  So, to me, John Romeril is a great inspiration and 

national treasure, in that sense. 

MF: Good bloke too. 

DM: And a good man, as well. To me he epitomises a lot of the good things about Australian 

theatre. So, I’d say John. In the early days of the APG there were people like... I think John Hawkes 

played a great role because John – he’s a fine intellectual on the left, and also provided a kind of 

administrative background to what was happening there, plus it wasn’t him on his own, but, the 

inspiration of Circus Oz. And in the early – in my, kind of, era, if you like – those were things that 

happened. 

And then you had what might have been called the community theatre era. And I think that a lot of 

interesting not so much people as organisations and groups of people, when I think of M.R.P.G. 

with Bomber Perrier, and I think of John Paxinos and West Theatre in Melbourne.  People like 

Malcolm Blaylock, in Adelaide, who went on to other things. It’s not as though Malcolm achieved 

any great artistic work, but helped bring about organisational and structural means for other people 

to do work.  People like Errol... 

MF: O’Neill. 

DM: Errol O’Neill from Queensland, you know, with the Popular Theatre Troupe. 

MF: Speaking of Errols, what about Errol Bray at Shopfront?  

DM: Yes, even people like Errol Bray from Shopfront. To me that was the people that were on the 

kind of cutting edge of working in the community... Doppio Teatro in Adelaide, Deckchair in Perth.  

These, to me, have been the backbone of Australian theatre. I mean you can go further than that, 

maybe, but, for me, these are the people or companies that have been very, very important. 

MF: Well, I’m actually focusing from 1975, so... All those influences clearly indicate people 
who are working, shall we say, left of centre. In your opinion, would you...or, to what extent, 
I guess, would you regard your practice as being radical? 

DM: Well, the history of my practice, I think, is radical.  I think the possibilities of politics of change 

in the twenty years that I’ve been...since we started Sidetrack... Sidetrack started with the idea that 

theatre here was not speaking to the Australian society that we lived in, and in our case, it was 

diversely multi-ethnic. It wasn’t necessarily educated in universities. It was...we deliberately wanted 

to perform to what was known then as the working class. We wanted to make a theatre that 

crossed boundaries between children and adults, that brought people together in different 
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cultural circumstances, partly, obviously, to build theatre, but also to use theatre to build 

community. So, that was the early driving ambition of this company, and once you start on that 

road, you have to start inventing theatre that will work in those circumstances. And the theatre is 

not only radical in the sense that it is trying to forge theatrical associations outside of the traditional 

places, but also having to invent the way that it’s doing it. 

MF: So, yeah, radical in terms of the practice, radical in terms of the social features, as well.  
Well, how has that political positioning changed with the evolution of Sidetrack over the last 
few years, in particular? 

DM: Well, we did Adios Cha Cha in 1986 which was when I left here, after Adios Cha Cha. It’s 

probably Sidetrack’s most successful show, in terms of audience, and people remembering enough 

to have people harassing me to do it again. But I felt, at that time, that the work needed to build on 

that, in a slightly different direction; that it was time to do work that was more subtly political, and 

most of the company disagreed with me, and I left – partly because I was buggered, I was really 

tired.  If you know anything about starting off really from nothing, and clawing it in to existence, it’s a 

very tiring thing.   

We were a collective throughout most of that time, and I was a kind of leader within that collective, 

which I now realise was a most difficult situation to be in. So I left, and I tried to set up this huge 

multi-ethnic company, in Canberra, and that lasted eighteen months, and collapsed. 

But then, when I came back here, and that’s a sort of long story in itself, but nevertheless, when I 

came back here, in 1990, I came back at a time when Sidetrack had basically been worn...it was on 

its last legs. And the board, basically, desperately rang me up and offered me the job, and I said, 

‘Yes, but it has to be a contemporary performance group, and we’ll change the name to Sidetrack 

Performance Group.’ And the work that we’ve done, then, has differed. There’s a whole strand of 

work in the first – up until 1994 or 5 – when we were still working with trade unions, and so there 

was a whole lot of underground work that people don’t know very much about, that was very much 

in the old Sidetrack tradition. Although Sidetrack always, I think, always used...were very creative in 

the way they did things. I mean we always looked good in terms of contemporary performance, and 

you could never have said, you know, ‘Sidetrack Theatre doesn’t do contemporary work.’ But the 

other side of that work was that we started to explore the politics of theatre, under the influence, 

mainly, for me, from reading some postmodernist stuff, poststructuralist work, and, particularly the 

work of Foucault. And exploring the politics of theatre itself, and looking at the power, looking at the 

theatre structure, in a way that those discourses constructed who we are, the way that we’re 

constructed subjects.   
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So I spent, you know, we spent quite a while doing that, and that, also, is a very radical practice, 

although, it seemed to be very much about, you know, politics of race, politics of sex, and there are 

works, like Heaven, for example, a comic work, that asked the question, ‘Has capitalism in any way 

achieved the Christian project?’ So, you know, the work continued to be radical, but it didn’t have its 

fist in the air. 

MF: So, how do you reconcile the general assumption that a postmodern theoretical 
perspective is almost in essence an apolitical, one? How do you reconcile that with the 
fundamentally political agenda that you want to follow? 

DM: Well, I don’t hold that postmodern...I mean, the postmodern is probably apolitical, but I think in 

postmodernism is a political… and, in fact, I think, mostly, that people don’t use the ‘P’ word much 

anymore, but three or four years ago, they were. 

But, you see, you’ve got to remember that all these perspectives grew out of Marxism. I mean, 

we’re talking about...  It’s not ‘post-something-or-other’, it’s ‘post-modernism’. It’s actually a critique 

of the modernist notion that we can change, absolutely, from a perspective of a centred self that 

can look at a problem, and therefore pull it apart and change it. Now, the big difference between, I 

think, a modernist political approach and a post-modern is that it recognises the structural – the 

structures – and it recognises the language, that you cannot be outside of this, that you’re actually 

involved in this. So, therefore, for example, a male making a show about women, and, not only the 

show, but you, yourself are implicated, and it’s simply becoming aware of those things. You know, 

there was a lot of bullshit came out in the name of all these things, and a lot of the work that we’d 

done appeared to be trying to elucidate a theory rather than talk about something like that. But I 

think it was, eventually, a rich period of learning for me. It deepened my understanding of the 

politics. Some people say that I made the company less than left, or whatever, but that reflects a lot 

of my belief that politics is not as simple as that. I don’t think it’s a simple thing.  For me politics, 

when I was much younger, were pretty black and white.  Not so easy now. 

MF: Do you think that at the heart of a lot of the work is still, you know, even though they 
criticise it for being somewhat tired and outmoded, that those Marxist ideologies or Marxist 
thoughts are still buried in the heart there somewhere? 

DM: Absolutely. Certainly. I’ve never called myself a Marxist, anyway, because I was too much of 

an anarchist to be a Marxist, but, you know, the position of labour, the dominance of capital, all of 

those things, very much. We did a show, only three years ago, on the airport book Plain Truth  

which looked at the way that, in a sense, international capital in the guise of Qantas and Ansett and 

all of those controlled the government, and the relation of that to the people who lived under the 
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flight path. So that’s all still very political. I’m about to do one called Flight Path Days, which is 

going to look at the tensions, or even non-relationship, between capital and the needs of the 

human. So, you know, I don’t see that... I just feel the complexity of things has changed. We did a 

piece on Timor, called Remembrance Day, last year. Now, that’s not all that complex. We can deal 

with those things. But when you start to deal with Australia’s relationship, it becomes much more 

complex. 

MF: Yeah, we could talk about the political decisions, or politically based decisions, that are 
currently happening in the Balkans, or whatever, that are relating to highly complex 
domestic politics. 

DM: Well, highly complex domestic politics...highly complex histories, psychologies, and, not to 

mention the history of war and dominance in other kinds of ways. So, see, that runs through 

everything. We had a reading of another play about the airport here on Sunday, and he was 

basically bashing the Labor Party the whole way through because the Labor Party are implicated in 

the building of the third runway, and ‘the lot of them are bastards’. And I came out of there thinking, 

you know, well, okay, you guys find it convenient to bash the Labor Party, where, in actual fact, 

everybody is implicated in this, and that it’s not a simple thing. It’s not as simple as saying you can 

hold the Labor Party accountable for this. 

MF: Well, let’s not talk about politics, we’ll be here for two or three hours. If we can just shift, 
briefly, on to techniques, I suppose, strategies. As someone who has worked all the time in, 
as you say, a group situation, can you identify some recurring strategies and techniques 
that you find very good, or beneficial in facilitating creative process? 

DM: You mean in the making of a work? 

MF: Yes. 

DM: So like when you start to make a work.   

MF: Yeah. 

DM: One of the most important things in making a work is to set the parameters. If you don’t set the 

parameters, and you’re too wishy-washy on the parameters, everyone gets lost. So, one of the 

most important things is to be absolutely clear what it is you’re trying to do. So, you have a 

statement about that. Then I think you have to...  The other thing you have to do is to, or, for me, is 

that you bring a process of, on one hand, valuing the actor, the performer’s intellect and 

intelligence, to give them opportunities to explore – and my thing, the way that I work is to give 
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people projects. I construct projects, which, to a certain extent, they’re open ended. And, 

providing I can get people to agree on it, not to be precious about those projects… So, I often say 

to people, out of a hundred ideas, three of them might be good. So, the strategic thing that’s most 

useful for me is the setting up of clear projects around the themes of the work that you’re doing, 

and the way that I do that is to say to people, ‘Go and make me a piece about this. Bring it back, 

and make it as theatrical as possible.’ And I record it in some way – either use video, or use audio 

tape, or whatever. Then, I keep doing that until the piece emerges. 

MF: Great.  So, now, what happens in your situation, your experience, if... Well, first of all, I 
suppose, is there an inherent tension between individual artistic vision and perhaps group 
goals that surfaces at any point? 

DM: Yeah, I think there is a tension – one that I’ve walked into from time to time. Although, you 

know, generally, when you’re making work with a group of people, they’ll generally, as a 

generalisation, particularly people that come out of contemporary performance and community 

areas, and, in particular, I must say, the people I’ve worked with who came from more what I call 

contemporary performance community in Sydney, were excellent in this way, in that they really give 

over to the whole notion of what the piece is trying to do. In more traditional making structures, 

especially with plays, but all people that come from an acting background where they are used to 

thinking that it is the character’s deep personality that the piece is about, that’s when you get into 

problems, and those tensions arise. 

MF: John Bayliss, yesterday, said that often people who perhaps have got a mainstream 
background, come and try and work this way, that’s one of the essential things that he finds 
a problem – that they want to focus on self, on character, and it just doesn’t fit. 

DM: Not only on the fucking character, on themselves. I call it the Hollywood complex’. ‘It’s about 

me.’ 

MF: All right, that’s great. So, you think if you take time with the parameters and 
establishing the group cohesion, that those tensions dissolve, or are helped to be resolved. 

DM: Yeah. I think so. I mean, it depends on the group. The group dynamic changes from show to 

show, but I do think that if you’ve got...that if you can find ways of the piece valuing those who are 

in it...  And also, I like to...you know, one of the things that I think I was pretty good at, you know, in 

the early days of Sidetrack, was ‘radicalising’ the people who came along. 

MF: That leads on perfectly to the point about, I guess, the personality of the director stroke 
leader. How does that impact on the management of the various status arrangements within 
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a group? 

DM: I think it impacts almost absolutely. I mean obviously there are different styles of people who 

direct, or who lead, or who facilitate, or whatever other word you might like to use, but, you know, I 

think that the leader’s/director’s way of doing things has got a lot to do with the success and failure 

of pieces. 

MF: So, in terms of that their educative function is important – the way that they can 
facilitate a group goal, group learning? 

DM: I think you need to have a combination of mentor, teacher, supporter, mother, father. It’s not at 

all the situation of dictatorship, the way that people think. It is really, to me...  I don’t mind the term 

leadership, at all. I think that a notion of leadership is...I think people who shy away from that term 

talk about, you know, absolute collaboration, and all that, I think they lose a lot because you can’t 

be an island of purity in a sea of shit. People are brought up in hierarchical structures, and a theatre 

company is, whether you like it or not. You’ve got different experiential levels, your work is 

conditioned by deadlines and conditioned by money, and all kinds of things that not everyone has a 

grasp of, and someone has to take responsibility, you need to be able to kick someone at the end 

of it. 

MF: So, the notion of –‘directorless’ theatre.  What would your response be to something 
like that, where your group is everything? 

DM: ‘Directorless’ theatre? Well, you’ll never have a directorless theatre.  There’ll always be a 

member that … the task may be shared.   

MF: ...I talked to John, yesterday… Sydney Front, that he was a member of for a while, did 
some very successful shows without a nominated director, but there were two very good 
directors in the company, who happened to forge quite a good relationship. So, it wasn’t a 
role, as much as a function. 

DM: It was a function. 

MF: Well, we’d agree, I think, everybody would probably agree, that the differences between 
directorial models – mainstream/non-mainstream – is quite clear. In non-mainstream, 
though, in your experience, would you say that the Australian model varies in any way from 
those overseas models? Is there anything peculiarly Australian? 

DM: I don’t know a lot about overseas models. I work with a lot of people. Because my aim is 

always to have companies made up of people from different cultural backgrounds, I get to talk 
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to a lot of people from overseas. And in terms of devising work, I think that we do it pretty well the 

same as everybody else, because you struggle to make your work around the contingencies that 

are involved with each piece, so they change from time to time. So, within that sort of 

making/devising situation, I don’t think we’ve come up with anything particularly Australian. 

MF: Do you think in that – harking back, for a second, to influence – I’ve got this intriguing 
notion I’m playing with, that there may have been a moment or series of moments which 
shaped, fundamentally, the practice in Australia.  Would you be able to pinpoint those 
moments? 

DM: Well, I can certainly pinpoint a few moments that shaped the practice in different ways. You 

know, one moment is the moment of the APG – the early APG. And of course, there were all kinds 

of politics within that, and you need to talk to them to tease those out, because, you know, you get 

kind of, what I’d call a liberal humanist view, right through to that Maoist faction within the APG. But 

what was important about that was that you had groups of artists coming together to speak their 

language, and it was a very fertile time, generally. You know, you had the rise of feminism, and you 

had growing ideas of the multicultural, but it was there behind it, somewhere.  There was certainly 

the kind of cappuccino culture had taken over from...   

I think that what was important about that time was that it became – it was a time of Vietnam – to 

think, for the first time, perhaps, in broader circles. I’m not saying it never happened in Australian 

history, but the notion for youth to be involved politically...and I think that was a forging moment in 

Australian history. I think up until that time, politics was not something that youth were involved in, 

and I think that that’s what happened at that time, and that was a general thing. And APG, I think, 

was a part of that. 

The moment within that, is the – I’m not sure where it came from and, obviously, it’s a growing 

thing, since Federation, but, the need to be able to speak with an Australian voice, which largely, I 

think...I don’t think it was forged in that time, I think it was actually forged by our fathers in the fifties, 

after the war. I think it was the Second World War, more than anything...or, the influence of the 

Second World War, that changed forever, I think, that little period of the century – changed 

ourselves, and therefore our theatre. Now, there was a bit of a lag between the fifties and the 

seventies, but those people of the seventies were born in the fifties, or the late forties, like myself.  

So that’s a period. Now, in terms of...as I say, there was a kind of radical, larrikin, pleasurable voice 

that came out of that – not necessarily ‘Ocker’ either, which I hate.  

Then, the other period for me, the next period, for me, was community theatre, which was in the 

early eighties, really. There were two...there were three in particular, theatre conferences. I don’t 
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know whether...were you around then?  Your face looks familiar. 

MF: Yeah.  Sure.  Eighty-three...yeah, I think it was eighty-three. It was the year before we 
were funded, we did a show over here. 

DM: Well, this was the third one, which I didn’t think actually went as well as the first two – the one 

in Adelaide, and the one in Geelong. They were great moments. They were inspired moments. 

And, in fact, they were so inspired, I think, that they have determined the way funding has gone 

ever since. Because what happened was that we threatened the big companies. Because at that 

stage, you had a Labor Party policy that was around what we used to call ‘access and equity’, 

which has now changed, they’re no longer into access and equity – they’re into access – for certain 

people. So that, for me, was a fantastic moment, and a moment that spawned a whole lot of work. 

Perhaps a lot of the work, the problem with it is that community theatre was seen as a genre. I think 

that was wrong. Utterly wrong. And, if I could go back in time – in fact I was arguing it then, but not 

very coherently. And also, I became a member of C.A.P.A after that, and, you know, one of the 

people that the big companies blamed for killing C.A.P.A. were basically...  I was just asking...  

Small theatre voices were equal to big theatre voices, and they took their money, and they took 

their bat and ball and destroyed the organisation, and set up their own…mob. 

MF: Why do you think that community theatre has become, not necessarily a dirty word, but 
certainly an unfavoured term?  It’s starting to re-emerge now, I believe. 

DM: I think it is actually, in fact I ran this thing called Contemporary Performance Week here for a 

few years, and in 1992, no, 1991, I did a piece called... I showed a video of Whispers In The Heart, 

a piece I did about anthropology and Aborigines. And John Bayliss showed a video of one of the 

Sydney Front shows, and we talked. And I don’t remember exactly what it was I was arguing – 

probably bullshit about... Nevertheless, apart from being a social commitment around there...  And 

he turned to me and said, ‘Oh yeah, your background is community theatre,’ and it was like the shit 

was dribbling from his lips, and then, bugger me, about two years ago, he rings up and he says, 

‘Hey Don’, he said, ‘I wanna work for D.D.T. [Death Defying Theatre which later became Urban 

Theatre Projects], will you be my referee?’ And I said, ‘If you want to work in community theatre, I 

would be delighted to be your referee.’ He’s a fantastic thinker and a very good committed man  

MF: Yeah.  I talked to him yesterday. 

DM: Lovely man. They’re my moments. And if you want another moment then there’s the moment 

of contemporary performance in Sydney, which I think, to a certain extent, has died. Although, like 

community theatre... I mean, I’ve always tried to form various crossovers, because I don’t actually 
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like people coming along and saying, ‘You do community theatre’, or ‘You only do this’ or ‘You 

only do that’, because the way that that happens, I’m actually on my way to somewhere else.  But, 

for me, my whole inspiration comes out of being right where I am now, in Marrickville. The thing that 

I hold to.  It’s why I don’t run away from the fact that I still, I believe, actually, that the moment of 

community theatre, or the moment of working with community is arriving again. 

MF: Yeah. I have that feeling. So you’ve never worked, for any extended period in the 
mainstream. You’re quite renowned, if you’ll forgive me, for railing against the mainstream. 
Have you maintained that rage?  Have you ever been tempted to go across? 

DM: Pretty much. I don’t throw bricks at them anymore, but I was, a couple of times, in the eighties, 

offered jobs which I refused. I don’t know what I feel about that now.   

See, my problem with...  When you talk about the mainstream in Australia, it’s not...  I think that all 

kinds of theatre are valuable. You know, I’ve had a continuing love affair with theatre, I love theatre. 

I think the possibilities of theatre, and the social, cultural, political aspects, the possibilities of 

theatre, and I have pretty romantic views about it, which are sustaining. What I think is: this is a 

very small population we have here, and the idea that we have these seven bloody state theatre 

companies and, for that matter, a whole lot of other quasi-state theatre companies that are funded 

under the major organisations, to me, is an appalling piece of elitism that denies what could be a 

rich theatrical culture. Now that’s what I’m against... I’m not against the individual practitioners 

‘cause they’ve got to have a job and they’ve got to go and work, but I just wish they would give a 

moment’s thought to what makes a culture strong. What makes a culture strong is practice. Not 

epitomes, not peak bodies. It’s what happens in the community: that’s what makes a culture strong.  

And I understand why we haven’t learnt that. 

You know, like a lot of things in Australia, we want to emulate other countries. So, you know, 

Germany’s got a National Opera, we better have one, and, you know, Great Britain has a National 

Theatre, we better have one, but we better have one in seven states. 

MF: Dave Watt, among others, has said for years that that maintenance of that order is 
intentional practice on the part of the ruling elite to maintain their status quo. 

DM: Dave Watt is absolutely fucking right. I mean that, well, we saw it...what happened with 

C.A.P.A. and that’s why I said, community theatre threatened them, and that’s part of why 

community theatre has a bad name, because there was an ideological battle went on, which we 

lost. And I think we lost it on a whole lot of levels, because I don’t think theatre stands alone. What 

you see in theatre you see in everything. Theatre is not an isolated island within the national 
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culture. You see it in almost every other field. Since the early eighties, you’ve seen a gradual 

filtering back towards a kind of centralism of all culture. 

MF: Moving towards the end now. Talking about company structure. How does the structure 
of Sidetrack impact upon your practice? 

DM: Well, a lot. ‘Cause at the moment we’re in bad times. I’m the only actually full-time employee at 

the moment, and we’ve had quite a rough time, which I think is partly to do with our age. Up to 

about three years ago, I kept up an ensemble and that was becoming – to be quite honest with you 

– life was becoming more and more difficult because there was only four, and I want to... 

See, I’m in many ways, two sides of my work. Theatre’s one aspect of it that’s about the politics of 

it, and the culture of it. The other aspect is the way you do it. And I’m a skills person, I believe in 

skills, and I believe in training, and I believe in sweat. And it was very hard to keep that edge, that 

kind of commitment there, and I started to feel that I was simply a conduit that provided 

employment for these people. So we lost quite a lot. First of all, the state took forty grand off us 

which I gradually clawed back, then the Australia Council took a hundred thousand off us – at the 

time, put together, it looked as if Sidetrack had more money than other people. And that just 

destabilised us, and they just undermined the operation.   

So, I dropped down a gear, and at that stage, I said to these people, ‘I can no longer think of 

projects that have new forms, because you’re not coming to me with projects’. It’s all they’d have 

needed – to come up with a project. ‘I want to have the freedom to have a couple of you, or you 

plus a few more.’ That didn’t go down too well. But since then, I’ve been basically working project to 

project, and at the moment, I’m fairly happy to work project to project, because it means that I’m 

working with a lot of different people. I’m trying to forge a group of people that I can call on for 

different projects. And, so, the structure of the company influences very much what I do.   

And at the moment, I’m trying to very, very much, I’m now going into an audience building stage, so 

I’m not making – I’m doing some installation work, but it’s mainly – I’m going back to making theatre 

theatre. In fact, my big project for next year is a play, written by a Greek man who lived in Newtown 

in the mid-sixties. It was originally written in Greek, and he’s translated it into English and I’m going 

to do an absolute period, almost Chekovian piece. 

MF: Oh, how fascinating. 

DM: And I’m looking for plays.  And I’m going to do plays for a while. 

MF: You mentioned shifts in, you indicated that there’s shifts in cultural policy also from 
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funding bodies and so on that shift to project style funding, and the introduction of 
triennial and so forth.  How has that, specifically, influenced your work? 

DM: You’re always influenced by the money. And Sidetrack hasn’t got a triennial yet. We’ve had 

two goes at it, and knocked back twice. I don’t know what happens after this year. Apparently we 

get, if they follow through with what they said they were going to do, when they first introduced this, 

if we didn’t get one after three tries, we become an absolute project company. So, it’s very much 

conditioning my thinking. 

MF: Yeah, it would.   

DM: The other thing is that I don’t… I also think that that’s not necessarily negative for me. 

MF: Well, of course, there is a tendency for companies to be paring back and going, for want 
of a better word, ‘independent’, and one that springs to mind instantly, is Zeal, of course, 
who have made the conscious decision not to seek funding;  and it seems to be working for 
them, especially since they’ve relocated to Melbourne.  And, I guess I hear other people 
talking about the same thing, because of establishing, seeking audiences, getting a market, 
you know, going for it with trim and taut staff, you know, moving away from the idea of the 
ensemble. 

DM: See, I would like to have an ensemble. In fact I’m going to set up a training group and I’m 

hoping, then, to eventually have a group of people who are not necessarily...  I can’t see... 

When we did Adios Cha Cha I had ten full-time actors. That’s incredible. I can’t understand how we 

did it. Well partly I do, we had a lot of school shows and worked our guts out basically. But I miss 

the coherence of a company training style, and one of the difficulties, where working with just 

actors, is that actors are talking heads, you know, they’re really... I like physical performances, and 

even though my background training is in Stanislavski and, later on, my own adaptation of Brecht 

and Meyerhold’s techniques, I like that physical connected with the intense action and tension that 

you get out of following it, than more psychological aspects of Stanislavski. So, I find it hard to get 

that from people who are just employed for each show. 

MF: Yeah. I understand.  All right, let’s finish off with something that I think is very 
important. Clearly, you’re a deep thinker. Now most of the people I’m talking to are exactly 
the same. In your opinion, how does the practical theatre making process benefit from that 
rigorous reflection and analysis you’ve done. 

DM: Well, I don’t think you can imagine the process without continually reflecting on it. It seems to 
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me that we’re still here because I’m always going, ‘How is our practice relating to our work? How 

can I adapt the theatre to play a role in this world?  How can I make it useful for the world?’ And to 

do that you have to read, you have to reflect. I think the two are...you know, it’s a constant parity. 

MF: Do you have a formal evaluative structure? 

DM: Not really.  We do occasionally do evaluations where I might get people to actually fill in forms 

and so on (which I think are largely useless) but the main evaluations we do, like, for example, a 

show called The Wound, which I didn’t direct, and in many senses was a bit of a flop, although we 

took twenty five thousand dollars, and we got a big young Greek audience to it. I was really pleased 

with it. We’ve had one evaluation where we’ve sat down with the Enmore Theatre management, 

ourselves, and the director. Where next week, we’re inviting two or three selected audience 

members with strong views, some of the writers who worked, like myself, some of the publicity 

people, and we’re bringing quite a lot of people to bear on that in the hope that we will then look at 

a new way of structuring it, to take it to its next stage. 

So, I always talk to people, myself. I go and listen. I don’t listen to everybody, you know. But I try 

and get people to be honest with me. You know, Michael, most of the time I know. If I’m really 

honest, I know. I know whether it’s good. 

MF: Of course. What then, just to finish, what did Don Mamouney learn from the last project 
he directed? 

DM: Not to work with ----------- [Writer’s name withheld at interviewee’s request].   

Well, the last project I directed was Remembrance Day, and it was the first play I’d done with a 

writer for a long time, and I’ve had a lot of difficulties working with writers, and I had a very 

successful stint with my old collaborator, Graham Pitts who started Sidetrack. You should talk to 

him. 

What did I learn there?  I learnt that in working with writers...  I think I learnt that it’s impossible to 

expect a writer to work (or someone who sees themselves as a playwright) to work as a devisor.  I 

got my fingers burnt very...  The idea was that Graham [Pitts] would come and devise this piece 

with us, because that’s been my life, you know, devising work, you know. And I have been unhappy 

with the writing aspect of the work. In fact, you know, the best piece of writing we did was, well, I 

thought, I wrote it myself, but, I really want to work with writers. I’ve wanted to for a while, but when 

I look back I’ve worked with that many. I worked with Patrick Cranney, with Graham, and then, 

finally, with that Tasmanian, Cortese [Raimondo] and that sort of put an end to what appeared to be 

that way of writing. I’d invited Graham to do this work and we started to work and I could just see 
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that we were going to run into the same problem.  

I said, ‘Look, Graham, contrary to what I said, why don’t you just write. You know what you want to 

write, but overwrite it and then let me work on it.’  And he said, ‘Okay, I’ll write it’, and he wrote it, 

and it was about an hour and a half and I chopped it back to about fifty minutes, fifty five probably.  

And it was a very successful project, which I managed to get a lot of things I wanted, and he was 

happy and I was very happy, but I had a...still being friends at the end of it. 

MF: Yeah.  That’s difficult.  All right, well, that’s been fantastic, Don.  Why don’t I just finish it 
there. 
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Interview with Deb Batton and Gavin Robbins – Legs On The Wall: 15 April 1999 

Mike Foster: Okay, can we start? Just from both of you, maybe, a quick resumé of where 
Legs fit, in terms of the non-mainstream, alternative, whatever term you’d like to use, scene. 

Deb Batton: Okay, well, we kind of fit in an area of circus and physical theatre, or, at least, that 

seems to be where we get placed. We also get placed into a dance area, and we, first and 

foremost, see ourselves as theatre practitioners, as theatre people, and we use physical discipline 

as a main part of our training and way of being ready to make theatre. And so that’s kind of where 

we see ourselves, really. In fact, we’re trying to, more and more, hone in on what is physical 

theatre, and push that as a genre, in its own right, and one that isn’t necessarily attached to circus, 

or to dance, or even to theatre, in a way, but it is a place of its own.   

But that’s not trying to disregard the history of acknowledging that we come, a lot of the… Legs On 

The Wall particularly has come from a circus background. It took, kind of, circus and cabaret, and 

made new circus, and then began to make physical theatre. And people within the company are 

attracted here from backgrounds of dance, and acting, and sport, and, you know, and so those 

people feed into the company. 

MF: Sure. 

Gavin Robbins: Yeah, I suppose, too, that when I’ve done some of these interviews with…for my 

research and…talking to Thor (he’s one of the founding members) and he was a street performer.  

And I suppose a lot of his stuff came from his magic tricks that he learnt from his grandfather, and, 

for him, the attraction with Brian, who is the other founding member of the company (they won the 

1985, or, ’83 busking championships, you know), and so they loved the kind of sense of that this 

type of theatre was real and that it was actually engaged with the audience on a real level, and 

there wasn’t that fourth wall. There was this sense of ‘We’re creating theatre that actually impacts 

on people.’ And I suppose, in a way, it’s come from a ‘fringe-y’, street performance, ‘circus-y’, you 

know, background, but at the same time there’s always been that search to, and especially through 

the physical skills (and the balance acrobatics comes in) contact the people and make it very real. 

So, Legs has always sought to further that vision, by finding appropriate directors to do that. And so 

in that way, it’s been, I think, liberated by the sense that it hasn’t been restricted to one person’s 

view, but more of a collective vision. 

MF: Terrific. That’s answered my next question, which was ‘Why physical?’ I think quite 
succinctly, and also foregrounds my next, or, another question which I’m going to ask. I’m 
particularly interested in group process, and it interests me to find out how this group 
process varies from company to company.  So, would you like to outline, if you can, the key 
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features of your group process.  How does your creative process work? 

DB: Well, it’s funny because I was almost going to bring this up into the last question, which was 

the other feature about Legs, is that it’s very performer driven, that the company is not run by an 

artistic director, it’s run by the performers, but the performers have, very recently, handed over a lot 

of the management, much more clearly to the manager. And I’d sort of say, well, you know, we 

want an expert to manage the company and we want to manage the process on the floor of 

creating work. And that has happened quite smoothly, and has been a really important step for the 

company to take.   

So, on the floor, our process very much comes from the performers and where they’re at, and 

who’s in the company at the time, and how they’re pushing things. So, we’re at the moment, 

embarking on a new creative process to make a new show, and we’re touching on some comedy.  

We’ve recently had up Frank from Lano and Woodly to do some comedy with us. And it’s partly 

about giving us all a good shake from what we know, to see ourselves, and what we do in a 

different way.  And I think that’s a major feature of our work. 

The constant is our balance acrobatics, but then when we’re making the work, we employ new 

directors and new people who will see the work differently, and also make us see our own work 

differently. 

MF: Sure. A colleague of mine says that his starting point for making theatre is from the 
resources which he has in front of him. So, in other words, if he has a performer with XYZ 
skills, then they are brought forward and found focus.  Would you use that philosophy? 

GR: Yes. 

DB: Yeah, definitely, because, when directors come in, his expertise is not the work that we do – 

balance acrobatics. They actually see it through fresh eyes, and see in it things that we’re not 

seeing because we’re caught up in it every day. It’s what we do. And, so, what happens is, when 

we bring in a director, which is… We do employ the director, which is another feature of Legs, I 

think. Where usually a director has a vision and they employ a cast, we, as a cast, have a vision 

and employ a director. And that’s quite a unique feature to Legs On The Wall. I think it used to be a 

bit more common, and it’s now very rare. And as much as we, at the same time, are trying to 

nurture directors from within the company – I’m possibly directing the next show – that’s part of 

what the company wants to do long term is to nurture a directorial element in the company. 

MF: Is it too simplistic to say that you are following a group direction mode? 
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DB: Yeah. I think it is, because there is a certain point where we hand over the direction. You 

know, we don’t try to create the shows from within, as the performers. We do argue and talk a lot 

about who we’d like to work with and…  But once they’ve come on to the floor there is a process of 

us letting go and allowing them to create the work, and we become their tool. 

MF: Great. 

GR: But it’s a difficult one because we have this philosophy of, yeah, like, the artistic control lies 

within the performers, and so that’s a liberating aspect in many ways. And so you get this kind of 

thing of all these ideas. And as a performer, it’s great because you get to have an influence, and 

you do see your ideas up on stage in a finished product, which is really satisfying.  

But then I know in the last situation, which was (and maybe it was just particular to that one) with 

Kate, and she had done a lot of theatre directing, so, and, we’re a difficult group to direct because 

we always have such strong ideas. We go, ‘Oh, what about this, what about this?’ And sometimes 

that’s great because there’s so much offering on stage, on the floor there’s, you know, there’s all 

these ideas but then, I think sometimes it is difficult for us to let go, and we’ll go, ‘Okay, it’s your 

vision,’ and then they almost have to go, ‘Look, shut up,’ taking that… And, you know, so there’s 

that real kind of precarious balance point, which I’m aware of.  

MF: Sure. 

DB: Yeah. 

MF: You people are brilliant because what you are doing is anticipating my questions as we go 

along.  I was going to say, are there structures or do you have some sort of procedure where 

differences and logjams are resolved? And, they must occur, I guess. When you’ve got a bunch of 

totally creative people in one space, you’re going to have times when there are differences or 

disagreements. Is that the way? That you say, ‘Well, at a certain point that we must pass over to 

our chosen director to make decisions and…’ 

DB: One of the things…even that becomes very unique to each process and to each director. You 

know, I think some directors come in and stamp out the group’s feeding in to the process very 

quickly. And you might go, sort of, ‘Okay, all right, I have to shut up and just do,’ or whatever. And 

other directors are much more wanting from the group. So it depends a lot on how a director might 

work.  

I think we’re getting better, now, at, as we approach a new director, putting into place a few more 

things, that make it more clear – our expectations, and that we are prepared to hand over the 
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direction but we do expect, in the early days, to be very much part of creating the way we are 

going to work. And that we’re now doing more a process of: we bring someone in to work with them 

for a few days to just play (and with the expectation that this doesn’t mean we’re going anywhere 

with this). And I think we’re doing this more now, because we don’t want to be in a situation of 

being just stuck working with someone where we don’t think, a) the process is no good and, b) 

what’s being created is any good. I think we’re quite…we’re prepared to be in a difficult process if 

we feel that we’re making some great work. 

MF: I understand, yeah. 

DB: Yeah.  But we’re not prepared to be in a difficult process that’s going nowhere. And, I guess 

the hard thing is that from within, sometimes it’s difficult to know that. But I think our reputation is for 

hanging in longer than we should, rather than cutting out earlier than we should, sort of thing. 

MF: So, over all, do you perceive any weaknesses in that process that you follow? What 
would be the weaknesses, say, of that? 

GR: Yeah. Well, the big weakness of, kind of, self-devising is that you’ve got to create a script that 

works, whether it’s a physical script or a…you know, whatever the language is you choose. What 

we’re doing is this daunting task of trying to create something from the individual that has a kind of 

theatrical eloquence and dramaturgical, you know, sophistication, as well as new physical and 

language, and I think that that’s a really…that’s a disadvantage. I mean, we’ve, for a long time, 

been saying, ‘Oh, it’d be great to just work with an existing text and maybe appropriate some of the 

spoken text to physical text and keep some of the language; but actually work with a dramatic 

structure that’s there, that’s already, kind of brilliant.’ And in a way I think that’s one thing that… 

And with this process of saying, ‘Well, we’ll be open and we’ll work with a handful of people,’ you 

tend to get that thing of, well, the deadline isn’t there to make a work, you know, so you can kind of 

keep playing. There’s a certain safety in that. So you’re not being pushed to come up with 

absolute…you know…a product, really.   

And unfortunately we’re in a position where we have to produce. You know, our funding relies on 

that we have good products that are going to be tourable successful works. And thank God we’ve 

had them come every, kind of, three or four years, you know in the last few years, and that’s what 

keeps it going.  

Definitely, I think, there’s a flipside to this kind of collaborative work where there often is a 

mishmash of visions, there’s a grab of inspiration here and there, but there sometimes isn’t that 

through-line, nor is there that dramatic structure a text offers.  
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MF: In the early days of group-devising, the traditional critics always attacked that 
indefinable structure that often group devised work had. Yeah? 

DB: Yeah. I think it’s also that sometimes you have many ideas but almost everyone feels that their 

ideas get watered down or taken somewhere, so that when you just throw your ideas into a pool 

you lose them. And I think that can be frustrating as a…to be in there, working that way sometimes. 

Like, and you think, you’ve got an image of your idea being something and it goes somewhere else. 

And in a way, we have to be prepared to do that as the co-devisors. You have to be prepared to 

throw it in there and let it go. I find that another kind of area of…well, can be weakness. It can also 

be a great strength, you know, because it’s that thing of not being too precious with your ideas. I 

think that’s partly why Legs doesn’t make work that’s up its own arse, you know, that a lot of other 

groups that touch on the ‘arty’ physical get accused of. Yeah. 

MF: So, you mentioned earlier that you come from a variety of backgrounds and that 
changes from time to time. If you were to identify the major influences on your work, what 
would you say they would be? 

DB: Yeah. Historically, the work came…very clearly, the company refers to Circus Oz. More 

recently, I’d say we’re influenced by companies such as Meryl Tankard. I’ve got a love of dance. 

But I also feel there’s an influence for me from Australian culture, and sport, and that’s partly where 

I’m really attracted to physical theatre because I have such a strong identity with that culture, and I 

feel that this is a place for me to put it into an artistic forum. 

GR: Yeah, it’s a similar thing with sport as an influence, because I used to be a sportsperson, as 

well, and it has always been a kind of inter-married… the immediacy of the physical art form and 

that feeling that everyone gets at the M.C.G.  

DB: The screamer. 

GR: The screamer. And that kind of cathartic experience, and that kind of kinaesthetic response 

that an audience gets when they go and see a beautiful ballet, or the circus with a big trick, and it’s 

like Circus Oz’s kind of work, or, you know, being able to shock the audience into another level of 

recognition. 

MF: Indeed. 

GR: There’s something that I feel really inspired by. And yet DV8 that kind of…I enjoy the raw, the 

rough-and-tumble of that physical work but… and the daring side of it… but I enjoy that there can 

be a very powerful character that, you know…and I’d like to quote Nigel in this – his kind of 
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interesting thing of, if you were to play in a Stanislavskian sense. If I was to hurl an insult at you, 

and you, in a Stanislavskian choice to be played, decided to be pushed backwards, that’s you’re 

action. But, he says, if I were to throw, hurl an actor at you and they were to hit you in the fucking 

chest, you don’t have to play hurled backwards, because you are hurled backwards, you know?  

There’s no pulling the wool over anyone’s eyes. And so, when I first saw that… And so, when I was 

at N.I.D.A., I was doing all these Chekhovs and Shakespeares, you know, and there was all this, 

kind of wonderful, you know, through-lines character-objectives and things. And then when I saw 

Newson’s DV8, I thought ‘wow’, you know, I did get that sense of sport, I did get that sense of risk, 

you know, but I get that sense of wonderful story-telling that accompanied it.  And so, in a way, it’s 

a very eclectic form, and it’s a very ancient one, and it doesn’t rely on, kind of, monstrous texts or 

visuals or…you know, it’s actually the body working. 

MF: Indeed, it goes straight to the emotional level of the people working who are spectators 
and avoids the intellectual, which can happen later maybe. 

GR: Definitely. 

MF: Yeah, I couldn’t agree more. Okay, this is specific, I suppose, and difficult, off the top of 
your heads, but, in an Australian sense, if you had to nominate a couple, or three, 
individuals or groups that have influenced your work, who would they be? 

DB: Well, I think there would be different people within the group.  They certainly wouldn’t be the 

same. Yeah.  For me Nanna Hassle was a really important person. She’s a choreographer who 

started a company called Dance Works in Melbourne and they were round in kind of my formative 

arts training I suppose, which was when I sort of, began studying dance, and that was my first arts 

training. And I just loved her sense of choreography and the sensibility in her choreography. It 

wasn’t very theatrical, it was quite pure, but it was also very easy to read, I felt. So, she’s been 

someone who I’ve always been attracted to what she’s doing. 

In another way, Circus Oz have been a big influence for me because I was part of Circus Oz for a 

while, and I felt that I learnt a lot of physical performing within that company and within its style; that 

I became aware of just what kind of physical action caused what response, because I did such a lot 

of performing for big audiences there. So, as much as their aesthetic doesn’t particularly influence 

me, that time with them really has influenced me, and has influenced the way I perform quite 

strongly, and has influenced my skills and my understanding of technology (like rigging and aerial 

technologies and those sorts of things) and that very much influences what to do on the floor. 

MF: Sure. 
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DB: The third one, I’ll need a bit longer. 

MF: Okay, we’ll get back to that one.  Gavin, how about you? 

GR: Oh, definitely Keith Bain has influenced me a lot. He taught me at N.I.D.A. and he’s obviously 

got such a great historical perspective on a lot of movement work in Australia, too. And he did a lot 

of early stuff with film in Australia, and movement for film, and Strictly Ballroom was based on him. 

And, I suppose, I’ve been really…had a bit of a double-edged thing, because I started as a teacher. 

Although I trained as an actor, I wanted to teach for a while, and going to N.I.D.A. from a teaching 

background into a performance background, he represented that for me because he was a teacher 

as well, and then he became this really wonderful performer, and now he’s a great teacher again. 

And I suppose, for me it’s hard to…I definitely have to say that he is one of my biggest inspirations 

because that’s a similar journey that I want to have, and he’s someone that really bridges a gap 

between the training or the skill and the performance of it.   

You know, then I saw him, and he was wonderfully kind of eclectic and very knowledgeable but had 

a really wonderful methodology for teaching training. And I suppose…and Nigel is, you know, 

although he’s come from England, you know, a lot of his physical work has been developed.  Nigel 

Jamison. And he’s an Australian as he proudly says. And I think, definitely, he’s influenced me… 

DB: Yeah. 

GR: …because just by marrying the story-telling, the acting kind of intensity, with the poetry of 

physical language, so those two. 

DB: Also, Nigel’s a really inspiring person to work with. He’s very passionate and exciting, and also 

very earthy. You know, whenever we work with Nigel, we often spend a lot of time laughing, and he 

allows us to almost take the piss out of him without that being a detrimental thing. And it’s partly 

that he has embraced the Australian kind of psyche very well, and he almost enjoys it more than a 

lot of Australians would, you know, because he’s kind of new to it. 

GR: And we reflect through him, too, in that multicultural sense. Yeah, it’s interesting. And he’s just 

got that passion and we share a lot of things similar to him, like his trips to India and things, and his 

view of the world, and his…what theatre can do…you know. He’s not interested in creating theatre 

that doesn’t move people, and that’s exactly what we’re doing. We want to…we want people to 

powerfully reflect on their lives from what we do, and that’s the gift that we’ve been given with what 

we can do physically, as well. And that’s where Nigel comes in. He goes, ‘That reminds me of this,’ 

and we’ll be running up the wall and he’ll…that’s what he wants to work with, you know. 
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DB: Groups, as well, that kind of… Funnily enough we actually all went to an Adelaide Festival, a 

while ago, and saw this group from Slovenia. And we were all sort of separated in where we were 

seated. And we’d been at this festival together as a group, and having really different reactions to 

most things. Some people loved stuff that other people – the same people within the group – hated, 

and really extreme reactions. We went and saw this one group, and we were coming out, and there 

was a lot of controversy in the general audience about whether the work is bad or…and this sort of 

thing. And as we gradually met up, ‘cause I kind of met up with Bernard first, and we kind of went, ‘I 

liked it,’ ‘I did too.’  Wow! We both liked something! And then we kind of met with Gavin and ‘I liked 

it,’ ‘You liked it too?’ And we were sort of…it was a really odd experience, because it was the one 

thing we were united in liking, and yet we were almost the minority in the larger sense of our peers, 

who were much more critical, and a little bit p.c. about it.  There were people who were critical on 

the grounds that…you know, they found that the work was too…against women or… 

GR: Yeah.  They were saying it was sort of backward because it had this, you know, subjugation of 

women and all this. It was like a direct representation of what was happening in a culture, you 

know, so we really felt that honesty of it. 

DB: Yeah. We felt the honesty and the rawness of what they were doing and I heard dance people 

criticising it as, you know, they weren’t very good dancers or something. They didn’t profess to be 

dancers at all. They were physical theatre. And so they were criticised on different levels like that 

and I kind of feel like, in some way, that group has often sort of stayed with me. 

GR: Yeah.  Yeah. 

DB: There’s something about their honesty and the way they represented what was happening at 

the time within their country without it being overly political. You got a real social understanding. 

MF: Well that relates to what you were saying before about that direct assault on the senses. 

GR: And it’s like an interesting thing, too, about when you’re looking at physical training that you 

don’t…  There is that kind of thing that transcends all culture or barriers, in this sense that…you 

know…and we sense, in a super-trained athlete, or a dancer, or even anyone who’s got a 

discipline, you kind of sense that through their skin and, you know, you learn…so much is 

communicated. 

MF: My ‘umbrella term’ that I’ve chosen for my area of work is ‘Radical Group Theatre’.  To 
what extent would you categorise Legs On The Wall as radical, in any sense? 

DB: It’s funny because in some ways we don’t perceive ourselves as radical, and yet, if I step out 

 312



 
 

from that, I see that we are often seen as radical. When we did a show coming from the top of the 

AMP building (which is twenty-six floors), abseiling down with slides and a show that was very 

theatrical, it wasn’t just a stunt. It was very theatrical and very moving, I can see that that was seen 

as ‘radical theatre’, you know. But for us, in a funny way, because it’s about moving people and 

about creating stories, and things like that, that doesn’t seem so radical. It doesn’t seem so radical 

that that’s what we want to do. 

MF: Except if you consider, as I’m thinking about doing, if you look at ‘radical’ in terms of its 
Latin derivation – radus,  meaning core, meaning centre, meaning back-to-basics, then that 
simplicity that you’re implying there, probably fits in to that part of the definition at least. 

DB: Yes. Yeah. I mean, I think, conceptually, you would have to say that to think that you can make 

a piece of theatre dangling a hundred feet from a rope is… 

MF: That’s pretty damn radical. 

DB: ...is pretty damn radical. And again, I guess, with us, those processes, being over years of sort 

of doing spectacular street shows, which have allowed us to get to know the technology, which has 

then allowed us to take that technology in to something which is more of an artistic performance 

that is more theatrical. Because it almost feels like, yes, we’ve taken steps over time to do this, and 

that’s why it doesn’t feel as radical as it looks or something. 

MF: Yeah. 

GR: The thing that I…my response to ‘radical’ is the sense that Legs On The Wall, and this is 

something, too, that Nigel brought up, that more than adopting this process or this process, or this 

technique or that technique, it’s more that over the twelve years or thirteen years that Legs has 

been established, that the company’s had a vision of following its own nose. And, in so many ways, 

I think that’s radical, because, you know, Bell Shakespeare adopts this method, in some ways. In 

his own way, he’s radical – kind of got his radical approaches.   

But, you know, the model of an artistic director is the one that’s adopted mostly, and then there’s 

text-based work, and…  Legs has actually worked with many different directors, and always 

followed its own nose, and in that way…I think there’s a simplicity about that, too, but there’s also a 

certain courage. There’s a certain willingness to break convention and to come up with terms of 

artistic coordinator that’s not an artistic director so that the power still lies in the performers, but 

then there’s this other role. Yeah, and so there is this sense of always actually…not…kind of 

working on the sense of challenging ourselves, and, you know, like…and the few people that’s 

mentioned the personal politics of Legs is what differentiates it. You know there is that sense that 
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you just keep doing it and this company’s worked really hard. We do work hard physically, but 

then we’ll give ourselves, we’ll set ourselves challenges, you know. We’ll train our balance 

acrobatics, but then we’ll get a dance director in and we’ll attack our weakness, which is the kind of 

fluidity of our movement, and just make us… You know, in a way, we just, we enjoy working on the 

edge of that, and so there’s no sense of creating a structure that then remains and often becomes 

the death of companies.  

DB: Yeah. 

MF: Yeah. 

GR: That there’s a sense of always trying to challenge, work on the boundaries and the safety 

margins.  I think that’s pretty radical but it’s also simple, and that’s…  In a funny way, it kind of 

comes back to that.  

MF: Loops back. That’s right. That’s interesting. Well, in the other, more accepted sense of 
the political, in what respects is the company influenced by social issues, or concepts of 
social equity and so forth? Do you have, in your work, a commitment to social issues and 
more, sort of, overtly political themes? To what extent do notions of social justice, or equity, 
or oppositionality affect or inform your work? 

DB: I think, at present, in the individuals that are attracted to the company, and that the company’s 

attracted to, that there is a sense of people who have a social awareness, and a political 

awareness, and are prepared to take a stand on things. But there’s not a policy, as such, from the 

company that ‘we are left’, or that ‘we are...’ We’re not necessarily positioning ourselves. The 

company is not interested in working with someone who is naïve in these areas, or disinterested, 

and so I think, as much as anything else, it relies on that. And it actually, almost relies on there 

being difference within the people who are working, to create arguments and conflict and difference 

of opinion, rather than…  You know, we don’t want a group of people who all feel the same about a 

lot of those issues.  We’re kind of almost more excited by the fact that we think differently, but what 

we’re open to is being with each other in that difference. 

MF: Yeah, that’s great, that makes sense. 

GR: Because in the past, I know the first show that Legs On The Wall ever did was Bruce Cuts Off 

His Left Hand, or something, and that was… 

DB: Bruce Cuts Off His Arm. 
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GR: Bruce Cuts Off His Arm, yeah, and it was like a show based on the political upheavals of 

B.H.P. and the sacking of the workers, and it was very much the real Labor view, and driven from a 

definite cultural/political situation. And I think it began, and it started to be like this, and that was like 

this real kind of eighties – and certainly similar to the Circus Oz model, you know; people 

responding against circus-with-animals and all of these ideas… 

DB: And hierarchy. 

GR: …and hierarchy, yeah.  So, they’d came from that, and I think…but I think either that’s more 

grown, like we were saying, more personal politics, which is what other people pick up on.  There’s 

a commitment to, also, a really strong work ethic, and to the art form being able to…  As an 

individual, we’re attracted to people who have got this really powerful internal drive to keep 

challenging themselves physically, and on all other levels as an artist. 

MF: Yeah, that all makes sense.  Just moving back for a second to notions of directing, and 
directorial process. I’m interested to try and find out whether there’s an identifiable 
Australianism to…or a directorial model that is, perhaps, uniquely Australian. What would 
you think about that? 

DB: I don’t know. I keep referring to the kind of sports psyche in theatre, particularly with our work, 

that most people who are in the company, when you start talking to them about their background, 

there’s definitely a sporting kind of history there. Many have been quite elite sports people in their, 

sort of, chosen areas, so that there’s something about that that attracts them to physical theatre, 

and that I think is why physical theatre has taken such a strong hold in Australia.  That’s something 

about a kind of people who are coming from not necessarily elite backgrounds of having parents 

and grandparents who were in the theatre and passed on in that way; that people who come up 

through much more of the grassroots of Australian culture and moved into the arts. And perhaps 

that’s a bit unusual for other countries where the arts tends to belong to a certain social structure or 

something like that.  You know, we’ve got this sort of…  And also, so often the sports and arts are 

these two opposing sides. 

MF: Indeed. 

DB: You know, that they’re kind of seen as being worlds apart, and I’m developing a hypothesis at 

the moment, that I think there’s less different about sport and art… 

MF: I’ve been saying it for years. 

DB: …than what people believe. You know, I think on the downside, arts are as…are more horribly 
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competitive than most sports, that, you know, it’s this kind of nebulous competition that nobody 

likes to identify, and therefore it’s very hard to know why you lose, whereas in the sports, the 

competition is clearly outlined. Yeah. There’s a lot that is very ugly about the artistic community and 

how it sees itself, and how it’s in denial about its ugly side. And yet it’s very quick to judge that in 

something like a sports arena. 

MF: Yeah.  A friend of mine, a colleague, you may know, Steven Gration… 

DB: Yeah. 

MF: …has argued this for a long time, and we go back a long way, and agree. And he says 
that one of the most exciting thing that unites the two, is that in sport, the outcome is never 
known at the start, and he loves that form of theatre where that element exists. 

DB: Yeah. 

MF: Where you don’t know that it’s going to be this, this, or this at the end – anything can 
happen. And I think that’s where physical theatre really has made a great contribution. 

GR: I think, also, there is a sense of, in our work, and the devising process, that it must somehow 

be a result of our eclectic multicultural, new, isolated country, is the sense of being able to draw 

from so many informed processes. And, in some ways, you get this bullshit that goes on with 

people saying that, ‘I’m a Butoh teacher, I did a workshop with Hazelwood or someone from Japan.  

I did a week intensive with someone and…’ 

DB: ‘And that makes me a Butoh dancer.’ 

GR: Yeah. ‘I’m a Butoh dancer.’ And so, but then, at the same time, we’re privileged enough to do 

some Butoh, to do some training in, you know, Noh theatre, or to have these wonderful traditions, 

cultural traditions, as well as, you know, European traditions to draw from, but to also, to be really 

critical about, and to be able to just blow apart. And I think that’s really Australian, I think for me, in 

a modern sense, that’s a really empowered Australian thing. And to not, to actually try to challenge 

that, but, constructively. Often that happens in a destructive way, but I think constructively this 

company’s tried to work in creating this directorial model of more an eclectic one, and that it’s 

always being negotiated, too.  But we also respect these other traditions.   

Yeah, and I suppose also the other thing that makes me feel really Australian is the honesty of the 

body and that…you know, whether we’re in touch with our land. People who have worked with the 

land have suffered, kind of, hail damage and…just being exposed to the elements.  There’s a 

certain earthiness about that which you do find in other cultures that have that similar exposure 
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to the land, and I think that that’s a very… I think that, you know, intrinsically we like that in 

Australia, we like that when we see someone with no bullshit about them, down to earth, and got 

that. And I think, in a similar way, that’s reflected in our sport and in our physical language of the 

body.  Yeah, so they’re the two… 

MF: Yeah. That’s very perceptive. Then, in terms of Legs On The Wall again, and I think 
you’ve possibly answered this mainly, but, the structure of the company, how the company 
is structured.  How would you say that impacts on your artistic process? 

DB: Well, it’s funny, because we’re kind of in a process of changing from the one model to another 

– it’s not like a complete change, but it is a significant change, that we’re kind of a little bit at sea 

with seeing what’s going to happen, and how it is going to change, because it is the first time we’ve 

had an artistic coordinator, for example, that is kind of trying to find a line between what’s 

happening artistically on the floor, and how the company is managed, and that, you know, that the 

communication there moves along a bit. Also, one of the weaknesses we found with being kind of a 

more collective principle was that we often felt like a headless monster. We had great ideas, we 

had great energy, we had all of these people, but everyone was going off in different directions, and 

that was a real problem. So, in creating this position where now it’s kind of, well it’s kind of being 

put on someone, where you’ve got to grab that monster and actually work out where it wants to go, 

and kind of get everybody focused in the same direction, at the same time. So that’s quite new, and 

it will be interesting to see how that affects the work that we make. 

At the moment, the company’s feeling really positive and optimistic with it, because in that change 

happening, we’ve been doing lots of new things, and it’s been really exciting, and we feel like we’re 

steps ahead for the next creative process than we were last time, where we went into a creative 

process and it was kind of like we stepped from one place into this process, and there was nothing 

in between. And there was a…you know, we did sit for a while, and that was a pretty difficult and 

costly process in the end. Whereas, this time I think we feel much more like we’re attacking that 

creative process early. We’re doing all sorts of things to be prepared to step into it, and that is 

because there’s someone that’s steering that, and making that happen. 

MF: Yeah.  Be interesting to ask that question again… 

DB: It will. 

MF: …when this next creative process is through. 

GR: Yeah, but it’s always evolving. And I think that the good thing about what we’re doing now is 

that, you know, when I first joined the company, there was never this ability to be able to have the 
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time because we were answering the phones all the time, we were writing the grant applications, 

and we were doing…you know, like…  And we still do, in terms of the artistic control of it. But you 

know, all of the other stuff, the big time-consuming managerial work, the administrative stuff, we’ve 

been able to hand over to a professional, and that’s given us still the balance of being able to have 

artistic control, but then, like for Deb to write with these people who are out here working with us, 

that we’ve got now another four people really there that are almost ready to jump into one of our 

street shows, and do the work. So, in a way, we’ve got this…the structure is being reflected in what 

we’re doing on the floor, and we’re keeping our ‘stamp of quality control’ on what’s happening. 

DB: We’re ahead much more than behind ourselves. I think that’s made a big difference to the sort 

of planning and, like Legs at the moment, I feel that we’re at a point where, over the next two years, 

we’ve got to fly or we’ve got to flop. But we don’t want to keep…there’s not much point in staying 

the same. There’s a lot of interest in the company. We really need to be taking off to a level where 

we’re known around the world, and we have a bigger company, we can be performing and creating 

work, things like that. That’s quite a big leap, but the company’s looking at, ‘How do we take it?’ 

MF: And still retain the essential ‘Legs On The Wall-ness’. 

DB: Yep. Yes. Yeah. We don’t want to become just a big company. 

MF: Because people have criticised the professional administration model when it gets to 
the point where that becomes to influence your artistic output, and that can happen, it has 
happened. 

GR: Definitely, and see, that’s the thing. 

MF: So avoiding that’s hard? 

DB: Yes.  Exactly. 

GR: It is. And you can see it happening more, as soon as you relinquish that thing. We’ve always 

been too nervous, even about, like, what photos are being chosen for publicity. We’re always in 

here going, ‘No, no, no, no, no, no, this one.’ And after a while it’s like, you know, the headless 

monster thing. You know, so you do have to relinquish… 

MF: Right. 

DB: …something. 

MF: Okay, I’m finishing here in about two shakes. This is the most important question, I 
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guess, in a sense. How does theatre-making generally, and your theatre making 
specifically, benefit from reflection and analysis – rigorous and ongoing evaluative form, 
which I’m assuming you have in place. How would you say it benefits? 

DB: Enormously. We have to do it. We have to debrief all the time after processes, and sometimes 

that can be very informal, partly because we train together all the time. So even if we’re not in 

rehearsal, we’re in training, so often our periods in training are evaluative, as well. We’ll not just be 

training our skills but we have this really informal way of being able to talk about the last process, or 

what’s happened there, or a show that we’ve seen that we’ll kind of analyse and pull apart. And 

that… I think it keeps feeding into what is the group aesthetic, and also what allows the group to 

have differences, where people appreciate that, ‘Well, I don’t like that that you like, but that’s kind of 

good.’ So, I think one of the things the training does is a kind of a sideline to why we train, but it’s 

interesting that it’s there. Because we spend so much time together on the floor, you’re constantly 

evaluating things, and it’s kind of informal, but it sets up a really deep knowledge of the people that 

you’re working with.  

GR: And the processes that we’ve undertaken in the past, which has been more a model of like, 

‘Okay, let’s come up with a statement, we’ll put it into the Australia Council, let’s explore the theme 

of the extremes of human bonding.’ And we go and we apply for Nigel Jamison to come and work 

with us, and we flesh out this theme on the floor in all different ways, and then we employ a writer 

to come and help write this. And then we realise, well that was great, that got some certain things, 

some good things in that, but there were failings on this. We didn’t integrate the writing properly, or 

we limited ourselves by this statement, and it actually changed anyway, so, what are we saying by 

that process?  

So then the next time we try to work with a composer on the floor, and a director will really, really 

organically, to a point where there wasn’t any structure, and there was no fruitful devising 

mechanisms that were happening. And, so, then we got the movement consultant, and then Kate 

became our new director. And so, like all the time there’s a questioning, because we’re so open 

and we want to keep finding a model, and I think there is a sense that, in reflection, that you 

understand that no model is going to last either. And that’s the great thing: it has to keep evolving 

with the individuals, and has to have the rigour of reflection, from knowing that, you know, like, we 

don’t want to reinvent that wheel that’s going to cause short-falling. So I think at the moment there 

is that thing. And you know, it’s interesting, like, in ten years time, we’ll look back and we’ll go, 

‘What dickheads, we bloody were so naïve when we were doing these three day little workshops 

and coming out with all these little ideas. You know, we should have done this!’ 

But then, you know, in ten years time you’ll always be saying the same. I think that’s the beauty of 
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it, and that’s the humbling thing, but also a very empowering thing, because you’re essentially 

creating a statement that is about the people present, there. And that’s a temporal thing, which is 

also really vibrant. 

MF: What a pity, and this is a loaded statement, I know, but, what a pity, the mainstream 
don’t bother with that rigorous evaluative process. Isn’t it a shame? It probably is a 
statement in itself about why mainstream theatre doesn’t excite, doesn’t engage. But that’s 
another story.   

Thanks terrifically. That’s great. 
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Interview with Graham Pitts: 23 April 1999 

Mike Foster: Graham, we’ve been chatting about the labelling of community theatre. Do you 
think that…what are the problems with the term?  Put it that way. 

Graham Pitts: I think there are a number of problems. One’s been the appropriation of the word, so 

that you have community liaison police, you have community announcements, you have… It’s 

become…it’s been appropriated, in some ways, by the forces that I would not regard as always 

having the community good at heart. The next one is, that in terms of the arts, it’s become very 

much a derogatory term, and I’ve heard many references to ‘that community theatre movement 

which died in the seventies and lasted until the mid-eighties’, and yet I look around and what I see 

is whole bevies and arrays of people doing basically what we did, and what I did, and still do. So it 

scarcely died.  It’s used as a categorisation, and a labelling, and even when it’s used in a non-

derogatory fashion, as a… I was recently at Playbox Theatre and at a dinner for visiting writers, 

English writers, and was introduced as the last great stalwart of community theatre, which I just find 

unbelievable.  

It’s a ‘ghettoisation’ term, which I think’s extraordinarily unfair, but that’s the reality of it. There’s a 

group of us who actually meet, ‘cause I think at the heart of it, is a huge need for us to develop a 

new, what I call a ‘new rhetoric’, a new rationale, a new way of talking, which in any case we 

always should have done. We fell into lots of traps. And one of those traps, I now realise, was that 

we always defined ourselves by what we weren’t. We always found it difficult to name, to say what 

we were, other than by opposition: we weren’t the Melbourne Theatre Company, we weren’t the 

Sydney Theatre Company, we weren’t, quote, ‘mainstream’, end of quote, art; and words like 

‘relevance’ and so forth, we’d use, but there was a huge, always a huge, tremendous lack of theory, 

self-analysis, and I think that was because we were on the defensive all the time, fighting against 

the ever threatening, well, mainstream arts, if you wish. So, there never seemed time to develop 

theory.   

But still, now, in fact probably more than ever, the whole rhetoric, the whole rationale, the analysis, 

terminology, the words, the words one uses, the all important words you use, need rethinking, 

rejuvenation. 

There’s actually a group of us who meet regularly, more or less, about every six weeks, of  myself; 

Anne Dunn, who’s the C.E.O. of Port Phillip Council here, and is a former Head of the Community 

Arts Board, and former Head of the Arts in South Australia; there’s Kevin from Melbourne Worker’s 

Theatre; there’s the Head of Arts Access; the Head of the Footscray Community Arts Centre, Alex 

Prior, who’s a community theatre writer from Queensland; John Hughes who’s now an arts 
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consultant, about community consultation, but he’s usually, quite rightly attributed as a man who’s 

set up lots of funding schemes which still exist in Queensland, for community arts. And really at the 

heart of our discussions is, indeed, this very need, to develop a new theory. 

MF: So, is it because there are so many contrary theories running around which feed into 
that form which has been variously named, ‘community’, ‘alternative’, ‘fringe’, or are they 
theoretically similar, yet lack the articulation of that do you think? 

GP: I think they lack the articulation, and, theoretically they’re different, which I very much think 

really comes down to the nature of the relationship with the audience. In community theatre I think 

the function of the work is the paramount concern:  ‘Why are we doing this? What’s it for?  What’s it 

to achieve?’ It has a social function. And then the second one is ‘What is the relationship with the 

audience?’ Now, in really simple terms – ‘Is there direct participation of the audience?’ - to the 

extent, obviously, in a lot of community work where you get, in fact, members of the audience on 

stage; people performing, people like themselves. 

MF: Yeah. 

GP: And feeding back.  But I must, for Sidetrack, what I found in being there longest of all, you 

know, in all of the plays that I’ve written, one thing that I rapidly realised was that there’s a dialectic 

established between a community audience and yourself, when you work in, what we called, 

community theatre, and that was that they were…   

If you do a play, for example, on, as we would do, say, a Greek, and a Turk, and an Australian 

working together, you put that play on and you’d sure have no dearth of ideas for your next work, 

because people who saw the play would stay behind and talk to you, and one thing would lead to 

another, and you became aware of what the issues and concerns, aside from what you touched in 

the play, were.  You had a very live relationship with the audience, which is, ironically, what the 

major institutions have lost, and are therefore in such huge trouble, and employing endless market 

consultants. 

MF: Indeed. 

GP: Indeed. To try and figure it out, and of course, then they still wonder why it’s not working. 

MF: So, those notions, I guess of – what could we…? Social justice, oppositionality… 

GP: Equity. 
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MF: …yeah, equity… 

GP: Social equity. 

MF:…participation, sort of imply a political position that’s a little bit out of favour, too, it 
sounds like…it sounds clearly, sort of Marxist at its heart. 

GP: Yeah, I think it is. I think it is. I think it is Marxist at heart. And I also suspect it lacks a lot of 

what Marxism lacks, which I’m beginning… which is the sort of analysis you get when you look at 

semiotic theory, and, God help me, the sort of analysis you get when you look at, dare I say it, 

spiritual, because you really have got a problem with Marxism and that is, it is materialistic. I mean 

it is utterly based in material circumstances. And yet myself and other writers have a very nagging 

sense that there’s also something else, and in the best of one’s writing you actually have to move 

into areas that one could only call spiritual. And I’m a…I don’t know if I was ever quite a Marxist, I 

was an anarchist, I wasn’t a Marxist, and that presents you with huge problems to try to sort out, 

you know.  

But it’s political. I fail to see how you could have a community theatre that isn’t political, for a start.  

Let’s assume, let’s take it as given that all theatre is political, but certainly the community theatre 

that’s not political is a contradiction in terms. I think the weakness of it is that it gets too political in 

the sense of making the political point, and as we were just saying before, the occupational disease 

of community theatre and political theatre is, ‘Maybe you didn’t get the message’, you say, to the 

audience really, ‘Well, here it is again, and here’s another sledge hammer. Wait a minute, here’s a 

couple more sledge hammers just to hit you to make sure you got the point.’  And in that, too, I 

think, there’s a trap. I think in a lot of what we did is a quasi-Marxist view of the audience as the 

passive recipients…of the message. And if one thing you learn…one learns, is that an audience is 

not, even people watching television have entered into quite a relationship, and in theatre it’s very 

much a…no one’s a passive recipient. And the other thing…the other one, too, that I learnt, ‘cause 

like everybody else I did some terrible work. I did some good work and I did some terrible work, but 

you always think more about your terrible work. And I always…that’s what I think my biggest flaw 

was – falling into that trap, and also…and particularly now, too, with television and advertising, an 

audience certainly doesn’t need a repetition of a message, because they’ve become highly skilled, 

and acute, given the barrage of advertising; seeing immediately what the message is and moving 

on, or shutting it out, or moving on. And ramming it home is probably, if anything, 

counterproductive. 

MF: Yes, well, indeed, it also relates, I think to notions of the quality product that you’re 
trying to contain, and I think the community theatres who learnt, for want of a better name, 
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learnt their lessons, then started to focus on the production of quality in their work, and I 
think part of that quality was to get away from the sledge hammer technique. 

GP: Yeah, I agree.  And then, of course, you run the risk of you end up with nothing to say.  You 

start doing plays about ways you might say something, and now you’ve gone somewhere else, and 

you’ve lost the political content completely. It’s a very fine and difficult line. And again, I keep 

coming back to it and saying we really need to think about it, to find new goals. But I think the goal 

posts don’t change. I have to say that I think theatre will also be as much political as it is social, and 

psychological, and, God help us, spiritual. So I don’t think the goal post changes, it’s the way you 

get there, and I think the rhetoric we use is, one, it’s just plain outdated and faded;  and, two, the 

very words we might use, like ‘community’ are so…carry so much baggage, you know. And 

someone like me, for example, finds it inescapable, like it or not, to avoid the term ‘community 

theatre’. 

And I wrote a play called Emma, which, I remember saying to someone was, when I was writing it, 

was the first, real, absolutely non-community theatre play I ever wrote. It’s gone all…gone all 

around the country now. And much to my surprise, the next group to do it is…the next place to do it 

is the State Theatre Company of South Australia. But when I was writing it, I was absolutely 

insistent upon carrying through what I had intuitively known from the beginning: that I was 

interested in one person’s perception, one person’s integrity. The integrity of the work would only 

come if I listened to only one person and that is the woman it was about – a woman, an Italian 

woman called Emma Cicatosto. So I did not do, in any way…what I would have done in the past is, 

go and talk to lots of Italians, although I’m half Italian myself, or go and look at the issues 

concerned, etcetera.  I based it on a lot of…on a book that she’d written on a lot of conversations 

with her. So, to resume, when I wrote Emma, I concentrated only on this one woman, and yet, 

afterwards, it was hailed as one of the great works of community theatre, and hailed, indeed, by the 

Community Cultural Development Council, written up and… 

MF: Was the clue to that in the second half of the title: Celebrazione, because it was 
celebrating the community?  Was it then perceived…? 

GP: No!  The truth of the matter is that for its original productions it went on at Deckchair, three 

years in a row. It went off to Darwin Theatre Company, a number of theatre companies did it, 

Belvoir Street did it, under the name which I had always given it:  Emma.   

Then Playbox, here in Melbourne wanted to do it, and everything was going along until one day I 

was driving along, and the mobile rang, and it’s the director’s assistant on the phone saying 

Albury’s having a great fright because he thinks if we advertise Emma, he suddenly realised people 
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were gonna come and think they’re Jane Austen, they’re watching Jane Austen! And I thought, 

Jesus!  Maybe he’s got a point. So, he said, well, all we want’s a subtitle, and so I thought, well, it’s 

a celebration of one person’s life, let’s call it celebration, we’ll call it Celebrazione, and on it went.  

That’s how that came about. 

MF: Oh, that’s fascinating. Good. 

GP: It’s like everything else, the sort of gifts of the gods are really about solving an artistic 

functional problem, you know. It’s like people say, ‘Jeez, that’s a great show. You’re dead right that 

that form could only be done with two people,’ and you think, ‘I would have loved to do it with ten 

but all we can bloody well afford is two.’ Yes. 

MF: So, all right, let’s move on to the practice and, I guess the process a little bit. As a 
person who’s written extensively and directed, sometimes taking both roles, there’s…do 
you think there’s an inherent tension between the needs and aims of, say, the writer and the 
director, stroke, group that is doing the performing or the producing of the work? 

GP: There’s almost always a tension, let’s face it. At the best of times, I think there’s a process you 

can follow where the tension’s by no means very great, and that is with the director and the writer 

working closely together, so they’re sharing the same vision and the same objectives. Typically, it 

more often comes about when they’re not working together or, indeed, don’t like each other and 

don’t communicate. I mean, I think, of all the directors I’ve worked with, I could think of Don 

Mamouney and Chaplin in Deck Chair, one or two others, who, we have, actually, an intuitive 

understanding of what’s going on in our own heads, and I think, well you can’t ever create that, I 

mean that’s just person to person chemistry, and when that’s operating…there’s not such a great 

deal of tension. 

There’s the tensions in a very basic thing, of course, when if you’re creating a new work as a writer, 

the director’s actually in a…also…the emphasis is also on you, and the director would see him- or 

herself in a supportive role, hopefully, or suggestive – a dramaturgical role, very often. And then 

later on, I’ve found through experience, as a writer, you have to realise that once you’ve done your 

work, the director is in a very stressed, tense situation.   

And I’ve worked with directors who’ve suggested cutting whole scenes. In fact, I usually work with 

directors who suggest cutting whole scenes, or cutting this, or changing that. And often you’ll agree, 

but other times you simply can’t agree ‘cause you know that, as yet, the director hasn’t understood 

it, and is just worried about the fact that there’s this dead five minutes of space which is really about 

the director failing to see what’s in the scene. And that’s a hell of a give and take, and it’s a… 
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I’m the Chair of the National Stage Writer’s of the Australian Writer’s Guild, and God knows how 

much of my time is really taken up with fraught writers and directors, you know, fighting about 

exactly this. I mean, I suppose you, I mean, you’re both in a…you’re not…you’re both in a highly 

subjective environment, and there’s no objective way of saying, ‘Is this scene not working because 

it’s the writing or the directing or the failure of the actors?’ 

MF: I suppose in the non-mainstream it’s more frequent that the writer and director will 
approach the process from day one together… 

GP: Much, much, much more. 

MF: …whereas in mainstream that’s not the case? 

GP: No, no, no.  ‘Cause I do mainstream commissions, and basically their idea of the perfect writer 

is somebody whom you give a commission or get a commission and who disappears to an attic, 

and sometimes later comes down, and here’s a brilliant script, and everything else follows.  That’s 

their real idea of the perfect writer. Now, obviously they’d argue about that, say, ‘But we employ 

dramaturgs, and we…et cetera, et cetera,’ but…it...no, by sheer financial exigency in non-

mainstream, you always work together, you can’t…it’s much more efficient, both artistically and 

financially. You just have to work together, you have to pool…be walking down the same road, 

because you can’t afford to fail, and you can’t afford a mess. 

MF: No. That’s right. Well, in terms of writers/directors/practitioners, it’s important for 
someone like yourself who’s been around for… 

GP: Twenty…nineteen…yeah, what? I don’t know, twenty-five years…twenty years, now. I can’t 

remember.  I’ve got about fifty plays, now, behind me. 

MF: You would know, I’m sure, or have an opinion on the most significant contributors, I 
mean, in a sense, you’re one, in a real sense. Who else would you think have contributed 
significantly to this form that we’re discussing? 

GP: All the practitioners? Gee, there’s quite a list, isn’t there? There’s the APG, of course, and 

Nimrod Street, in its early days. Although, it was fascinating to me because I didn’t ever have much 

to do with them, I never had anything to do with them. I came out of a very surprisingly different 

background. I came out of mainstream theatre, having been trained as an actor. And I cannot really 

ever escape the belief that they retained and perpetuated a lot of what I would have called 

‘bourgeois theatre’. 
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But to me the names…the list would be Don Mamouney, Pat Cranney, Hannie Rayson, some of 

the plays she used to do. I’m terrible with names. Angela Chaplin at Deck Chair – she does 

magnificent shows.  Oh, Peter Oysten in Melbourne when he was head of the writing course…er 

…Head of Theatre at the VCA, sort of, his students gave birth to bloody theatre companies 

everywhere. Gee, I actually also think of funding people who really threw their weight behind it and 

Andrea Hull was one… 

MF: Mary Travis? 

GP: Mary Travers. Deb Mills. Great fighters. Directors? Well, of course, I suppose Don Mamouney 

would have been one of the great directors of community theatre. Oh, but then there’s the Sydney 

Front, what they’re doing now, or, sorry, you know, John Bayliss, now.  Death Defying, under their 

new name, Urban Theatre Projects, Dave Watts, in theory, I thought was brilliant, academic. 

There’s endless actors. Steve [Stefo] Nantsou,. Melbourne Workers’ Theatre, a lot of their work. 

They’d be a classic, I’d have to say, in view of what we’re talking about, because so much of their 

work was really ‘hammer, hammer, sledge hammer.’  And Sidetrack, they obviously went through 

huge upheavals, and trying to deal with the new realities. 

MF: Here’s an interesting one, just as a sideline.  Now that they’ve achieved triennial 
funding, when I was speaking to John Bayliss in Sydney last week, he hinted at the 
possibility that such recognition, thereby safety, might affect the cutting edge of their work, 
might dull the cutting edge of their work.  Would you see that as a potential problem? 

GP: Absolutely. But from what I’ve been able to see of Melbourne Workers’ Theatre, and what I’m 

much encouraged by, is that they’ve actually got in-built processes to try and prevent that, and I’ll 

give you an example. They recently – I didn’t go – but they recently had a meeting of their 

members, and theatre practitioners, and people involved in their work, with something like fifty or 

sixty strong, just went away for two or three days to talk about the way forward, and question, and 

analyse again and again. And I think that’s part of the secret’s to build that in, so much in to your 

structure, because otherwise, you’ve got this huge generational…what they call a ‘theatre 

generational problem’ which you probably know, but let’s recap, and it goes like this… (see how 

many theatre companies you can think of over the past who have done this).   

Let’s go back, say, to the seventies and eighties, and Sidetrack would have been a prime example, 

except it’s a bit…yeah.  It was begun by…Sidetrack was begun by Don Mamouney and I, but there 

are other companies, too. And the pattern would be for the two founders, for the founding people 

with vision, driven sometimes by political motivations, or absolute dissatisfaction with what they saw 

of theatre elsewhere, any number of reasons – wanting to give voice to class or gender or regions 
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or ethnic differences – driven by it.  And so they would start to create work and be totally 

unfunded, ‘cause you certainly don’t get funding the day you start out. You have to prove yourself. 

You have to prove you can do it without funding and then you’ll get funded. And the vision is there, 

there’s a real driving hard vision. That’s the only thing that keeps you going. Then, typically what 

happens after, usually, two to four years, the founders are worn out, they’re…what’s the 

term?…burnt out. So you’ve got another generation who’s coming in who’s been either employed 

as actors, or who’ve become directors, or assistant directors, and they take over. But the vision’s 

still there, ‘cause they remember what this was about. Right? And if you ask them, ‘What are you 

doing this for?’ they’ll say, ‘Well, that’s the vision of the company. We’re out to achieve these 

objectives. We’re out to achieve this and that.’   

And they’re funded because what…ironically, what tends to happen is that the time when you really 

start to get funded is when you’re burnt out, when the originating group are burnt out. And yet, now 

I’ve worked so hard, given up so much, and achieved quality work, they’re funded, but they’re burnt 

out, and they’ve given way to the second group, the second generation who are now funded, but 

doing work, still, that’s visionary – maybe not as visionary as it was, but it’s visionary.   

Now, you start to get a third generation coming in, and you might go to them and say, ‘What are 

you doing this work for?’ because it might strike you that, on the one hand they’re doing a working 

class issue play, or a feminist play, and on the other hand they’ve snuck in a Shakespeare or a 

Beckett or…  So, it’s quite confused. You say, ‘What are you doing this for?’ and they say, ‘Well, 

we’re funded.  We’re funded to do theatre.’   

And very soon, or, sometimes far too long, or sometimes not too soon, they go out of business.  

Weirdly enough, you start going into business theory here about having a successful business is 

built on vision, and in the bottom line, it is.  But that’s the generational problem, and it happens. 

MF: So, when I was talking…  That’s happened at Legs On The Wall, for example, in Sydney, 
where there’s a new generation of people come through. They’ve just employed a full time 
Public Relations/Administrator type person. They…I asked the question of them, how do 
they feel that new, sort of, slick business/corporate structure was going to affect their 
process, and Deb Batton said that it’s too early to tell, but it will be very interesting to see 
what changes that, perhaps, incurs. 

GP: It’s a fascinating one, isn’t it, ‘cause it would be actually hard…  I mean there would be theatre 

companies, like the essentials, which are not gone into there, but it would be hard to see how many 

of these companies would survive, unless they did go into this. It’s a necessity. It’s the new…we 

live in a…the barbarians are in the city and it’s corporate, corporate, corporate, and you either 
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match it or go out. But again, it’s the milieu, the culture, and that’s what I find, working in 

mainstream, it’s extraordinary. I mean, I sometimes get mainstream commissions, and I know 

what’s going on, they’re thinking I’ll bring in an audience, a new audience. My problem is that I say, 

‘Yeah, maybe I could write a play that would bring a new audience in, but it’s never going to bring 

them into this place, ‘cause they walk in the door and they know that the culture is alien.’  It’s 

classic. 

MF: Yeah. Speaking on that, we were talking the other day about, and you’ve mentioned 
already in this talk about rigorously evaluating, and developing a new rhetoric, and a new 
way of talking, and analysing the work. One of the assertions I’m making is that mainstream 
and non-mainstream vary in this way, fundamentally, in that, the mainstream 
assess…analysis consists of bums-on-seats and marketing strategies and so forth, and 
they don’t really look at why, who they’re doing it for, blah, blah, blah, blah, in terms of a 
rigorous analysis of their process. Just tell us what you were talking about the other day on 
that one. 

GP: Well, I think if, for example, you walked into the Melbourne Theatre Company or the Sydney 

Theatre Company and said, at the top of your voice, ‘What are you doing?’ first of all they would 

regard you as an idiot, because it’s obvious, they’re making theatre. And, ‘Why are you doing it?’ is 

because ‘That’s how we earn a living.’  And if you really pushed, I think they would say that they’re 

certainly not commercial, you know, they’d use commercial in a…they’re not commercial. 

MF: Well, if they were they wouldn’t need funding. 

GP: If they were they wouldn’t need funding, so they’re certainly not commercial, they’re very 

careful. And, I think, really, if you read the rhetoric that they use (after all, we all have our rhetoric) 

they would talk about human universals and abstracts of love, and passion, and hate, and greed 

and how these are presented on stage by mimesis or mimicry, and their part of that cultural 

awareness of higher culture. And somewhere in there, there’s words and concepts like 

‘transcending the contemporary circumstances’, so that you can go and watch – I mean, let’s be 

banal, you can go and watch Hamlet ‘cause it’s about great universals:  life and death, vengeance, 

torment, ambivalence, and that should appeal to all people at all times in all places.  And they 

would genuinely believe this, rightly or wrongly. But really, underneath that is an economic 

imperative, ‘We’re doing this because we’re funded, paid to do theatre,’ and all else follows.   

There’s a Marxist analysis, you know – your rhetoric’s formed about your mode of production, 

although it may try to never mention it. That simple question to me is, ‘Why are you doing it?’ is 

what marks a lot of the non-mainstream companies. It’s inconceivable you could create a play in 
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many of those companies without saying, ‘Why are we doing this?’ and ‘Why does this company 

exist?’ And it certainly wouldn’t have to say ‘cause…  It’s certainly not commercial. 

MF: And even to the point of, ‘What do we learn, specifically, from our last effort, that we can 
put into…’ 

GP: Yeah. 

MF: Yeah.  And that sense of moving forward and going on.  

GP: But, I mean, one of the griefs, of course, we all have is that so few of us, particularly the 

companies, kept records. There’s a huge corpus of history that’s just simply disappeared, which 

drives you all, drives us…old farts like me, mad, because every time you go to a meeting, and I 

know this sounds terribly patronising, but it’s true… The minor tragedy of so much of theatre today, 

often, over the last twenty or thirty years, has been the loss of history. None of us…so few of us, 

none that I could think of, to be honest, particularly the companies, kept no history. There just was 

never space, time, or the money. And I know researchers have gone in and say, you know, you go 

through the files of the theatre company, and, you know, it might end up being able to tell that 

theatre company more about itself than you, ‘cause the people there now just didn’t know.   

But the thing that drives old farts like me mad, with that loss of history, such as it was, is that one 

goes to meetings, conferences, and, to be patronising, you’ll so often listen to the wheel being 

reinvented.  And yet, that then torments you is you might…you start…you’re always asking yourself 

questions, you think, ‘Am I not hearing what they’re saying because I think they’re reinventing the 

wheel, but they might be reinventing a different sort of wheel, and yet it sounds remarkably the 

same.’  And the same words come up:  ‘empowerment’, ‘social justice’, ‘equity’, ‘criteria’.  There’s a 

whole subject in itself – what criteria to apply, which is what we kept talking about, and I think we 

were just so limited, I just really think our theory was so limited. And I think that kind of…the more I 

think about it, one of the conclusions I’ve reached is, in my work, and I know others were, other 

guys were… 

Just come back to that in a minute ‘cause I digressed for a minute.  I was just thinking about how 

we used to work, and by ‘we’, I mean a body of playwrights around Australia, which really 

differentiated us from mainstream playwrights, I have to say, and mainstream directors, and 

mainstream theatre workers. What we used to do is very often, deliberately come together, or keep 

in contact, to find out what each of us were doing. This might be to make sure we weren’t doing the 

same work, which would often happen, or more particularly, I might say, ‘Well, look, I’m thinking of 

doing…’ or ‘I’ve accepted a commission…’ or ‘I’m putting up a commission to write a play on the 

 330



 
 

position of factory workers in such and such an industry.’  And the others would say, ‘Oh yeah, 

well, look I touched upon that three years ago, I’ve still got all the boxes of paper and all the names, 

I’ll get ‘em over to ya.’  And you’d actually collaborate, very much. 

MF: That’s fascinating.  Yeah. 

GP: You’d very much collaborate, and not only with other writers - with directors and everything, 

trying to share with the info…share the information. 

MF: Was that a structured body or just a loose collection…? 

GP: Loose, loose.  It was part of the culture. And that takes you into that wonderful thing about that 

class analysis…I’m digressing, but I…takes you into that wonderful thing about class analysis 

which I used to think about, which said that, actually, nowadays in a knowledge society, class is 

about knowledge, and if you look at what we say ‘working class’ is, or wherever you wish to define 

it, you can define them by the way they treat knowledge, and that is, for them, it’s not a commodity, 

as such, it’s value free, in a way, although respected, but you share it. An example you might give, 

if you’re in a working class suburb, and your car’s broken down, and you’ve got your hood up, and 

you’ve got your head under the hood, a number of people will congregate and say, ‘Look, it’s the 

carby, you know, let’s look at the carby.’ Now, what they’re doing is giving you their knowledge. If 

you’re in a middle class suburb and you’ve got the hood up and your head under, the doctor comes 

over, or whoever, and says, ‘Oh yes, you live here?’ ‘That’s right, yes,’ ‘Yes, I do know a bit about 

mechanics. Love to go to the theatre next week, you got any tickets?’  And what he’s really offering 

is the commodity exchange: his knowledge for your commodity.  And then you go into a ruling class 

suburb, they’re not going to tell you anything, anyway.   

But you could never, or, very rarely…in fact, I belong to groups of writers, both through the Writers’ 

Guild and down here in Victoria where Playbox hosts dinners for writers we’ve gotten up. And it’s 

very interesting for, let us say, the senior writers or experienced writers, about twenty to thirty of us 

who from time to time get together, watching the differences, and the hesitations, and the 

carefulness, and the caution, ‘cause you’re regarded as competitors. So, you don’t give nothing 

away too lightly. 

But, to go back to the history, and the reinvention of the wheel, as I say, you question yourself, you 

say, ‘Maybe they’re reinventing the wheel in a new way.’ But what they’re not using is a new 

language, or if they do, they’re off on a really deconstructionist, semiotic, postmodernist theory, 

which, like any other theory, can just be sometimes utterly bloody jargon-ridden and absurd. And 

when you really see a quasi-semiotician and a quasi-post-modernist, and you try and think about 
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their jargon-ridden language, and how in God’s name that could have anything to do with the 

ideas of accessibility of community art is mind blowing. 

MF: Yes, well, that’s it in a nutshell, and I want to, or, I am attempting to generate a 
serviceable theory out of the practice I’m studying and the practitioners I’m talking to. I 
agree. I think the inaccessibility of your postmodernism, of your poststructuralism, even 
post-colonialism, which I think is really the closest… 

GP: Yeah, yeah. That’s the closest. 

MF: …theoretical link to what we’re on about. You know, I did a mathematical equation:  
Marxism plus feminism brackets post-colonialism equals what I’m on about.  And, you 
know, I think those things…they all impact, but, yes, I agree with you.  All right then, on the 
spot.  Where do you…where would you see – you’re a man of vision – where would you see 
this theory being informed from, this theory that we must have? 

GP: This is just right off the top of my head. 

MF: Absolutely. 

GP: But of course, that’s what you sit there and stare at the screen or the blank page, and that’s 

really what’s going on in your head. My immediate response is, I think that’s absolutely necessary. 

Although the practice is still continuing, and strongly, I think it’s doomed to…history repeating…  

There’s some great quote there about history repeating itself, and the third time it’s farce. 

I think it’s at a time now when a new critique will very much enliven practice, and open up practice. 

Where that will come from and how it will be done, other than you, I don’t know. A whole mass of 

thoughts, here.  But, I agree, it will not come from Marxism alone, and yet I would hate to see all the 

major beliefs of…I think you would cut off the basic tenets of Marxism, if you did you’d be doomed. 

It’s what you can graft on and how you graft it on. And for all I know – I don’t claim to be a highly 

developed, cutting edge Marxist – it may be done in other areas, I simply don’t know.  But I haven’t 

seen it, and I think the basic problem is …there’s a, I suspect, great many writers, and previous 

Marxists, and previous anarchists before me have found, that it is absolutely a materialist system of 

thought, it’s all…everything is material.   

And yet, I remember with writers like Pat Cranney and debates with lots of people, just starting to 

say that I always felt unnerved, even in my most would-be Marxist phase that there was something 

else missing.  And that whatever that ‘something else’ was, was there when I was writing well and 

when I wasn’t, I just fell too readily on Marxism. It was almost like there was something else 

 332



 
 

there…I don’t know…It’s the metaphysics. It’s the metaphysics of it all. The…part of it…if I…and 

the other thought, too, that I…that keeps recurring to me, is something to do with the nature of 

absolutes, ideals, the universals: love, hate, passion – the things that they would cite in mainstream 

theatre, and mainstream arts, as being of interest and/or appeal or meaning to all people, at all 

times, everywhere. Now, in practice we know that’s a rubbish, that’s a nonsense.  And what 

happened, because…particularly because we defined ourselves by opposition, was that a huge 

anti-intellectualism, or a huge suspicion of universals, and ideals, and the ‘big words’ that were 

supposed to appeal to all people at all times, came in. And I think that’s something we limited 

ourselves, because we found it very difficult, then, to abstract from practice into theory.  How do 

you abstract, without using abstractions? I mean, abstractions will lead you into what, on the 

surface, seem universals. And I’ve started to think that it is…maybe it is the universals.  Maybe 

what we do is look at big universals: love, hate, vengeance, greed, and apply them to very specific 

settings, that’s what you’re actually writing about. That’s one thought. 

I just think a lot of the basic ideas of semiotics is something we devalued, because it was the jargon 

that put so many of us off. It was so absolutely antithetical to everything we believed, but the idea of 

the bipolar oppositions, the tensions, because I think there’s a hell of a lot in that, and also its stress 

on a variety of people’s reading. So…and that would bring you…whereas in Marxism…under 

a…under a Marxist cloud, I often used to think about the audience as a passive recipient of the 

message, whereas, with semiotics, it continually reminds you, they’re not. What they’re reading is 

not at all what you might think you’re saying, and which really means they’re interacting, they’re not 

passive. 

MF: Well, what you’re implying there is that there, and I’m agreeing, is that there’s lots of 
different influences. How do you feel about eclecticism? I mean, is there enough there to, 
sort of, be suggesting that eclecticism is coming close to the theoretical driving force that’s 
behind non-mainstream theatre? 

GP: I think it is.  And the thought just struck me, but what we’re really possibly talking about is the 

rejuvenation of a whole left. ‘Cause really what I suspect we’re talking about is the whole theoretical 

destruction of the left, that it’s gone into the so called demise of Marxism, the death of communism, 

then the shift into identity politics; gender, feminism, ethnicity, you know, particular groups. People 

like me would stop, although I never did stay, I’m involved in a class warfare which is about basic 

injustices, who is saying I’m writing on behalf, with, or for the East Timorese, or Unemployed 

Workers, you know, be specific identity groups. And I think that’s what the left was doing, and we’ve 

been beaten, we’ve been smashed. And, from the goddamn Labor Party on to an enormous array 

of the left is trying to find the theory that fits now, fits reality now. And I think that’s really what we’re 
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trying to do. So it’s no small question. But it is eclecticism. It’s taking a lot of what’s there and 

saying…and putting it together, and so a new thing is created out of the old. 

M.F. Well, Don Mamouney reckons it fits into a more-or-less postmodernist ethic. A lot of 
people disagree with that in that postmodernism…one of the backbones of postmodernism 
is that it’s implicitly apolitical, almost, in it’s view of…in its global view, anyway.  But 
perhaps a version of what might be the post-post-modern might incorporate those good 
things of Marxism and then go on from there.  Who knows? 

GP: Yeah, I mean, the trouble with postmodernism, is there’s postmodernism and postmodernism 

and postmodernism. Yeah, where’s it coming from?  It’s coming from that…it’s coming from…  

Maybe here’s a thought: I mean, it has been said, and I think it’s true, that there’s no such thing as 

community theatre, there’s no such thing as community arts. It’s a process we’re talking about.  It’s 

about the same argument that we would say class is not a static state, it’s a process. Maybe what 

we’re talking is a process of constant questioning, constant re-examination, which, obviously if it 

went too far, you’d end up…you’d do nothing. And then, you know, and then maybe that’s what you 

re-examine yourself, saying, ‘I’ve done nothing, I’d better get on with doing something.’   

But maybe that’s what you were looking at. You’re looking not at a fixed set of arguments, but at a 

fixed process, which would go back to what I was saying about why a company like Melbourne 

Workers’ Theatre…  ’Cause, I don’t think, myself, that unless they change radically, they will, with 

triennial funding and a certain security, sell out, as one might say. I think they’ve actually got huge, 

in-built processes of self-renewal, with the goal still in place. The…gee it’s a curly question, isn’t it? 

MF: It is, and that’s largely why I’m leaving it alone, at this point in time, because I want, as 
I’ve said, to let the practice inform the theory, not to try and ascribe lots of theoretical 
positions to the form as it exists, you know. 

GP: Intuitively I’d say a lot of the post-colonial theory really starts to fit. A lot of post-colonial writing, 

you know, is really starting to come home. The…yeah…and…I was just thinking of some of the 

post-colonial writing, I mean, the magic-realism, for example. I did a play last year called I Witness, 

in Darwin, and in the play I used a lot of the work of a Javanese writer, an Indonesian writer who 

writes in magic-realism, what we call magic-realism, but he writes about Timor. And, as you can 

imagine, he’s been in terrible trouble because of it. But his writing is so simple, and it’s based on 

what we would have called community processes, although he would certainly have no idea what 

the hell that would mean. But he was a journalist who became an editor, who first of all was 

horrified by a smuggled in video of the Dili Massacre, and then decided to go ahead and publish a 

report of it, which led to his being sacked, and that led to his… But before he was sacked he’d sent 
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journalists down who had interviewed a lot of the survivors, a lot of the East Timorese, and he 

would immerse himself in a lot of the material they had brought him. And he went to East Timor 

himself, and started to write these stories which are set on an island, but he never names the 

island, never names the country. But it’s magic realism, and it’s extraordinarily effective, much to 

my final resentment because in the play I did…I used slabs of his work. A lot of it’s dialogue-based, 

and what wasn’t, I changed to dialogue, and it interwove with this play I was writing which was 

basically, an academic is invited into Australia and then all hell breaks loose.  One of the things I 

realised was, try as I could, within my…within a, sort of, semi-naturalist, sort of style which…or 

even trying to…it wasn’t as good. It’s not as good as what he did. I mean, it’s chilling, just to put on 

stage, his short stories. So, and they’re certainly achieving every function I had…I would have tried 

another way. 

MF: What was that called? 

GP: His book of stories was called, I Witness. And even the Timorese in Jakarta ended up reading, 

having public readings of his work, because they found it so effective, so true.  ‘True’, good word, 

isn’t it, ‘true’?  By fiction, we reach truth.  

[Long pause] Gee, it’s an interesting question.  I don’t know where it’s going to come from. 

MF: Well, maybe I’ll give you some time to think about that and email you back when you’ve 
had time to think about it, ‘cause I think it’s at the heart of what we’re on about. 

GP: Yes, it is the heart. 

MF: If we can just change tack to finish off with. I need just a couple of quick responses to 
this: Do you think there’s something uniquely Australian about the way our form operates? 

GP: Yeah. And this is, oddly enough, right across the board, in all forms of Australian theatre now, 

and in fact I would suspect throughout Australian art. It’s a geographic thing, and a geo-political 

thing. It’s our sense of space:  big horizons. Large horizons and space. You look at our dances, you 

look at our stage movement, you look at how we use space. And it’s quite simple, I think…’cause 

we’ve got lots of space, and I don’t mean, necessarily in the mythology, whether it be true or not, 

but of the great open spaces in the dead centre et cetera, but it’s just how we live.   

I work in Asia a lot now, with Asian theatre groups, and every time I go to Asia, it’s a rapid 

readjustment, ‘cause you even have to sit differently, and Australians – look at us, we’re 

sprawled… normally I’m taking up what in Asia would be the room of three people. And that’s 

repeated in our art, particularly…and in you can see it. There’s movement, there’s something going 
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on, there’s spaces used, and subtextually celebrated.  

The…like, the times I’ve been to London and gone into the National, or whatever, and seen actors 

come in and sit down at a table and talk, and I’ve thought, ‘You can’t do that.  No one does that.  

You’ve got to move.  Get up!  Move!  Move!’  And then you’ve got the rise, of course, of the … 

physical theatre. You’ve got the great success everywhere of our dancers, that’s the first thing I 

have to say. No matter in what genre or form, our sense of space, celebration of space. 

The other thing is I think their relationship to the audience, because I think there’s much less of the 

fourth wall… I think a lot of the things we did in community theatre, and political theatre, even 

avant-garde theatre, broke (and, obviously APG, and the Nimrod were huge pioneers in this) that 

sense of, we’re actually working with an audience, and which, you know, very often wasn’t quote 

‘audience participation’, it was just the constant awareness of the audience.  

And, I mean, the first play I really saw that and thought, ‘What the fuck is happening here?’ was 

King O’Malley. And, you know, this brassiness, this boisterousness…the boisterousness! The 

indefinable Australian boisterousness. And the carnival, the carnival. The event, rather than the 

theatre with a capital ‘T’. And that has really penetrated mainstream as well, ‘cause as 

appropriated, even at its best, it is carnival, it’s an event as much as it’s theatre. 

MF: Both John Bayliss and Neil Cameron, who I’ve spoken to, agree with that view. 

GP: I was just thinking…one of the…it was fascinating, some months ago, to go and see David 

Williamson’s play…the football club…you know the one?  The Club! The Club! And, I have to say, it 

was an extraordinarily good production of it. On at the Melbourne Theatre Company, with John 

Waters and…oh, God, what’s his name? The great Australian satirist…you know. What’s he…?  

The one who used to do the stand up…send up…really famous for doing Bob Hawke and all of 

them. 

MF: Oh…Max Gilles. 

GP: Max Gilles. You know, wonderful cast, couple of young Greeks and…it was sort of like…it was 

with all the equivalent of young Stefo…Greeks…you know Stefo, he’s on stage. It was…it was 

fucking wonderful. It was fucking wonderful, and yet I’m sure, twenty years ago, that would have 

just been done for its subtlety, subtextuals, and it was just a gut roarer, wonderful stuff. 

MF: So Australians, in a sense, are wanting to ‘go for it’, in the vernacular. 

GP: Go for it, you know, walk the tightrope. And if you fail, all right, you fail, but at least you went for 
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it.  Yeah. 

MF: Okay.  Last question. If we can’t…we’ve indicated dissatisfaction with community 
theatre and its problematics, if we can’t call it that, you know the form I’m talking about, 
what is a suitable umbrella term that we can use instead of ‘community theatre’? 

GP: I go through things. I’ve thought of ‘action theatre’, I thought of ‘creative theatre’, I thought of 

‘real theatre’, which I…and that one that I’ve heard you use before, ‘grassroots theatre’. You want a 

term that can’t be appropriated, but at the same time doesn’t bloody limit it. ‘Magic theatre’, no, that 

sounds wussy, doesn’t it?  ‘Carnival’? 

Grassroots theatre…a lot of the theatre companies in Asia actually use that term in different…you 

know, in the Philippines and Indonesia actually use that word or Bahasa Indonesia, that’s the word 

they’d use. 

MF: Does ‘group theatre’ do anything? 

GP: No, not to me ‘cause there’s sort of too much bound up in my mind with group theatre which 

I’ve…being an old fart, I’d remember the group theatre and so it carries too much baggage.  Yeah, 

‘group theatre’, ‘shared theatre’.   

Tell you what I hate about the loss of the word ‘community’, and I’m trying to think when…what it is.  

The word…why I hate, for all that I sometimes think it’s got to be lost, and I have to say, it’s Friday 

today and if you ask me and I’ll say, ‘Let’s drop the word “community”.’  But tomorrow’s Saturday, 

and I might well argue as vehemently for letting us keep it.  But, why I hate the loss of the word 

‘community’ is, it sounds like ‘communion’, the sharing of something between people.  And every 

time, in any of my plays or in better playwrights’ work, but when theatre’s really working what 

you’ve got is this huge shared experience.  It’s communion. And I’ve always liked community 

because it’s like… 

MF: Communitas? 

GP: Communitas. It’s a great word. Communitas. That word. That’s what really good theatre is 

about.  But I’m at a loss.  I don’t know…let’s keep talking about this. 

MF: Yeah.  Okay. Thank you, Graham, that was fantastic. 

GP: Good on you. Thank you. 
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Interview with Liz Jones – La Mama, Carlton: 23 April 1999 

Mike Foster: Well, Liz, just to start, would you be able to outline for me a brief history of Liz 
Jones’ involvement in La Mama and back to APG? 

Liz Jones: Well...I don’t have any specific theatrical training at all. I actually came to work at La 

Mama through my connection with Betty Burstall. And we actually came together as secondary 

school teachers. I had acted all through school, through university, but when I came, I met Betty in 

1971, and we talked a little bit, we talked a bit about La Mama, but I hadn’t actually been here. I 

then went to England in ‘72 and came back and started working with Betty and thought I’d like to 

involve myself in La Mama. So I actually came to work here assisting Betty just with front of house 

in early 1973, and then I actually was approached to run the space in late ‘76, and took it over and 

I’ve been managing it and I’ve been artistic director ever since. And that, I mean, in taking it over 

my experience was simply that I had been doing front of house here, I guess, for three or four years 

at that point, but fairly regularly and had developed a real passion for the place. And I guess I’ve, 

you know, kind of seen it go from a space that in ‘76 did seventeen or eighteen productions in the 

course of the year to La Mama being a space that last year produced sixty four works and 

produced them in about seven different venues. We actually run two regular venues now, La 

Mama, which is our most precious venue and we’ve been here for the entire 32 years of our 

existence, and we also now manage the Carlton Courthouse Theatre, which was, has been running 

as a theatre for about ten years, since it was decommissioned as a courthouse. Jack Hibberd and 

Dinny O’Hearn and Jill O’Callaghan actually kind of took it over and started working at that. So 

that’s my background, I’ve never had any formal relationship with the APG, because by the time I 

started working here in 1973 the APG had moved around the corner to the Pram Factory, but 

obviously we saw a lot of them. And many, many, many, many, many people who were a part of 

the APG’s history have gone on working at La Mama because La Mama has outlived the APG, 

obviously, as a production place. 

MF: Indeed. You could almost say that La Mama was one of those splinter groups that came 
out of the... 

LJ: No, it’s the opposite to that Michael. La Mama existed well before the APG, the APG is a group 

that’s grown out of La Mama. The group that formed the APG were a group that started working 

at… they were just a number of people who started working at La Mama from the beginning, so that 

in the very first production ever at La Mama, Jack Hibberd’s This Great Gap Time, we had Jack 

Hibberd who later went on to be an APG member, he was the first playwright Betty Burstall found. 
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We had Graham Blundell as a performer, he went on to be a member of the APG. Basically the 

actors and directors who worked out of La Mama were quite diverse, but one group of them started 

to actually come together as a unit in 1969. And a number of them worked here for a couple of 

years, and already, and then people like John Romeril came in and became a part of that group, 

and Bill Garner. It wasn’t until 1971 that, and initially they called themselves the La Mama 

company. Now Betty wasn’t entirely happy about them calling themselves the La Mama company, 

just because there were other groups also, and there were, you know, Sid Clayton’s group, for 

instance, and there were a number of other groups, some very talented groups, working out of 

here, so they then re-named themselves. They called themselves the La Mama company, I don’t 

know for how long, but they renamed themselves the Australian Performing Group, and that that 

was just shortly before they moved around the corner to the Pram Factory. So, yes, so La Mama 

didn’t grow out of the APG, the APG grew out of La Mama.   

MF: I know that’s right.  But La Mama has always been more than a space, hasn’t it?   

LJ: Always. 

MF: It’s much more than a venue.   

LJ: Yes. I’m glad you say that. 

MF: What is it, then? 

LJ: Well, I mean, prosaically, I guess it’s a production house. I can remember talking with John Ellis 

when he was running the Church as a space, in Girl Road, Hawthorne, that we both wanted to 

resist being called venues because we were actually production houses. La Mama doesn’t charge 

people rent, it actually produces the work. And Betty made all the artistic decisions as to what went 

on in the first ten years, and I’ve made the artistic decisions as to what goes on since then, apart 

from a couple of years when Ann Eckersly and I ran jointly for about two and a half years. So there 

were two of us making decisions. And it does not have a house style, on the one hand, but it does 

have very clear policies, on the other, of encouraging new work, exploratory work, overseas work 

that is challenging and not being seen in other, more regular venues, nurturing Australian writers, 

encouraging Australian directors, and basically giving people a go. So, and we do, when I say 

production house, while we don’t put an enormous amount of money into each production, we do 

put an enormous amount of time and effort and nurturing into helping people to bring their work to 

fruition.   

MF: Terrific, you just answered my next question, so thanks for that. I was going to just talk 
about philosophical grounding and so forth. Now everybody that I speak to and this is 
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literally, because I’m working in the general area of non-mainstream theatre, when I ask 
people the significant influence, its almost universal response is, you know, La Mama and 
APG, and what came out of there. Now, what would your response be to that, to explain that 
significance, particularly in the area of non-mainstream theatre? 

LJ: Well, basically, the influence, I think...they’re two different influences, because the APG did 

have a house style, and that was that very kind of robust, full on, larger than life, super-naturalism 

theatre that they specialised in. They definitely had a house style and they definitely had, there was 

some strong delineations there, strongly co-operative sense, and yet basically also fairly strongly, I 

felt, competitive, male-dominated, dare I say it. So that, to me, is sort of… La Mama, La Mama’s 

influence has been different in the sense that La Mama, I see, and I think Betty before me saw, we 

see our role as being very receptive to what is happening out there, and basically always being 

open to that new approach and that new idea, rather than actually being prescriptive or... And so 

essentially the La Mama influence I don’t think has been clear stylistic influence or clear influence in 

terms of methodology, other than what the nature of working here and the smallness of the space 

imposes, which is, you know, a truth and honesty, and a lack of hierarchy or elitism. And at La 

Mama no-one employs anyone, I mean I employ my staff, we work together, but artistically no-one 

is employed. Artistically everyone is working here as an artist and that includes people, you know, 

lighting designers, lighting operators and technicians, everyone is working here for their cut of the 

door and they’re all basically on an equal self-booking, and I think that very much influences how 

people work here. It influences the fact that it’s very rare to have people here having tantrums, or 

conflicts, or huge divisions or whatever, because people are working here with a strong sense of 

giving. They’re not getting to much financially out of it, but a strong sense of wanting it to be a very 

positive experience for that same reason. No point in having a negative experience if you’re not 

being very well paid for it, so there’s that. So that one of the things that I see is that certainly 

through the eighties there emerged many other styles, other than that which we associate with the 

APG.  Can I just pause for a minute? 

MF: Sure.   

LJ: Get going?  What I was thinking was of the companies that emerged in the eighties other than 

the APG, and thinking that in fact a number of those companies contain people who I see as being 

very different in approach to the APG.   

MF: For example? 

LJ: Ant Hill. Jean Pierre Mignon came to Australia from France, and set up the Australian Nouveau 

Theatre. He used the APG as a venue, and he used La Mama as a venue, in the early eighties 
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before he actually established the Ant Hill of Maitland Street… but his style was very much his 

own and he was basically very interested in doing European work. I thought he was incredibly 

talented, his style was far more of the auteur, but what he did at the Ant Hill which I thought was 

quite wonderful was to both establish a very strong sense of ensemble, but that ensemble was very 

different to the robust APG ensemble.  

I see the inheritor of a lot of the APG, the energy and style being Circus Oz, whereas what Jon 

Pierre Mignon had was quite different. He did a series of Chekhov’s, and the actors he used in 

those Chekhov’s were not APG actors. It was Ian Scott, it was Howard Stanley, Peter Finlay, Julie 

Forsythe, it was Helen Borday, wonderful productions. He also introduced me to cross cultural 

casting as a notion, and also to the notion of caring not tuppence if people spoke with an accent, or 

were Asian, or were Aboriginal or were anything else, because he just cast across those lines all 

the time. And as a result, he introduced a number, gave a break to a number of extremely talented 

non-Anglo actors, such as Yachet Corman, Alex Minglet, so that was also very, kind of, important. 

MF: Most interesting, yeah.   

LJ: And you had others too.  You had Julian Meyrick, who in fact had worked, who last year won, 

he won the fringe award for best work in direction, and he also won his production that he did down 

at the Courthouse. A La Mama production won the best production for the year, on the Fringe. Now 

Julian has been working, he came out from Sydney, he’s English by birth, and his style is, he again 

is… he has very much his own style of working, his own methodology of working. He also, I mean, I 

do think that one of the things about for me, the most important directors working in this time, is that 

they do establish a strong sense of ensemble. Which I guess says something about how they want 

to work. It’s not with stars, which is one of the sad things I think about somewhere like Playbox, that 

they continually feel that they, directors are continually under pressure to cast people who have got 

names on telly rather than get a strong sense of ensemble and working together going. And Julian 

Merrick has a strong sense of ensemble, he’s done some wonderful work, and he works very 

broadly, stylistically, from quite abstract to, kind of, Northern Workers style theatre, although he still 

brings his sense of abstraction, he still brings to quite gritty writing. And I guess I could say that of 

Jon Pierre, but there is a strong sense that I have with Julian and with Jon Pierre, and with, say, 

John Ellis who worked over at the Church and ran a space out of the Church, Rob Draffen who 

became the artistic director of Theatre Works, a strong sense with all of them of their mark on the 

work. And, as I say, with all of them a strong sense too of ensemble, so one of the things that’s 

interesting with the director, when you have a director that works with an ensemble is that you’re 

never quite sure exactly where everything’s coming from, the lines have blurred because you watch 

that director continually work with those people and you know that the director is influencing them 
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but they are also strongly influencing the director.   

MF: One of my favourite quotes from Robert Benedetti’s seminal work is that ideally the 
director should plan meticulously to make it up as they go along. 

LJ: Yes. 

MF: And that’s a combination of the spontaneity and uncertainty and excitement... 

LJ: Responsiveness to the moment and responsiveness to what others have to give. 

MF: Yeah.  So all that seems to suggest that the company structure, that is La Mama, 
impacts in a number of ways on the actual practice. I mean, because it’s an equitable place, 
in its nature and structure, so is the work environment. 

LJ: Yes. Yes. And I think one of the things that La Mama does is encourage a sense of ensemble, 

in the way people work here and the fact that there are no stars and everyone gets the same and 

the writer and director are kind of part of the process. That sense of ensemble is sort of a part of 

the work that goes on here, and I think that also La Mama is a space where young companies or 

groups of people coming together can afford to work out of. They don’t have to pay rent, they don’t 

have to scrape together the money for advertising, they don’t have to scrape together the money 

for the set because we’re going to provide all of that. A group of totally penniless people can 

actually come and work out of La Mama quite comfortably. 

MF: How do they do that?  What’s your process in assembling your programs?   

LJ: About two hundred and fifty scripts come through the post every year, and all of them are read, 

we have a policy of reading everything. And Betty Burstall still works with me on that, she’s kind of 

worked on and off with La Mama over the last thirty two years and she works with me as a literary 

adviser at the moment, but also I spend a lot of time listening to ideas, because a lot of the work 

that goes on doesn’t actually start with a script, it starts with an idea. I mean, Gary Hutchinson’s 

piece Sleepers for instance, that was a matter of Gary having an idea. And with people having 

ideas, whether it’s famous, fairly famous people like Gary Hutchinson or people who you’ve never 

ever, you know, seen before in your life, they just kind of walk in, with that, basically, it’s a leap of 

faith. But one has to make those leaps of faith, sometimes, so you know, not all work is kind of 

scripted down to the nth degree. 

MF: So in terms of the influence of La Mama and the APG, you must have a cavalcade of 
people who have gone from perhaps their first experiences here on to significance in 
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Australian theatre.  Just for fun, can you rattle off some of those people who are perhaps 
the most significant these days? 

LJ: Well I suppose the most famous of our children who have worked here these days is Cate 

Blanchett, she worked here in, I think she worked here a few times in the late eighties. Jana Wendt, 

who actually first performed at La Mama, Jana, well I don’t know if she first performed at La Mama, 

Jana was actually singing at La Mama when she was discovered by an ABC person and offered 

work in television, and she’s recounted that story a number of times. And then there’s obviously 

David Williamson, Jack Hibberd, Graham Blundell, many... 

MF: John Romeril. 

LJ: John Romeril, you prompt me if you can think of any others. Just many, many of the people who 

have gone on to be, you know, gone on to sort of work in various ways in film or television, or the 

entertainment industry. 

MF: Now in terms of this company structure idea, the equity and participation that you 
follow, is it identifiable with any clear, specific political agenda, or is it just more social than 
political? Do you know what I mean? 

LJ: Yeah, I do, and I think it’s more social than political in most ways but it is political in that, I don’t 

see it as a party political situation, but obviously the kind of values. I think La Mama is more on 

about values than style of politics, and I try and run La Mama as a small welfare state, in the sense 

of looking after people’s rights, looking after making sure obligations are in place, making sure 

people are looked after and shepherded through difficult times, artistically or personally or 

whatever. But it is something that I encourage greatly in the staff who work here is that we work 

very caringly with the people who are working here. That what we’re working with is a sort of, you 

know, it’s quite a delicate and precious commodity, artistic creativity, and must be nurtured in very 

particular ways. At the same time I think one of the things that I… you know, there are values such 

as equality, such as caring, such as environmental care, environmental friendliness, that are 

essential in the way we operate, and those are the same values, they’ll tend to be reflected to a 

certain extent in the work that goes on here. I’m not...I personally have no interest in work that is 

gratuitously violent. One of the least interesting times for me in the year, by and large, is the 

Comedy Festival. I’m not terribly interested in a lot of laughs. I mean I’m not very serious either but 

it’s just that the whole entertainment thing is not basically what we’re on about. We’re on about 

exploring, pushing boundaries, questioning meanings, questioning realities, questions...and so, you 

know, yeah... 
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MF: I think part of the tragic thing about the Comedy Festival although I’m hardly in a 
position to mention it, is that too much of it just isn’t funny either.  That’s a worry. 

LJ: Well, that’s a worry, and it’s a worry putting things in the Comedy Festival too, because setting 

something up as a comedy, you know, times you can do people a gross disservice because then if 

it’s not funny, that becomes the point of judgement, instead of whether it’s good or not. So, yes. 

MF: Okay, terrific. Now one of the questions that I’m interested in, in differentiating between 
what we could loosely term mainstream and non-mainstream, is that fact, or the assertion at 
least, that the non-mainstream are engaged in a continual evaluation and analysis of their 
process, whereas one could argue that the mainstream doesn’t do this too much apart from 
box office and marketing type analysis. Would you care to comment on that? 

LJ: Well, I mean, I think when...I think that work does have some reference, I think what you’ve just 

said does have some reference to reality in Australia, but when you see the kind of work that 

comes out of other countries during festivals, through international festivals, that must, because it’s 

world renowned work, must be seen as mainstream, one feels that that shouldn’t be how the 

mainstream is. Looking at La Pagia’s work, how they work, Peter Brook’s work, looking at Company 

Beta Say, the Belgian company that I thought was just brilliant at last year’s Adelaide festival, 

looking at a whole range of the companies that bring out large works, one thinks, ‘Yes, stylistic 

exploration is happening in large spaces with dollars attached to it in other countries.’  Not too 

much of it’s happening here, which is a shame. So that our state flagship companies in theatre 

have come to be associated with fairly conservative product, as have our major opera companies, 

major ballet company. I mean, there’ve been some attempts to break away from that.  Really, I 

mean I kind of feel that the only distinction that should be able to be made, should be made 

between made mainstream and non-mainstream, is whether you’re paid or not. I think everyone 

should be working in an artistically challenging and questioning way, and that no-one should be 

paying obsessive attention to marketing, so I think that is the main distinction, and I think it should 

be almost the only distinction.   

MF: Yes. The tragedy... the reality, I guess, of existence in an artistic community in the 
nineties is that, you know, quite often marketing is absolutely essential to continue. Legs On 
The Wall, for example, in Sydney I spoke to, have employed a full time marketing-
promotions person. 

LJ: Yes, and they have… the Australia Council is encouraging that interest on marketing, Arts 

Victoria are encouraging that emphasis or marketing. The worrying thing is that that emphasis on 

marketing seems to me is being pushed, as much as anything, so that companies move as much 
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as anything towards a situation of self-sufficiency, of being able to live off their box office. Now, 

the thing is, to live off your box office, you have to have a highly marketable product, and I’m not 

very interested in having that, that’s not my interest. My interest in having a lot of people coming 

through the door is so the actors get fed well, and so that people’s work gets seen, but coming up 

with a consciously commercial product isn’t my main interest. But it you really embrace the whole 

marketing ethic, then you must become very conscious of all those commercial considerations and 

be continually pushed in that direction, which is very sad. Because you become obsessed then with 

marketability and virtuosity, you know, and gloss rather than what I think are the main, should be 

the main artistic... 

MF: All right, now, what do La Mama do by way of reflection and analysis on your operations 
and your work day to day, or production to production? 

LJ: I said recently at a meeting that Clinton had an oval office, we had an oral office, which I 

thought was nice. But because we have a very communicative workplace, where we encourage 

continual reflection, discussion, and not being completely tied to having to get the job done, and try 

to make this space here a fairly social centre where artists who work here can kind of come in and 

flag in and express their views and opinions. So there’s that day to day thing of trying to actually… 

which is why, I mean you’re here on a very quiet time, it’s quite amazing, usually there are four or 

five staff all working and all communicating and all talking on the phone here, at this point it just 

happens the two house managers are both working down at the Carlton Courthouse at the 

moment. Are you getting a chance to see the Carlton Courthouse? 

MF: I hope to before, yeah, I’m here for another week so yeah. I’ve been there before. I saw 
Mitso there the year before last. 

LJ: So there’s that but we do also have a formal staff meeting once a month, where all areas – 

artistic, managerial, theatre hands, are discussed. We have an annual meeting for all the front of 

house staff, because as you can imagine doing sixty four productions and at times running three 

venues we have quite a few people doing front of house, of whom a couple have come in since 

you’ve been here. We have an annual meeting with them, talk about style of running a venue, and 

values, you know, implicit in this, kind of, hospitality, making sure people know things like why we 

don’t charge for coffee, why, how important we see service is. But also, we have an annual party 

for them.  

But also we have a committee of management now, which meet quarterly, and I try to make sure 

that that committee of management consists of people who’ve all worked here artistically. Now they 

want the right balance, they want lawyers and accountants and things, so we’ve got a lawyer, we’ve 
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got an accountant and we’ve got a doctor as well as artists, but they’re all people who’ve worked 

here artistically, and they’re all people who’ve been a part of the, of La Mama’s corporate memory 

for a long while, and that is also a critical time, when things are discussed and you know... Betty 

Burstall and I meet at least every couple of months, to not only to talk about the scripts that we’ve 

read, but also Betty sees quite a lot of the theatre, we actually talk about, and she will continually 

question the number of monologues that are programmed and etc, etc, so we kind of talk about 

those kind of artistic... But essentially, more than anything else, the litmus test for La Mama is 

remaining very relevant to the artistic community out there, and the test is the number of people 

who come in and see the work – the vast majority of people who see the work are industry 

members or have some relationship with the industry, and the people who will use the space.   

MF: Okay, just almost finished, I’m interested in getting people who should know, getting 
their assessment of whether the umbrella title I have chosen for my study is reflective of 
what it should be.  I’ve chosen the term ‘Radical Group Theatre’ to apply to the form I’m 
looking at, I’m looking at the sort of stuff that bases itself on an ensemble, the sort of stuff 
that is often usually not written text based, and working in that sense, and radical in so far 
as being non-mainstream.  How do you like the term and…? 

 

LJ: Well, I like the term, I guess I’ve spent a lot of time, because you’ve actually talked about 

directors, I’ve probably spent quite a bit of time talking about, not talking about people who I think 

are most influential in radical group theatre because the people who I see as most influential, 

having being most influential in radical group theatre, especially where non-text and new form, have 

not been so much out of the APG. The APG had a very particular style which as I say has gone on 

and been inherited by Circus Oz, and then there’s a group in the APG called Night Shift, do you 

know about Night Shift, have you met, have you talked to Lindsey Smith? 

MF: No, I haven’t.   

LJ: I think he’s a very important person for you to talk to, I think he’s a terrific person for you to talk 

to. He’s just finishing performing at Craig’s Hall at the moment, you should even maybe try to see 

his show, which is about a sort of aging rock star but very much related to where he’s been 

because he’s worked out of the APG in New York... Lindsey’s a very important person for you to 

talk to, you’ll get a very different perspective from Lindsey than say you would from maybe Jeffrey 

or Jack Hibberd. You see, the most influential person who worked here in the seventies in terms of 

form was a guy called Sid Clayton, whose background was in fact music, and he did a lot of non-

text based, new form work that was just very, very exciting. And people like James Claydon, who’s 
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working at the moment, the director of Sleepers, Lloyd Jones, whose production opens next 

week, next Thursday. The staff here, a lot of the staff here are involved in, that is much more 

exploring form, and much less text based than most of the work that I have been talking about.  

And as I say, those people… the APG was highly influential on those people, yes, so, and as I say, 

when you asked about directors I did continue to think of the auteur and to mention Julian and Jon 

Pierre Mignon, and John Ellis whereas there are, yeah… 

MF: Well, I am going to be speaking to Julian, and I am going to be speaking to Mike Finch 
from Circus Oz, and someone else you mentioned who is also on my list as well... 

LJ: Well, Lindsey should really be on your list.   

MF: Well, that was my next question.  Who should be, other than he then, on my list.  Who 
have I missed? 

LJ: I think, well I think, you can’t interview Sid ‘cause he’s in heaven. There was a woman who was 

incredibly important here in the seventies, but she has stopped being part of theatre, and she was 

the one, in a way, her ensemble became Jon Pierre Mignon’s ensemble. Now I see that as not 

necessarily them being stylistically tied together but the fact that she had such a brilliant view of 

who the best actors in the country were, and Jon Pierre had similar vision, and that’s a woman 

called Val Kerwin, who lives in Fitzroy. She was our first playwright in residence, she was very 

influential here and her work was very new form but text based, wonderful. I’ll give you her details, 

she may not want to be interviewed but you can just ring up and ask people. I think Val Kerwin, 

Lindsey Smith, James Claydon, and Lloyd Jones. I think they’re the people who have worked 

longest in and worked, James more as a loner, but no, that’s not really true in a sense, I mean 

James does have a, he works very much with a, in an ensemble sense, I think. You’d need to, 

see… he’s certainly got a group of people he works with a lot at the moment.  So they’re the people 

I think. 

MF: Yes, I wanted to touch on that new form work of what’s become known as contemporary 
performance, but my emphasis, I guess, would be on the other side of alternative, in the 
community area.   

LJ: In the community area... 

MF: Which is a term which is OK again, apparently. 

LJ: Well, I think it’s always been OK, myself, I don’t... 
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MF: My academic colleagues don’t agree. 

LJ: No, I know, I mean I moved a motion which was overwhelmingly accepted at the last big 

industry meeting that we stop using the word industry to describe the arts industry and we start to 

call it the arts community, but I just think community is a much better word than industry. But also, 

in terms of community theatre, see I was thinking that before, that you also have that very major 

influence of Peter Oysten, as Dean of the VCA, and the community ethic that he preached, that 

people like the people who started West Theatre and the Mill Theatre and Woolly Jumpers and 

Theatreworks. You know, there was a kind of ethic there that people, you know… And a major 

influence to on that was the Popular Front from Queensland. So you had Peter Oysten and his 

vision, and the Popular Front vision, because from those people you had the kind of, your John 

Lanes, your Neil Camerons, the people who actually did create that very, very vibrant movement in 

the ‘70s of, and they were not, again, they were not products of either La Mama or the APG. That 

was a different thing, they were products of a very vital movement that Albert Hunt, you know, the 

great happenings man moved into Queensland and Peter Oysten’s notion of the VCA. 

MF: That’s very true, and that connection is an important one again.  Well, that’s been 
terrific.  Okay, well we might just leave it there.  Thank you very much.   

LJ: That’s Okay. 
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Interview with Mike Finch and Tim Coldwell – Circus Oz: 27 April 1999 

Mike Foster: All right, starting with a bit of background, could we just give a potted history 
of both your involvement in the company?  Mike, if you’d like to start? 

Mike Finch: It started by seeing Circus Oz fairly early, when I was still at school – saw a show of the 

Sydney season. It was probably, sort of, mid-Circus Oz for then, but that was the first time I’d seen 

it, heard about it. I was already interested in theatre and performance but was getting a pretty 

standard sort of high school treatment of a whole bunch of text based work, wasn’t really physical 

work, and got really interested in performing that way. Then I saw another company, Chaos, a 

fringe circus down here in Melbourne, that reinvented it a bit as well in terms of replacing the 

animals with machines and applying a whole sort of Mad Max aesthetic to it, but essentially still 

doing a traditional circus.  Both of those experiences heavily influenced me to find out what was 

really going on, so I ended up doing street performance. I started all that by going through the 

theatre course in Bathurst, which was a multi-skilled taster BA based on outdoor theatre, alternative 

theatre, masque, circus, the whole lot of fringe elements of theatre and staying away from the text-

based, black box sort of stuff.  Came out of there, taught for a while in Bathurst, and put together a 

company called Precarious that put on a show called Circus Monoxide that was basically based 

entirely on what we knew about Circus Oz, which wasn’t very much. We’d seen a couple of 

documentaries and seen a show or two, sort of had a sense of “well, what if we all got together as a 

collective of people and put on a circus show” and all that. Behaved like a collective and did stuff 

that was human based circus and watched a few videos and put together a show called Circus 

Monoxide based around the Bathurst Race meet as a sort of theme.  And we had a big top, and it 

was a massive show, there was like a seven piece band, there were thirty performers, we’d sort of 

brought it all together for four nights, and then, after we closed the season, the whole thing fell 

apart. We got funding to put together a touring version of the show, and the proposal was to do it 

on a double-decker bus and  redesign the whole thing around ten performers – at the beginning I 

think it was eight. And we got money together from various sources, basically government 

subsidised to a degree, but also subsidised indirectly by the university course. So we were based 

on the campus and we got access to a whole bunch of administrative support, rehearsal space, and 

workshops and whatever, fitted out this bus and hit the road in early ‘97, the very end of ’96, and 

toured for about a year. At this point I applied for a job at Circus Oz, which turned out to be the job 

of artistic director, and ended up here.   

MF: OK. Tim? 

 349



 
 

Tim Coldwell: Ah, well I was one of the people that started Circus Oz in 1978. I’d been working 

with another, smaller group before that called Meat Circus, which is one of the groups that kind of 

amalgamated to form Circus Oz. I’ve been there ever since. So, I’ve been there for twenty one 

years, most of my working life in fact as part of Circus Oz or in Circus Oz.  And I suppose, you 

know, when I started in Circus Oz, and I was largely responsible for the tent... along with a couple 

of other people. But I sort of saw my role in it, I think, as trying to convince people who had worked 

in the theatre that they could do a whole lot of other things. That it was possible to take control of a 

whole lot of mechanical aspects of putting on a show that some people didn’t believe that you 

could... That was the message across the whole thing, that a group of people could take control of 

all that rather than just limiting themselves to being just singer or actors or circus performers. And 

my side of that tended to be more in the mechanical movement... So in the start I was kind of 

convincing a bunch of people who worked in the theatre that, you know, you could find within 

yourself the knowledge and the expertise and the energy to actually make a tent and put it up.   

MF: Okay, thanks. Reading histories, talking to people who’ve been around in the business 
for a while, and even reading the paper of yours I took away yesterday Mike, there seems to 
be an implication or more than a hint that there have been some differences in opinion in 
terms of an approach and philosophy at the circus, since its inception almost.  Is that a fair 
reading and would you like to just mention... 

Mike Finch: I can’t speak for anything that happened previous to about eighteen months ago. I’ll let 

Tim talk about that. I see like my role, a bit, as trying to get, to codify stuff and get it down on paper 

and try to create it as a discussion point, because I think up until now Circus Oz has basically been 

reinventing from scratch and sort of doing stuff that no-one else is doing, or has done, at least for 

quite a long period of time. They’ve sort of pirated things from vaudeville and traditional circus and 

theatre and you know, engineering, whatever, and its been a real ‘soup of influence’ and that’s 

exactly what is the appeal of Circus Oz, that it is such a soup of stuff. It’s such a traditional form, 

and because it takes so long to develop circus skills, it takes so long to develop the craft aspect of 

what we do, that there’s a real danger that as people leave the organisation, you’re left with big 

vacuums of both skill and experience and influence that potentially leave the organisation really 

vulnerable. So I’m trying to not only get it down on paper, I’m trying to engage people’s experience.  

So it feels a lot like I’ve been trying to pick Tim’s brain, among other people, to get stuff in a form 

that can pass on, because there isn’t that long. There’s a long tradition of traditional circus, there’s 

a long tradition of how theatre puts itself together, we’re sort of in this Limbo in-between. There’s 

not much written about it and there’s not much that’s passed on aside from people spending many 

years actually doing it. So there’s all sorts of different approaches. I think piracy’s a good analogy 

for it. People sort of pillage traditions from everywhere, you know? You get one director that 
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approaches it as a designer, just looking at a stage picture and how to make beautiful images, 

and then another one will want to approach it from clowning, then another one from improvisation, 

another one from a really technical, rigging base,  thinking about how you can use the apparatus, 

and the best directors, I reckon, have a really good base understanding of all these forms.   

TC: What he’s talking about is differences of opinion. The whole thing is almost constructed out of 

differences of opinion. So there have been, historically, differences of opinion about absolutely 

everything, and it’s kind of curious thinking back on it because I think there’s a tendency, I don’t 

know if it’s a tendency, for people looking back at the past for anything to assume that because 

something had an influence or was strong that there was a kind of unity of thought, of purpose or of 

something about it. I don’t know whether that’s something that inevitably goes with looking back or 

it it’s something about today, about the sort of eyes that people are looking back on that sort of stuff 

with. But there is this sense that if you look back on what Circus Oz did and assume that Circus Oz 

did what it intended to do, in the same way you look back on anybody in anything, you say well, 

that thing went in that direction and that was very clearly and deliberately what they did. It’s like 

they’re talking about a god or something.  

The reality I think is completely, well, not the opposite, but very different. I mean, it went ‘this’ way, 

but it could have gone ‘that’ way. It was just that we went ‘that’ way because someone didn’t 

happen to be at that meeting, you know, there was a lot of different people, there was a lot of 

different opinions. The first thing Circus Oz did was build a tent because there was a bunch of 

people who said, well, you know, someone had sold the show to a couple of festivals in order to get 

the money and hire a building and the cost – if we were going to pay that much money then we 

should build one.  But that was because there was a bunch of people there who had a basic notion 

that the idea was to get a tent and caravans and trucks and hoses and that much of the apparatus 

of other, not just the production apparatus of the show, but the life as well.  But at the same time 

there were people there whose ambition was more about, well, not directly, but to do shows in 

theatre because they found the idea of doing shows in a theatre more interesting. They had the 

idea that if you put this kind of show in a theatre, then it would sit within the theatre and be more 

interesting, or would be more saleable...  

There were sort of two significantly different camps, with a whole lot of things in between. There 

was a bunch of people who thought touring was like rock and roll touring, where you did the gig, 

and then there were other people whose idea of touring was circus touring... But then there were 

differences of opinion in just about everything, and I suppose it’s best to call it creative 

collaborations. You know, the best work that I’ve done I’ve done with people who are very different 

from me and have very different ideas. Fabulous things happen when you’re prepared to go with it. 
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Some of it hits and some of it bombs, and others it’s like I’d don’t understand, but I can do that bit 

and I can do that bit. And you end up with some result that, in that particular case, it might mean 

that I’m just building a couple of props but then you find out that the prop is, kind of, the central 

thing, the idea that makes this thing work. And quite possibly the other person who suggested it 

had no idea how powerfully that would suit their idea. You know, you’ve got someone who has 

some kind of idea or some kind of theatrical image or a character or something, and someone else 

is going, yeah, I can make that, or that’s something I can build, and then the two things either 

accidentally or arbitrarily get together and something happens that wasn’t there when you built the 

thing in the first place.   

MF: I suppose it’s important or implicit in all this that there be a sense of trust in your 
colleagues and that if someone comes up with a brainwave you’re almost obliged to say, 
okay, let’s trust and go with that and try it and see what happens.   

Mike Finch: There’s something interesting going on with circus in particular where, you know, it’s 

not, it’s more than just, you know, I’ve had some sort of… [Mike Finch pauses to answer an phone] 

Because you’re dealing with safety, that’s one thing, because you’re dealing with potentially quite 

expensive construction. You’re also dealing with people’s skills that take sometimes months to 

develop, that, in a theatrical context, might be like a director walking in and going “Right, we’re 

going to try this next exercise with everyone, you know, whispering their lines”. You know, 

something that can just be tried on the spot, in circus a director can walk in and go, oh well, we 

want to try this with everyone being upside down for the entire scene, or something, well I want 

someone to walk on the roof which is a classic example of a piece of gear that became much more 

important than the theatrical frame.  It either involves someone going off into a workshop who 

actually knows what they’re doing, a real work, like a metal workshop, and building the gear, or a 

couple of acrobats going and training months and months as to how they could stay upside down 

for three minutes continuously, or whatever it is. And so you continuously come up against the 

issues of craft, and it’s not so much like the director comes in and goes “We’re going to walk on our 

hands for the next five minutes” and everyone goes “Yeah, let’s try it”. It’s like someone needs to 

go, “Hang on, half of us are going to get serious arm injuries from doing this” and someone else 

going “Well, you know, are we prepared for this?” So there’s a lot of other issues at stake, so the 

sense of trust is often more about a kind of, do you trust the rigger that they know their shit and I’m 

not going to fall out of the roof or do I trust my trainer that when I try to do this back flip… A lot of it 

becomes really concrete trust, like life threatening trust rather than just a creative sense of trust 

which the theatre world talks about a lot.   

TC: It’s a funny thing that trust though, because it’s like...there’s a sense now that as things get 
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more compartmentalised, then I suppose, in a way, that’s the way most of the theatre world 

seems to work. Often a lot of the directors are on the sort of creative team, that you - I’ve forgotten 

what I was going to say.  People can arbitrarily pick things, like I’ll have that idea and that idea, then 

hand it over to somebody else who is paid to do it.  And they don’t have to believe in it at all. And, 

you know, possibly it works because they believe in the actors, they believe in something about that 

show, but there’s this sort of reverse mechanism used to operate within Circus Oz, and I sort of 

think it’s been used ever since, which is that you couldn’t get someone to make something unless 

they were really into it.  Because there were a few people who could make things, mostly there was 

a sense that if you want… theoretically what was supposed to happen was that if you want 

something then you make it yourself, or you had to forge some sort of partnership or collaboration 

with someone who could do whatever else you wanted to do. But you couldn’t go down to the 

workshop and say “Can I have one of these and one of these?” because you had to find somebody 

who was into the idea. I had to spend three hours after dark down the back making this thing, so 

they had to be interested in what it...  I suppose, there’s a kind of trust that went with that, you 

know, but it was more like, well it wasn’t like “Jeffrey has all the good ideas, I’ll do what he wants”.  

It was more like “What’s that’s for, what do you want it to do that for, oh, what if you do that?” I 

mean, it absolutely had to work like that.  Because there wasn’t anybody who was paid to be there 

to make anybody’s stupid fucking idea and while in some ways it’s very limiting because it meant, 

you know, that the qualifications for the idea being accepted were related to the other person. It 

wasn’t a matter of if the group liked it or some other artist that wasn’t concerned about how 

expensive it was or how difficult it was liked it, or someone who’s qualified to make those kinds of 

decisions. But on the other hand it was very economical because it meant that most things that 

actually ended up working ended up being in the show because the people who were making, 

made them work.  It wasn’t like somebody had an idea and somebody else spent a thousand 

dollars to make it to then find out that it didn’t work, because it was either the theatrical idea didn’t 

sit in balance with the physical idea or because the physical, mechanical requirements were 

impossible.   

Mike Finch: I reckon you can track back the kind of vibe, the reputation Circus Oz has for really 

vibrant, performer driven work to that period, to a large extent for that reason. And to try to replicate 

that with people who are much more specialised, in that you have someone who’s a specialist 

acrobat that may not necessarily know how to do their own rigging, you hope that they do but they 

certainly don’t necessarily have welding skills or you know, the ability to take something through 

from a drawing to a piece of gear, that in those days, not having much experience of it, but having 

seen an earlier show, but certainly not back that far, you can see that each of the acts would have 

been almost regardless of the quality acts. The people in them believed so deeply they’d created 

them from scratch and had to follow them through, that you can imagine quite a dynamic sense of 
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the performer being empowered in the ring, and that they understand the gear well enough to 

make it work properly, that you’re getting maximum value out of each image or piece of gear that’s 

used. Now that you have to replace that with a really strong sense of direction, the company, on the 

other hand, is not necessarily set up to be highly directed in a kind of auteur way. 

MF: Does this relate in any way to your concept that you outline about the edges of 
permaculture? My understanding of what I read there was that was to do with exploring and 
pushing of styles as far as one can go? 

Mike Finch: That concept is really nothing concrete that links it to what we do, but you could see 

that the original version of Circus Oz was an edge in itself, in that there were a few people who had 

a background in traditional theatre, there were people who came with engineering, there were 

people who were highly political and theatrical, but the whole thing was that it was an edge. You 

could say it was part of the theatre movement in Melbourne but it wasn’t the centre of that 

movement, it was somewhere out on an edge between a few different forms. And as circus 

becomes more institutionalised, if you look at Circus LA’s example or any of the places that are 

large enough to see it as a mainstream, then it suddenly becomes a bit less interesting because it’s 

not an edge, you know, the edges are actually somewhere else possibly. Maybe they’re the smaller 

companies that are interacting with their local community, or, they tend to be far more vibrant 

because you’ve actually got conflict, the conflict Tim was talking about. You’ve got people having 

differences of opinion.  If you’ve got a whole bunch of acrobats in one room, and they’ve all had the 

same training and background and they all come from the same school of thought aesthetically or 

whatever, I mean, you can achieve a lot but its potentially also a very boring place to be.   

MF: Well those two concepts also imply, don’t they, a continuing interrogation of your 
process and your product in order to stay at the edge, because that’s where you want to be? 

Mike Finch: Possibly you want to be. I mean, the other argument is that there’s not a lot of money 

to be made on the edge, in terms of having to sustain people’s lifestyles. How do you grow old and 

buy a house and have kids and still consider yourself to be a creative performer? Where do you 

make the compromises and let the whole thing move on? So the edges are dynamic, but they’re 

also not necessarily really high yield, you know, you get a lot of variety but you also don’t 

necessarily get a lot of any one thing. So it’s often hard to sustain on the edge and that’s sort of the 

other stuff that I was writing there, about the idea of the laboratory and, you know, you need it to be 

commercial enough to actually sell and sustain. And Circus Oz has been around long enough to 

have a bit of a handle on how to keep the money coming in just so the whole thing can keep going 

at critical mass but the challenge is also to find the laboratory that is that edge. You know, if you’re 

not necessarily living on the edge then you might have to manufacture an artificial one and that is 
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diversity and putting people in uncomfortable situations or whatever. 

MF: Is there a trace back to, say, Jacques Lecoq, and that three tiered system you’re talking 
about in production and the experiment and the teaching, training? 

Mike Finch: I don’t know.  I probably don’t know enough about Lecoq to link it there. The broad idea 

came from Meyerhold. 

MF: I may not necessarily say it’s his, but it’s that mode where all the process should 
involve at some stage some element of training in particular. 

TC: It’s different in which order you do it in, I suppose. I mean, I’m guessing a bit about that, but I’d 

imagine that you could see a sort of pattern that goes: you do the experimentation, you work out 

what things there are you want to do, and I suppose in a sense...and then you train other people to 

do it. You imagine the act, then you hire the people and train them to do the act, and then you can 

produce the act or produce the act six times or whatever. It’s kind of the opposite order to what 

we’ve always done. What we’ve always done is we’ve kind of done the training, in a sense that 

would be in somebody else training, some other act that some other people have done, and then 

we completely fuck around with it and turn it into something else. So it’s like you do the Chinese 

pole chain, and then make up an act out of the training, rather than the other way around which is, 

to a large extent...I mean, we do a bit of it, but not so much.  

Mike Finch: And a lot of that is driven by where your position lies. If your circus has enough venture 

capital that they can have someone doing three, you know, have a couple of designers or however 

many designers, training things up with some training, and then they employ people and the whole 

thing doesn’t produce any lucrative results for years down the track. It requires you to go take a fair 

bit of that kind of risk and if you’re looking at a much more sort of hand to mouth level, you need to 

be able to have product for starters and then to expand on the product and have the whole thing 

sort of evolving along. So probably that is the ideal order – like do research, then training, then get 

your return from it, but not many companies are in that position.   

MF: In a general sense, most people agree that the interest and surge in Australian theatre 
overall has come in the general area of the physical.  Can you attribute that to anything in 
particular? 

Mike Finch: You can attribute that to Circus Oz a bit, in Australia. 

TC: Um, I suppose you can. I’m terribly reluctant to do that kind of thing because I figure if it was 

going to happen it was probably going to happen anyway....I’m not really sure what I think of it. 
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MF: Can I just mention something to you?  It occurred to me the other day, it didn’t occur 
to me, Graham Pitts the writer, was talking to me and he said that he felt that one of the 
points of Australianness about the mainstream theatre is its use of space, and he said the 
emergence of physical theatre relates to that idea that Australians think of and use space in 
a different way. I thought that was interesting and I wonder whether that relates at all to the 
popularity, at least, of physical theatre? 

Mike Finch: I don’t know if Australian’s necessarily… they have a lot of space. I haven’t got a huge 

experience of the European stuff, but from being people with less space, you’d use it more 

creatively. I don’t know, Australians, maybe the concept of space is there on stage but... 

MF: You’re sort of referring to moving about in that space, and the ability we’ve always had 
intrinsically or inherently to move about in our space? 

TC: I’m curious about it, but I don’t spend a lot of the time talking to people about it or, you know, 

reading much about it, so I haven’t quite got a clear sense of whether a lot of that stuff you read is 

kind of genuine analysis or gets mixed up with the publicity... been writing that shit for years, I don’t 

know how much of it I believe... There’s an enormous amount of physical theatre that happens in 

other parts of the world. There’s a massive circus kind of sub-culture in France and then I suppose 

there are some things that are similar... There was a physical kind of theatre in Holland in the 

1970’s, and that stuff overly influenced things that were happening here. I suspect it has as much to 

do with the fact that Australia did not have an old established theatre culture particularly. And the 

Pram Factory, a lot of stuff that comes from them, the early stuff in the late 60’s, early 70’s, about 

the invention of Australian theatre that happened then. But that’s referring to Jack Hibberd and all 

the writers, you know, the development of the Australian vernacular writing. And all the arguments 

about that, which is pretty unarguable really, was that it didn’t hardly exist before, and there was 

very little. It’s about the acceptance of vernacular writing, Australian accents on stage, the glory of 

the Australian language and stuff like that. A lot of it is kind of dated now because a lot of it is kind 

of ocker, because that was the kind of thing that was distinct about it, you know? It was bush bands 

and all that kind of stuff and that stuff disappeared but it sort of settles in to a kind of more 

meaningful place. So that is what people were saying about Australian theatre back then, I 

suppose, but that kind of thing’s not transportable. You  can’t take that stuff overseas in the same 

way, because it needs to be more that immediate level of it, where it is a naive kind of vernacular of 

being able to say 'fuckin dick', you know. So if the Australian accent on stage is meaningless in 

England, whereas I suppose there’s a level of that where it becomes more sophisticated that the 

writing, then you do start exporting Australian plays, because their interesting to more people.  But 

it hasn’t exported all that much.   
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MF: I think there’s two things.  The thing that happened after that is that they began to 
question the validity of that ockerism and the other thing that’s interesting is that they broke 
away from La Mama to do that sort of work.  What did the antecedents of Circus Oz break 
away from La Mama to do? 

TC: I think it’s a particular part of the lineage that I don’t know all that much about, I suppose. I 

mean, I don’t know how many people in the beginning of Circus Oz had anything to do with La 

Mama. I know Robyn Laurie did, but certainly there was an immediate connection to that sort of 

other stuff that happened at the Pram Factory that wasn’t the literary Australian.  But there’s a 

whole lot of different shit that happened at the Pram Factory that it was a particular push for. It was 

about political theatre and it was about agitprop political theatre, and in a sense they were breaking 

away from the street theatre idea of demonstrations five years before that, as much as they were 

breaking away from a classic theatre tradition in a sense that it was trying to find connections 

between that sort of political theatre and the popular and the rock and roll.    

MF: And then, the need, almost, out of the organisation to do it better so that it enhanced 
the skills. 

TC: Yeah, yeah, yeah.  

Mike Finch: So, going back to that question about what makes it Australian, I think there’s 

something crucial in how hard it is to tour. Physical theatre is not like literature or film, you’ve got to 

actually take the performers with you. People can see videos of physical stuff on TV, but the full 

impact of it only works live so the sort of distance of us being on the other side of the globe has an 

affect. Like a single company like Chaos can fundamentally change the fabric of the way physical 

performers think about themselves, because relatively few come out. Whereas the huge number of 

companies that Europeans have access to, or can see without to much difficulty, means that the 

sort of ambient temperature of Europe is higher and the people entering, you’re entering against a 

much larger community or a much larger number of performers who already work in the industry, 

whereas in Australia there’s a real sense that people can go from being beginners to professional 

performers and form their own company and not have much competition relatively quickly. So you 

end up having a sort of sense of exuberance, I think, which is fairly typical of Australian work as 

well. People sort of haven’t seen much stuff and maybe they’ve been influenced heavily by one or 

two companies or one or two pieces, and are sort of giving it a go on the stage, and not always 

necessarily at a highly technical level, and this applies to a whole range of different genres, but with 

a real sense of life and humanity. The whole thing hasn’t necessarily been highly codified, or 

institutionalised, or there is not a really strong school of thought and I think it’s that exuberance 
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rather than… 

TC: Yeah, well, I’d certainly go with that.  I think that that’s certainly a characteristic of Australian 

physical theatre... But I’m not entirely convinced that there is more physical theatre in Australia than 

there is anywhere else. That sort of exuberance sells in some places, I suppose, places where they 

can’t necessarily produce it or manufacture it. 

MF: It’s also been said, of course, that the relationship to the mania for sport that 
Australians have sometimes draws the interest into that type of performance where they 
wouldn’t bother to go to other types of performance.   

TC: I don’t believe that one.  I mean, my instinct is not to believe it.   

Mike Finch: It hardly reflects in box office.  I don’t think there are those massive box offices like 

sport is in Australia. 

MF: If you put on a show at the MCG you couldn’t fill it? 

Mike Finch: No, not at this stage. 

MF: It’d be an interesting experiment. 

Mike Finch: It would be, definitely, and I almost think that some of those giant spectacles, Olympic 

opening spectacles or whatever, have generated a larger audience in Europe. I don’t know, I’ve 

never done anything about it, but, the sport thing may be an angle. It may be a reason performers 

are fairly willing to start training, you know, they’re the kind of people who are comfortable in their 

bodies and get outside a fair bit and move around. There’s enough space to practice in parks and 

we get year round good weather where people can sort of give it a go, but I don’t know that it’s as 

tangible as that. 

TC: I don’t know that Australians are per head of population average better at sport than a lot of 

other people...And it’s always seemed to me also that, I mean it’s my particular kind of obsession, 

I’m not sure...people will interfere... not people who are into sport...people who didn’t give a fuck 

about the football, but there was, that was something that I met in Melbourne at the Pram Factory, 

that obsession with sport...I’m not sure how much it existed in the arts. 

Mike Finch: In terms of the audience, the people coming in the door, I think, you do get a broader 

audience with something called circus, absolutely. You’ll get a broader family audience, you’ll get 

people coming in the family unit which means that the women may be more interested in theatre, 

the men aren’t, but they come along anyway. It’s got a sense of danger and there’s a whole bunch 
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of things in it that’s different from going to a night at the theatre. Especially when it turns into a 

kind of… where it’s presented like Circus Oz in the early days, as dinner show so there’s alcohol 

involved or there’s a tent on the edge of town so it’s not going into the high culture spaces in the 

heart of the city, its sort of on the edges again.   

MF: Okay, well if we can just get back to process for a sec, can either of you, or both, briefly 
outline a typical process of making a show at Circus Oz, starting from scratch? I mean, is 
there a typical way? 

TC: I think there is a typical way. It basically seems to me it goes from a process of establishing 

fairly early a consensus that the show is going to have these half a dozen or eight or ten acts in it 

because that’s what we can do. And some of that’s because that’s the stuff that people already 

know, because we don’t have to time to even think about turning all that stuff around, because 

we’re working with a lot of the same people we were working with before – that’s sort of there 

already before we start.   

Mike Finch: Well, that’s leaping straight into a point that a theatre person wouldn’t necessarily do 

but we’re working in a format which is like act by act and then they change the length and have 

different numbers of people on stage but they have a sort of beginning, middle and end and they’re 

usually based around a single skill or piece of gear. You know, it’s a trampoline act or a diving act 

or a pole act and that’s also a kind of given, that they’re not going to try and combine to many in 

one go. That’s the way Circus Oz does it, not necessarily the way an awful lot of the other circuses 

do it, but in terms of sustainable work, that seems to work best.   

TC: There’s a process … I think this happened all the time, even though we’re kind of codifying... 

and deciding which one of those you’re going to fuck around with and how much, in the time that 

we’ve got. Then it’s a process of working out what the rest of the show’s going to do and that is a 

matter of finding out what it is the people in the show want to do, and whatever other influences we 

have on the show in terms of what the creative team, the directors want to do with the show.  And 

then things start to get different depending on who’s actually directing it and what kind of way that 

they work.  To a greater or lesser extent you can say that’s what the show is going to be, it’s going 

to be what all of those people want to do and then the person whose directing it or the creative 

team directing it can decide to facilitate that and make it work, or can to a greater extent decide if 

they want to push it in a different direction.  And then there’s sort of a casting process to fill up the 

gap, just because a few people aren’t going to necessarily continue. But all of that is in a framework 

where there’s a greater or lesser amount of choice that’s involved in all of those things depending 

on how much time you’ve got to get the show together.  
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And then, for me, it goes from there to a process of, sort of, filling all the time.  It gets to a process 

of looking for the gaps, for the things that aren’t there, rather than just focusing on the things that 

are, and that’s on a macro level where you look at the show and go “Well, I think it’s got plenty of 

aerial stuff, perhaps we can discourage all those people from going in that direction and maybe it 

needs more, kind of, personal moments or more politics or more theatre, or something else”. And 

then I kind of look for how I can move things in that direction – whether it’s bringing in people, 

whether it’s encouraging people to have different kinds of ideas, to shelve that idea and go for 

something else, or whether it’s the process of subverting ideas that people have already had – 

taking somebody’s idea of a physical act and go, “Well, lets put that together with a theatrical 

number”, but I also think I deal in that way on a sort of micro level once you get into the details of 

some particular thing that someone wants to do... 

...I’m now just putting this together, I don’t know how much you’ve done before.  But, when the 

group was, you know, possibly more diverse and more opinionated, it may well have been the 

natural consequence of group discussions because while you might have been talking about 

something where a few people have got obsessed by a physical idea, there were people sitting 

over there in the corner who were, you know, no interest in the physical part of it at all, but want 

political, you know, they want something else, and so that stuff possibly happened more in the 

group process then than it does now. I’m not sure, but I’ve certainly never really seen myself as 

some kind of director and consciously directed. 

MF: It’s an interesting model, because it would vary I’d imagine, from a lot of line-up, 
directorial models because so much depends upon the resources that one has, really, I 
mean, both human and mechanical.   

Mike Finch: It’s interesting when you sort of track back, I mean, because the origins of the group 

were as group devised work and that’s actually the stuff I’ve done early, but Tim’s background as 

an engineer, one of the things he does, you’re working with the available equipment. I think there’s 

an interesting parallel there. You’re working with what’s there in the group, and it’s about how can 

you strengthen it or weaken it or cut it or move it around that there’s a direct parallel in the way that 

it seems works best with Circus Oz. So I sort of came with, you know, my main experience was 

either working with large groups of people as a director, more community sort of work where you 

can be quite authoritarian with them, and that’s fine because they’re not invested as performers in 

their own right, it’s a new experience for them, and also quite a lot of work in a group devised way, 

smaller groups of people where you’ve got a really personal relationship in a much similar way to 

how Oz started out. And to come into this situation – a lot of it was sort of sitting back and watching 

how other people did it, because it obviously wasn’t a traditional theatre model, where you started 
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from a script, a director comes in and interprets it, unit by unit, and the actors are pretty much 

empty vessels ready to be worked.  

In fact, the most successful of Circus Oz’s performers seem to be ones that are quite strong 

headed, you know, and have a lot of, there’s a fair amount of diversity so they come from different 

backgrounds or they have vastly different sorts of sets of skills.  So watching the way Steven 

Burton worked as Circus director, and watching the way Tim worked, completely different model, 

but quite interesting and a lot of it depends on a quite personal relationship between the director 

and each individual performer.  

A lot of it’s sort of massaging the show around and during performance as well, which is where the 

really dynamic stuff happens because it’s actually being performed, it’s in front of an audience, and 

circus as a form allows direct, instant response from the audience.  There’s lots of… it’s not like 

their sitting in the dark, in silence, until the very end and then you get seven seconds of applause 

and you get a good review, or they come up and say it was great, or whatever. Continuously 

through, you’re hearing laughter from the audience, like they can’t fake laughter.  You’re hearing 

applause, which is much easier to ask for and to fake, but there’s a direct sense of the performers 

getting moment to moment feedback. It’s almost like those worms they have in those political 

debates, you know, you can feel when a show’s dying, and you can feel when it’s succeeding. And 

it’s not always as direct as a great act gets great applause because it’s a holistic thing. They’re all 

connected so you can have a great night and a dog of a night with the same show but it’s still this 

real sense of to and fro, so the really dominant directing seems to happen, well the most hands on 

stuff, is really during the running of the show. And we seem to have a full time directing of the show 

wherever we go. Normally, a director would work right up to opening night, hand it over to the stage 

manager and the actors are responsible for maintaining the show and the director might come back 

in and freshen it up or something. But we have a director with the company all the time. He’s 

continually giving notes, continually moving things around and also dealing with problems as they 

come and go, you know, actor injuries or gear or changes in venue or whatever, and at the moment 

that’s Steven Burton, the associate director, but at various times its been Tim or myself, among 

other people. 

MF: That sounds to me to be at the heart of that analysis I was talking about before.  I mean 
its almost like an ongoing monitoring of what’s happening so that you can continue to 
progress in your process. 

Mike Finch: Yeah, It could also be driven by a lack of it’s short term resources, where you can’t 

ever really finish a show. You’re never fully happy with opening night, I mean, in theatre I’m sure 

people aren’t happy with opening night either, but you can get to a much, I don’t the parallel there, 
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but we rarely get to a full dress rehearsal where we’re completely happy with it. We want to keep 

working it anyway. If we had six months of continuous rehearsal in a fully fitted out theatre, under 

lights and with preview audiences and whatever, we may well move to another model where we 

lock it down, we see someone who’s much more of a stage manager, and you don’t change the 

show.  

TC: I think that happens a bit.  It’s a bit like, once we’ve got a show, if the touring continues and 

people aren’t changing then the show’s sort of, you know, been running for six months, there is a 

bit of a sense that, it’s another step to then be looking at where you’re going in the future with it. 

Although that is a little bit optional in the sense that you can to a large extent leave something like 

that to run and, you look after it, but it’s a bit more like stage management than a continual kind of 

new creative project.  You know, all of our shows don’t get to... and there are constant changes 

anyway.  

MF: And the show is organic in that new things... 

TC: I mean, we can’t replace people… 

Mike Finch: The individuals drive it.  You lose someone, just happened to us at the end of the last 

tour. We did Perth and went straight from Perth to Munich, and the last few shows in Perth we had 

an injury. Michael Lee who does a couple of big chunky parts of the show, who does like a tight 

wire act as a matador, and is also in a number of the other acts, he got injured seriously enough to 

come back to Melbourne.  We took another performer, so the entire show changed. We put a 

completely different act, the tower of chairs act and we had a completely different range of skills 

and ended up doing other stuff in Munich, so the entire flavour of the act, the entire flavour of the 

show changed.  In fact, huge chunks of the content of the show changed.  Directly driven by 

another performer because we’re trying for that. There are no training institutions producing people 

who can do comic matador tight wire acts, and combined with trumpet skill, combined with 

something else, you know. That’s the type of performer we want, partly driven originally by the 

necessity, you know, how do you get the most out of a small group of people? You get them to do 

all of their best bits and their best party tricks and you get them to do everything, but now driven by 

a kind of company style, you know. That’s what Circus Oz does, it does multi-skilling, it does people 

showing themselves off the best way they can, and the other thing that makes it a really organic 

show is that you’re also looking for performers who have a creative spark as well – who have a 

drive to make something and to refine things and to make it better. You’re not looking for 

performers who are just waiting for the choreography and to do what they’re told. 

MF: And dare I say people who want to say something too, so that that political part of the 
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content can be... 

Mike Finch: Yeah.  And I do, to greater and lesser degrees. The audience feel, should feel the 

performers all want to say something, whether they’re a dozen people who all want to say 

something, it is the best way to work with another thing, you know, like, it does people showing 

themselves off the best way they can, and twelve people with their own political agenda and their 

own highly creative sensibility and a sense of themselves as artists, all in one room, all trying to put 

themselves on stage. We actually end up with this really.  If you’re really lucky you end up with like 

a first round of Circus Oz where they all found ways to work together, dynamically, but, you know, 

it’s chaos theory, its luck of the draw. You know, that was a great group of people in that they could 

not only have arguments but they could still put a show on in the end of the day and charge a ticket 

price, where if you sort of artificially create that situation, you could end up with just a complete 

chaotic mess. 

MF: And are you in a situation now where if you gain access to or hear of a performer who 
has a spectacular set of skills that you see you can use, you draft people in like that who 
may not necessarily have the political? 

Mike Finch: Yeah, absolutely.  If you found the right… you’re not always… you’re looking for a mix 

of staff. You’re obviously looking for people who are aware, but the whole political thing isn’t 

necessarily a huge thing anymore, and that’s partially driven by an expectation of a higher skill 

level. You know, if you could find someone who had something interesting to say and the skills to 

say it and could work functionally in a group, snap them up. There’s not clear casting round, so at 

any one point, you’re only ever looking for one or two people because so-and-so’s left, and so you 

may only be looking for a female aerialist. You apply the kind of vaudeville model where you want a 

bit of stuff in the air, some on the ground, you know, so you’re trying to keep that mix happening. 

So you’re often looking for something really tangible, like their sex, trying to keep the gender 

balance, their skills, whether they’re theatrical people or aerial people or floor people or technical, 

and then there are a whole bunch of secondary things really, once you’ve gone beyond that, that go 

into, well, really you’re looking for performance ability as well, that’s the other primary thing, is their 

kind of just raw charisma, how they relate to an audience, and then the secondary things are like 

whether their great at creating work, whether their musical, whether their, they need to be socially 

functional, they need to be able to with the group and not be a complete nightmare to work with.  

That’s pretty important in devised work.  But it’s a really complex thing, you know, and in that sort 

of, when the director steps back and doesn’t take a, kind of, pure designed approach to it, and you 

assume you’re going to get at least some of your material from the performers themselves, casting 

actually becomes the most crucial aspect, you know, beyond anything’s else, beyond scripting, 
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design, construction.  If you’ve got the right people in the room at the right time, that’s the only 

way really good work can be done.   

MF: I guess the only other thing that I haven’t touched on too much is an attempt to identify 
the theoretical base of Circus Oz.  Is it too diverse a company with to different a history to 
pin down any sort of theoretical base or, what would you both say about that? 

Mike Finch: It’s so personality driven.  I don’t know, it seems to be a lot on who is holding the reigns 

at the time, the mood, how the relationships work. It’s still a carry-over from it being a collective 

theatre, although it’s now a hierarchy. The executive is three people, it’s not two. There’s a 

company membership of people who have been in the company before who have some say over 

who goes on the board of directors. The board of directors includes quite a number of performers 

and current people working, which is quite unusual for a theatre company. So, there’s three people 

on the executive, there’s a sense of group work on the floor that, you know, at least some of the 

idea’s are coming from the performers themselves. So the whole thing is very organic and there are 

a lot of different parts of communication that aren’t necessarily the theatre hierarchy. So you could 

get a bunch of autocrats in one place then it’s going to have a certain methodology. If you get a 

bunch of hippies it’s going to be something different, so that really depends on the people.   

TC: I think there’s a bit of a sense that within Circus Oz there’s always been a bit of a resistance to 

the establishment or...or the definition of any kind of theoretical base.  And the reason for that is 

we’re sort of interested in keeping it open and the notion that it can be anything, we can do 

anything we like.  Possibly a deficiency, an intellectual lack of commitment, in a sense, that there 

hasn’t been a strong enough pull that’s been able to define a theoretical base that accommodated 

that sort of notion.  In some senses, I feel that as a personal failure. The reason that I think it’s a 

problem is that there’s a danger then that you end up with a theoretical base that can sit 

somewhere else... national institutes of circus arts or, you know, something else. So that suddenly 

audiences start realising that all the people who think of themselves as performers now, you know, 

circus performers, and people who are sort of circus tent are in... It’s coming from somewhere else.  

It’s coming from a belief in training, social training, a belief in French blanche piece theory... 

Mike Finch: And it is driven by, if you think that there is a pirate sort of analogy there, that we take 

what we want, culturally, then its like trying to codify piracy, you know. There are no rules to 

anarchy and that’s partly what we trade on. You never know what to expect. We are avoiding the 

classical model, avoiding, kind of, modernism. Postmodernism is a completely different thing.   

MF: Another thing, I think, and feel free to comment on this, is that a company like Circus 
Oz, it seems to me, is about, among other things, accessibility, and adherence to one or 
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other theoretical base almost implies inaccessibility for large numbers of people. So too 
community theatres of various sorts have trouble with rationalising a theoretical position, 
because it is quite often created to prevent access, which is anathema to those sorts of 
performers and practitioners.   

Mike Finch: Absolutely.  And that understanding moves up and the work moves down a bit and you 

keep them apart. Some of the best community work that I’ve ever seen wouldn’t even fall inside the 

guidelines of the theatre board, you know, or any kind of thing. The structures that claim to be as 

open as possible, are completely driven by some sort of combination of local work or whatever, that 

was based on total accessibility, where half their meetings happen pissed down the pub, or all 

these things that aren’t the views of kind of straight through bureaucracy.   

TC: I mean, I don’t know, you know, at the moment I think about everything in relation to Circus 

LA...  I’m kind of curious, you know, just think about the same question as applied to them. I’m sure 

they’d have an answer to it, but I don’t know it’s the sort of answer that means anything. I think it’s a 

bit the same. There’s a bunch of stuff that they do, I mean, within those things, within the sort of 

Russian swinging, there’s a certain amount of theoretical basis, you know? One knows how to 

catch people, another what tricks they can do... The same here, when somebody’s teaching a 

particular discipline, within the discipline there becomes a sort of set of rules and what have you, 

and that then becomes a bit of repertoire of tricks that people can expand one way or the other 

depending on... Creative or not, some people will expand into doing bigger and faster and bigger 

somersaults and then other people will expand in terms of doing those same tricks, but doing 

others at the same time. But there is still, everybody tends to work on trapezes that are the same 

length and have the same weights on them and... 

Mike Finch: But it is like the... What Circus Oz is doing, rather than the circus industry as a whole, is 

not necessarily that stuff which is at the centre, like, you know, that you can swing on a trapeze and 

do at least three tricks on it, but how the whole thing’s packaged and how it’s framed, you know, 

what it’s thrown up in contrast with. And for that stuff, which we actually consider to be our core 

business, it is really hard to find a methodology for those things come from a whole bunch, whether 

it’s someone down in the workshop firing up an air-blower and playing around with what they can 

blow up in the air with it and it just happens to be because they dragged it out of a certain props 

room, or they found it, or someone just started playing with it. And that that stuff is all really hard to 

codify, that it is quite easy to lock down the techniques for doing the somersault, and there are 

three or four different ways of doing it, that’s sort of not what we do, that’s just the raw materials of 

it.  That’s like the woodworker being interested in how trees grow, but what they ultimately make 

out of it, the style of furniture they make, is their business. But the wood itself is not necessarily 
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their primary concern.  It’s the understanding of that stuff at a craft level that’s in that paper as 

well, that it’s crucial, because if you don’t have that basic understanding, the rest of it becomes 

really dangerous and impossible, or it becomes difficult, anyway, to get... 

TC: I keep flashing back to comedy, how that’s the genre that can be somehow paralleled to in a 

way.  And that’s something that, you know, absolutely exists in a sort of anarchic way, you know. 

Probably the thing that’s interesting is if there was any theory, they’re not doing it.  And the stand 

up comics, once they start, get kind of formalised and they start thinking it’s all about their material, 

and it’s just about joke structures, their standard joke structures, rather than getting the content 

right.  They get really uninteresting and they’re constantly turning up things that shouldn’t be funny, 

and that’s why they’re funny.   

MF: I think I’ve just invented a new theory.  Anarchic eclecticism.  I think that’s what we do.   

Mike Finch: Give it a name, and if you can spell it wrong, then that would be good.   

MF: Add ‘-arity’ on the end and I’m sure we’ve got... Thank you very much, that was most 
enjoyable.  Thank you. 
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Interview with Alison Richards: 27 April 1999 

Mike Foster: All right. Talking to Alison Richards… Well, Alison, I’m interested in looking at 
the theatre-making process in non-mainstream theatre. One of the areas, or focus areas, is 
the tensions that may exist.  In your opinion, are there tensions in that group theatre making 
process, relating, particularly, to status and power within the group? 

Alison Richards: Obviously. I guess before I talk about status and power, though, I’d like to talk 

about how groups are made, how groups come together, because I think the way groups come 

together has an enormous impact on the structures and the power structures subsequent to that.   

A lot of non-mainstream groups come together through friendship networks, or through peer 

networks. So, you often find, certainly initially, when a group sets up, that a company is more or 

less of a similar age, they maybe come together through a community activity, or at school, drama 

school, or through political activism of one sort or another. There are scenes, you know, in any 

metropolitan area, where the people who are making work kind of get to know each others’ work, 

and get together, and, often, there, sort of, loose coalitions form. 

It’s funny, I was talking to Sue Eagleton only yesterday, because she’s got a grant from the 

Australia Council to get together a book about the Pram Factory, and we were talking about the 

collective, which I think was quite remarkable, in that it actually persisted for more than ten years.  

It’s actually very difficult to get a loose group to cohere, and, I suppose, one of the things that I took 

out of being a collective member was a much greater attention, subsequently, to how you actually 

do structure the group. That can be crucial. I guess the two basic patterns are: loose bunch of 

egos, kind of getting together in a room, after which it’s a bit ‘Lord of the Flies’, until things are 

sorted out; or, the charismatic leader model, where somebody’s got the passion, and the vision, 

and someone…this person – often male – puts themselves forward and says, ‘I’m it.  Who wants to 

come on board?’  

Now, I guess you could talk about the ideas of the sociologist, Max Weber, you know – that Weber, 

in the 1920s, with his theories of charismatic political groups, suggested almost like a trajectory, 

which I think you can see some alternative groups following. And if you start with a charismatic 

leader, you get leader, and group of followers. That works for a while, but it can’t persist forever, 

because, inevitably, if a group’s going to survive, it’s going to need some structures.  And the god-

director, the auteur – and we’ve seen a lot of examples of that. I mean, particularly with Europeans 

coming out here, because, it seems to me, that the European avant-garde, alternative theatre has 

been traditionally fairly much dependent on that model, just as, for example, the other way that that 

happens is with a teacher. So, you know, you get the charismatic teacher, with a group of younger 
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people.  

MF: I guess Augusto Boal, too, to an extent. 

AR: Boal does work very much like that. So that, then, you get this contradiction between a radical 

ideology, which is about participation, which is about empowerment, and so on, but what’s actually 

driving it, is a central figure with “yay” or “nay” say.  

MF: So, even the loose collectives that you mentioned first, that model, it’s finite, if it can’t 
get some sort of structure where, perhaps, they even take turns in being the leader of this or 
this activity? 

AR: Yeah!  And that’s going to depend very much on who you’ve got in the group, and what their 

capacities are, And, you know, you could even talk about the psycho-dynamics of the power.  

Some people naturally want to be, I won’t say naturally, because I really debate that it is inherent.  I 

actually think that the main problem is that we’re not very sophisticated about it. I think the main 

problem is, in the theatre, we tend to bumble into these things. We’re not really very alert, not only 

to the formal and informal power structures that are actually in place, but how one might change, 

address, train, open, you know, what kind of a structure you’re creating. So, going back to the 

Pram, what Sue and I were saying was that actually, what was very interesting when you looked at 

it was that there was not one dominant individual. The ousting of Graham Blundell, very early on, 

was almost the classic reaction against the person who had been volunteering to be the dominant 

group. It was framed in terms of theatre preferences – you know, it’s the old ‘artistic differences’ 

thing, but, really, what it was about was those power structures. And after that, I mean, again, the 

sort of ‘Lord of the Flies’ image comes to mind. It was highly factionalised. There were a lot of 

charismatic individuals in that collective, and a lot of people jockeying for power and influence, and 

a lot of them are still around today, and still really quite powerful and interesting figures, in 

Australian theatre.  

And you’ve also got that classic thing with the rise of John Timlin, ‘cause Timlin was actually 

brought in as the administrator, at the point at which the collective realised that it needed some 

structure. …and that’s almost like…that’s Weber’s second phase. After you’ve got the charismatic 

phase, then you go into the kind of ‘regularised’ phase, where often you develop, maybe, an 

oligarchy – the committee, or the group of, sort of, second rung leaders, who can then take over. 

And then Weber’s third phase is bureaucratisation, which is what you get with the mainstream 

theatre companies, each of those. Again, I’d debate that that’s an inevitable progression, but 

those…the problem of the fact that, often, the most exciting theatre is made in those early stages, 

is when, you know, the power structure is kind of being invented at the same time as the work is 
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being invented. But there will be this crucial moment when something’s got to give. And either 

you’ll get, kind of, a hierarchy solidified (if, indeed you haven’t had the charismatic leader set it up in 

the first place), you might get a rebellion against that leader, or there’s…something about the power 

structure is going to have to be addressed. 

MF: So that if groups could benefit, I think you’re saying, from an understanding, at least, of 
some group theory, group dynamics, and even to the point of management theory that’s 
emerging from business and economics….? 

AR: Yes. Yes. The problem with management theory is all about capitalism, you know, and 

management theory is about product. I think there’s a real need to address questions of 

participatory process, and democratic process. One of the most successful democratic groups that I 

know of, to have solved this, that I’ve actually observed, is the Women’s Circus, at Footscray 

Community Arts Centre. And that was very interesting because it was set up by Donna Jackson, 

and I’ve written about this in my article in Our Theatre of the Nineties, although, not exactly in these 

terms. But it was set up by Donna Jackson. She was a worker at the centre, so she was in both the 

charismatic leader position, and the teacher position, in a way. But I think, interestingly, because 

Donna was trained as a teacher, she was very up front about how the structures were going to 

work.  She was unapologetic in saying, ‘The buck stops, in the end, with me,’ you know, ‘if there is 

a real conflict, I’m going to resolve it.’ On the other hand, Donna Jackson  very deliberately set up 

decision-making and participatory processes, which allowed the women involved to, first of all, have 

an understanding of the problem, you know, because a lot of them didn’t have very much theatre 

experience at all. So, Donna was very careful to articulate things like, ‘these are the phases.’ You 

know, good teacher stuff, as you’d do with any drama group going into a performance process. But 

also to, very carefully, put into place structures that were going to survive her.   

MF: Do you think the success she had in that process had anything to do with the fact that, 
what some women writers are saying now, that is a form, that a group-devising, collective 
form is more…?  I don’t know, is ‘natural’ the right word?  Or women adapt, or women in 
groups tend to adapt to that way of working, perhaps better than mixed or men’s groups? 

AR: Women are socialised to cooperate.  You know, the charismatic leader form, as I said before, 

tends to be male, because men, males, are socialised to be in situations of competitive dominance. 

You know males get kudos, males get self-satisfaction from being the one who makes the decision. 

Women are more open, possibly. And again, I don’t think any of this is inevitable, or you know, I’m 

very wary of gender explanations that simply say ‘that’s inherently male,’ or, ‘that’s inherently 

female,’ I think. But certainly cooperative, team-based, collaborative work is something that women 
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possibly find more culturally familiar.  

MF: Okay. Now, those tensions, I guess, come to practical fruition, quite often, in the old 
chestnut of the writing function and the directorial function. So you think that structures can 
be employed to work around and deal with that, sort of, almost natural tension that occurs 
between writers and directors…? 

AR: Well, I think it’s very interesting that you’ve put writer in as sort of a foundational position. I 

mean, that says something about our cultural inheritance, about the way we think theatre’s made 

anyway, doesn’t it? We inherit, in the Western tradition certainly, you know, right from good old 

Aristotle, an assumption that somebody’s got to be writing something. And again I think that one of 

the interesting things about alternative, or non-mainstream theatre, particularly, has been the 

interest in physical theatre. So, I guess writing to me is an optional position. It’s…I would rather we 

frame that in terms of the problem of how you compose a piece of work. And then it would depend 

very much, to me, on what modes you’re working in. Our assumptions, from the Western, dramatic, 

text-based tradition, put the writer in that position, but I guess, to me, that’s pretty contingent. 

MF: I think the model of tension I’m speaking of, certainly applies more to the mainstream, 
whereas those two functions of writing, composing and making, in the non-mainstream tend 
to be much more cooperative.   

AR: Yeah.  I mean if you’re looking at models…  I mean one of the interesting models, of course, as 

far as that goes, was Joint Stock in England, who pioneered a different way of working with a writer. 

You know, you have a writer, you want a literary value, and, certainly, I would agree that if you’re 

looking for a level of competence or expertise in any one of your compositional areas, you’re 

probably going to want to employ an expert. But, I mean, going back to mainstream for models, but 

you know…the contemporary musical, for example. The lighting designer, the set designer is a 

powerful position, probably more powerful than anybody else. Yeah. So, a lot depends on what kind 

of a composition you’re making, what the traditions of work are that the people are coming from, 

and it can be very complex. So, again, it’s that same point I made about the ‘status of power’ 

question, because I think we are still not very sophisticated in terms of really understanding how we 

might make a work, or the variables that are available to us, and it tends to happen either a bit ipso 

facto, because of who happens to be around; like, you’ve got this very exciting person so you kind 

of grab them, or you fall into patterns, simply because it is such a potentially complicated bloody 

manoeuvre. 

In any compositional form that you can conceive of, there are going to be crucial ‘nexus persons’, 

or whatever, and, again, sometimes that can just go back to the function of the charisma; if 

 370



 
 

someone’s pushy, they’ll be more dominant in that situation than some other person who isn’t 

pushy.  You know, again, in the ‘70s we were all very keen on working without directors, but then…  

You know, it’s very hard.  You need coordination points. 

MF: Do you think that could be a reason, for example, why a company like N.Y.I.D. takes so 
much care, and are so meticulous about their ‘concept development phase’ of their work – 
that time is not an issue, that however long it takes, they take that time. 

AR: That’s their value isn’t it?  Yes, but also David Pledger is a charismatic leader, and that’s the 

way he wants to work. Another thing that is crucial in all of these questions about how people come 

up with style, is the extent to which they share a particular culture, and approach to making work. 

And I think, as I was saying, thinking about N.Y.I.D., for example, it’s interesting because what 

you’ve got there…certainly there’s much more than just David that are contributing ideas, but 

somebody needs to be articulating the boundary, you know, and the direction, and those sort of 

things. And it’s very rare. And, God, I wish I’d found more than two or three people that you feel you 

really are on the same wavelength as, and you can have those discussions, because, again, 

there’s a potentially infinite horizon of motivations, desires, goals, aims, in terms of how people 

want to make work. And there is the gap in training in this country. Even though we’ve got a lot 

more sophisticated over the last twenty five years, there’s still that gap between the university and 

the drama school; or the conservatorium, or the studio school, or whatever, just in terms of how 

much time and focus you give to any one aspect of that.   

And again, one of the structures that’s very easy to fall into, and that I think I’d point out as an 

unstated assumption behind your question, is that the dominant people are the ideas people, which 

is almost like a class distinction between the ‘mind people’ and the ‘body people’. So we assume 

that the ‘mind people’ – the people who write, or the people who direct, or the people who design – 

the people who work with pens and papers, you know – are going to be the dominant people; 

whereas, I suppose, my hope and dream is that what you get increasingly are a group of ‘body’ 

people who’ve got the chops, you know?  Who are conceiving.   

I mean, as Bourdieu points out, one of the things we are continually butting up against, in our 

theatre practice, is the fact that discourse and the body are two spheres that don’t immediately 

cross. And so, on the one hand you get the metaphysical, you know, the Gratowskian metaphysics 

of the body and the way, you know…conceiving of the body as some kind of more authentic or 

realer…  And often people who work physically are quite dismissive of conceptual notions, but, you 

know, again, to me they’re languages instead of sets of skills. 

MF: It’s interesting, people like Mike Finch, who are starting to articulate it with phrases like, 
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‘the body as text’, in relation to circus performance, and physical theatre generally. I think 
that what you’re suggesting is starting to occur in various places. 

AR: Except I hate it when people talk about the body as text!  You see, I think that is so 

misconceived. All right, because…this is my hobby horse…that sort of talking about the writing of 

the body, and that sort of thing, you know…  There are a number of sources for it, and, in some 

cases, it comes out of French feminism, you know, comes out of Irigaray, and Kristeva, and a lot of 

that sort of thing. The influence of French, poststructuralist thought has been very interesting, and 

it’s certainly hit the universities first, and now it is percolating through into the work of avant-garde 

people. And it certainly gives you a language with which to address the body. My problem with it is 

that it is a colonisation. 

MF: How so? 

AR: You know, the body is not a text, damn it.  The body makes text, the body…we…one of the 

things we can do is make text, but it’s…that is to me as ‘dead end’, in the end, as a metaphor. As 

what we’re all doing culturally, now, which is using computers to then reflect back on ourselves, as 

if we were machines. You know? We’re all suckers for the nice clear metaphor, coming back to 

structures. We’re all suckers for structures which make us feel confident, you know. We don’t have 

to ask questions about that anymore. And certainly, at any point, if you’re going to make a work, 

you’re going to have to make decisions. You can’t leave it up in the air forever. This is what I 

always say to my first year students, you know: a structure is not an impediment to your creativity. 

A structure is what you need to get started. On the other hand, it seems very important, to me, to 

continually revisit those structures. And I suppose I’m wary of talking about ‘writing on the body’, 

and ‘the body as text’, ‘the intertext of the theatre space’, and ‘the performance text’, and all that 

sort of thing, because, even though it does get you somewhere, in the end, what’s interesting to me 

about theatre, is not about text, you know? It’s about the things you can’t speak about, and that’s 

where I understand the language of the metaphysical, you know, what I’d call the metaphysical 

corporealists. TEXT/THEORY/PROCESS.  You know, I understand that.   

MF: Would you say it’s fair that one of the signposts for non-mainstream theatre has been 
the development of the relationship with the audience?  So that that whole area of relating to 
the audience is different, fundamentally, to what we refer to as the mainstream, in a sense. 

AR: Any performance form in the end is defined by its audience. It’s also about either being able to 

assume, or needing to develop – I won’t say construct, because ‘construct’ is a bit, kind of artificial 

– but ‘develop’ a language, or a set of vocabularies, a code, a mutual code, whereby the audience, 

and the people on the stage, understand each other. I guess, to me, the difference is – and it’s 
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reflected in the size of audiences – you don’t often get big audiences for non-mainstream work, 

because sometimes… and when it’s interesting it is… What you’re dealing with are questions 

between what’s happening in the performance, and what’s happening in the audience.  You can’t 

assume. Whereas if I go to a musical, or even if I go to a rock and roll band, the rules are set. It’s 

like going to the footy. You know, it’s lovely going to the footy, ‘cause I know exactly what’s 

expected of me. I don’t have to reconsider who I am, I don’t need to reconsider my behaviours. If I 

don’t know, I watch other people, and I learn very quickly, and it’s a group thing.  So, big theatre 

events are about constructing a notion of commonality, or building on an assumed notion of 

commonality that’s there, already, or deliberately politicising. And this is where Boal comes back in, 

of course, too, you know, because in Theatre of the Oppressed, Boal, very rightly, pointed out the 

fact that, actually, what Greek drama was about was constructing a community, and constructing a 

notion of community, and underlining a power structure. So, what you get with mainstream theatre 

is that you get established means, you get established methods, you get established power 

structures, and you get an established relation between the performance and the audience. And 

you go along, as an audience member, to participate in that structure. Now, non-mainstream 

performance sometimes arises in answer to the needs of an audience that maybe is already there, 

and isn’t being fed, or, is actually in the business of finding out if there is an audience. You know? 

‘Is there anybody here who is interested?’  

MF: Indeed.  I don’t know, it might be harsh, but in my attempts, in the past, to find a link to 
the postmodernist, I suppose, and the form I’m studying, I came up with the problem 
because, in some instances, ideas of shared meaning, ideas of communitas, or whatever 
you like to call it, weren’t any way a part of the agenda of what can be labelled as 
postmodernist performance. The audience can do what they like, including getting up and 
walking out, if that suits them. Not a problem. And I found that untenable with the position of 
the sort of form of theatre that I was passionate about. 

AR: Well, it’s an inherent contradiction, because if you really don’t care why you’re doing it, you 

know, if you really don’t need an audience, you know, why are you in this gallery? But what it says, 

which is interesting, is that’s also the dynamic of the power relation between the artist and the 

audience, and what a lot of postmodern performance people…  And, interesting, as you were 

talking to me because I…you know…when I was doing my case study on Guignol Barry Kosky was 

very much articulating that position. You know, ‘We’re doing it for ourselves, we don’t…we’re not 

wanting to compromise in order to explain anything for anybody else.’ I think there are a number of 

things going on there. One is simply a very old fashioned, nineteenth century notion of the artist, 

you know, that the artist generates the work, and the artist is not responsible for whatever anybody 

else thinks about it. That’s a choice, I think. It’s a choice, and, in some ways I can be sympathetic to 
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that because, if you’re all the time thinking about what the audience knows already, then you 

might prevent yourself from creating something within the subjunctive space of the performance, 

which is new for everybody. You know, and that may be what you want to be doing. 

MF: But isn’t that only the case, or wouldn’t that only be the case if you were wanting to, as 
it were, please or provide the audience with what they are expecting. If it was the 
relationship that you were interested in – exciting, angering, confronting – then all of that 
was possibly covered. 

AR: Yeah.  Yeah.  Yeah…but…I guess… Coming back to what I was saying about what you can 

assume about what… the communication exists… you see, we operate in our daily lives, we need 

to operate, by assuming we’re communicating. Right? I assume I’ve got stuff in common with you. I 

assume – when I speak – I assume you will know what I’m talking about.  I assume I know what I’m 

talking about! But in fact, that’s a cultural assumption. Right? If your skin was black – just really 

basic, small things – then I would no longer assume. Right? If you were an Aboriginal person, I 

could no longer automatically assume. That’s another thing I say to my students sometimes, just to 

confuse them, you know.  We are always really working cross-culturally. We don’t really know. 

Communication is something that happens sometimes. Right?  And the minute we depart from 

structures that are politically established, we can’t, any longer, automatically make that assumption. 

Now, of course, an artist who says…a performance artist who says, ‘I don’t care about the 

audience,’ is also being deliberately… 

MF: Provocative? 

AR: Provocative. Polemic. You know, ‘cause really, they’d be very disappointed if nobody came.  

But I don’t think that’s automatically a bad thing to tell yourself when you’re making it, if what that 

does is free you. If what you’re after…if part of your goal of making this theatre, is to switch the 

boundaries around, is to redefine things, is to open stuff up, is to query just how solid this 

assumption about a subject, about making theatre, is – or about being human, or about 

representation – is, then, I guess, it’s okay. But you’re going to have to really wear the result, if 

people don’t understand you. Because then, of course, it’s very usual for the person who said last 

week, ‘I don’t care what the audience thinks,’ to get extremely upset at the idiots who… 

MF: Who don’t get it. 

AR: …who don’t get it.  So there’s always that, and, in that way, both the, you know, both the plus 

and the down side of making non-mainstream work is, there may be nobody out there who gives a 

damn. You know? So, then, it becomes a lottery. And not only in terms of the economics of 
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distribution, and the fact that there may be millions of people who would love you, if only they 

knew about it, and your advertising budget was bigger, or whatever, you know. But there are real 

questions about what’s being made, and what the human body is doing, and what the actor – who 

the actor is being in relation to the audience. Yeah.  

MF: Yeah. Can I come back, to that notion of community that you raised? Communitas has 
been used – I think Hilton for example. The Greeks invented it, or it comes from the Greek.  
Yes. The feeling of communitas is our very reason for being involved in theatre, whether 
mainstream, non-mainstream, whatever, one would think. This is why the loss of the term 
‘community theatre’, which was so relevant, saddens some people. Graham Pitts said, or 
agreed, the other day that it’s time… to reclaim the term ‘community theatre’. 

AR: I’ve never given it up, actually. 

MF: It’s quite interesting, the people I’ve spoken to, so far, are in agreement that it seems to 
be bureaucrats and some academics who have denied the term, and who are putting it in a 
historical context, and saying it’s something that, you know, belonged in the seventies, or 
whatever. 

AR: Times have been tough! Times have been tough. You know, we were talking about university 

before. We’re in a situation where patronage is at a premium, and where there ain’t enough cookies 

to go around. So, it’s only natural that the people at the top of the pecking order are going to want 

to kick a few other bodies off the ladder underneath them. You know? And there is no doubt, even 

by talking about mainstream and non-mainstream, that some art forms have a much greater level of 

connection to the dominant power structures, and the dominant taste structures, and all the rest of 

it, than other forms do. And the whole point about community theatre, actually, is not just about any 

level of communitas, because, I mean, the creation of community is always ideological, it’s always 

political. The question is: ‘which community?’, ‘whose voice?’ You know?  

MF: Interestingly, two of the Victorian companies to get triennial funding are Arena and 
Melbourne Workers’ Theatre. What does that say about the dominant power structures? 

AR: Well, what it says is that the notion of democracy means that they want to have at least one 

Smartie, of a particular colour, in the box. They don’t want to be seen as just elitist. I mean, in the 

case of Arena, they’ve really been the dominant children’s theatre company since the seventies, 

you know. And, I think it’s terrific that Rose has managed to…  I mean, I love the work Rose is 

doing now. It reminds me of the work that I did at the Mushroom Troupe in the seventies. You 

know, it’s actually radicalising that particular company. But, I mean, the fact is Arena became 
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dominant because it was nice ladies from South Yarra who were doing it, you know. And it was 

the nice theatre for the nice…for the school. [Arena] had a terrific structure, because, I mean, the 

other thing, and, of course, going back to, kind of, management theory, back to your first 

question…the other thing that makes or breaks a company is their board. So, you know, forget 

about the director, and the artistic people, you know.  

And Melbourne Workers' Theatre – good on ‘em. You know, they have refused to lie down and die. 

And they’ve got their power structures, I mean, I’ll never forget at the launch of Arts 21, and Patricia 

Cornelius standing up and abusing Kennett because they had lost their grant. I mean, there were 

certainly efforts to get rid of Melbourne Workers' Theatre. But again, they’ve hung on to the term, 

right? They’ve hung on to an ideological position. They’ve hung on to saying who they are, and 

where they are. And, in the end, probably because they’re the last lemon on the tree.  

MF: And, foregrounding a question that I’ve got a little bit later on, they have, I’m learning, a 
very rigorous self-evaluation and continuing analysis of their process, and their product, 
and everything. 

AR: Yes. Yes. Well, that’s right. That’s where I’m saying questions of process are absolutely 

crucial, and it’s always a toss up with a non-mainstream group. I am, to this day, proud of the fact 

that I was part of the collective meeting that disbanded the APG, you know? It had come to the end 

of its life. But whether you do it voluntarily, or whether it’s taken away from you, you’re always, also, 

very crucially aware that if you disband a company, that’s one lot of resources, and that’s a 

structure, and that’s a place to stand, you know, the standpoint, that is gone forever.  

And…so…yes. What we have seen, over the last fifteen years is the slaughter of a lot of the really 

good companies. And Geoff Milne has documented that very effectively. And a lot of the companies 

that have died have not deserved to die at all. But the companies that have survived are tough as 

they come, you know, tough as nails – but flexible. And I think that, absolutely, is very important to 

note – that they’ve had to get beyond the initial phase, whether it’s the collective phase, or the 

charismatic phase, or whatever phase it is, and look at the way they’re governed, and also look at 

the way they make work. So that those two things…work together. 

MF: Absolutely. Well, the question of company structure, and how that relates to process is 
a key one that I am asking other people. It’s not on my list for you, but it may come into my 
next question, which is: Graham Pitts says that part of the problem with non-mainstream, 
‘community’ theatre, and its cousins, is the need for it…or the lack, in the past, of a coherent 
rhetoric to connect to theoretically, and to connect theory and practice.  What would you 
say about that? 
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AR: I’d say that it is possibly asking too much of what needs to be, almost by definition, a broad-

based movement, to have a single, coherent ideology. I can certainly sympathise with what Pittsy’s 

saying, in terms of the fact that what we are dealing with is an information economy, and a public 

relations economy, in which the better your sound grab, the more attention you get.  And we are. I 

mean, this is an economy in which we are competing for people’s attention, and their beliefs, and 

their hearts and minds. But I think it is also very important to remember that one of the things is 

that, actually, the value of the community theatre movement is valuing diversity and valuing 

difference. And that we should be refrain from attempting to get everybody under a nice, neat 

umbrella. ‘Cause in the end, to me, what’s important is that we continue to articulate that value. And 

one of the reasons that process is important, is that process is all about that. It’s about valuing 

people, about what you value. And what we value, what I value, in working in community theatre, is 

that people are valued, that people’s experiences are valued, that there isn’t one catch-all, hold-all, 

ten-easy-steps way of doing anything, that we’re encouraging people, and, again, it’s…To me, it 

comes back to states of the body, and I think we tend to forget, when we’re in our head space, that 

one of the things we also need to value is people’s rest, you know, people’s refreshment, people’s 

sense of joy – and that empowerment isn’t just about racing down the road at full tilt for the flag. 

Empowerment is about being rich, you know, culturally. So, it seems to me, that one of the big 

things that we’re involved in, at the moment, is to try to gently create a safe place, both for the 

traditional, and for things that haven’t been invented yet – the new ways of being. We see that very 

much in second generation young people, you know, the children of immigrant communities, who 

are feeling very much pulled, and it’s a very difficult process to value tradition without becoming 

locked in, because, almost by definition, a tradition is about ways of doing things. It’s not just about 

ideas. It’s about being in a place, it’s about walking around a place, it’s about using…having 

objects… And to balance that sense of connectedness, and safety, and security that comes from 

knowing who you are, and where a sense of tradition is, with the courage and the capacity to, kind 

of, confront this bloody complex, hideously fast moving thing,  

MF: It’s almost an implicit conservatism in the one half of that, isn’t there? And on the other 
hand, you’ve got an explicit radicalism. So you’ve got the two…  Is that the major…? 

AR: Ooh, except, you see, it seems to me… This is a world full of contradictions. I suppose, if I’m 

going to contribute anything to the new articulation of community, you’ve got to deal with paradox, 

‘cause you’re also dealing politically, and economically, with a situation in which, in fact, those old 

verities are being turned on their head. You know, the most conservative thing in the world today is 

progress, you know, is constant movement. Here in Victoria, you know, we are a ‘state of change’, 

you know, ‘state of action’, ‘state of change’, you know… 
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MF: ‘On the move.’ 

AR: ‘On the move.’  ‘Da da da da,’ you know. So, the conservatives have grasped that agenda, 

which is really just a left over of nineteenth century social Darwinism, and the belief in evolution, the 

belief that change will get you somewhere. And we need to, we do need to look with respect at the 

groups who are saying, ‘Excuse me, we don’t want to move.’ And that is both extremely 

conservative, but also…something about what we need, you know. It’s about balance. 

MF: The first person I spoke to in my series of investigations was Neil Cameron, and his 
raison d’être was to work between cultures, to explore and celebrate differences and 
similarities between cultures, particularly Indigenous culture, and notions of ritual and so 
on, and so on. So, he saw that as very important. And I’m thinking that that general area of 
what’s been variously called multicultural, cross-cultural work, is at the heart of what a lot of 
the companies are doing. 

AR: Yes. But, as I said, you know, my little catchphrase is, “You are always working cross-

culturally.” And particularly when you don’t think you are, particularly when you think you’re at 

home, you know, because, again, the thing that is marking… For example, there was a very 

interesting article in today’s Age about the shootings, you know, the American shootings, pointing 

out that there’s a pattern. Where they seem to be happening is not your ghetto, is not your…you 

know. It’s your nice, new middle class, non-community community, you know? Where everything’s 

kind of dispersed and together at the same time. And so the question of how we make community, 

and what kind of a community we’re making, what we want to make, is important. 

I remember the theatre training conference, a few years ago in Brisbane, there was a session, and 

the kids from the New Zealand drama school came over, you know, and they’d done this very much 

identity politics thing, and people were so envious, you know. And there were all these white urban 

people standing up and saying, ‘I don’t have a culture.’  You know, ‘I wish I had your…oh, I wish I 

had your sense of identity.’ And, I mean, on one level, that’s self-indulgent crap, you know, because 

we all have a culture, you know, and whether we’re going to be postmodern, you know, and say 

‘I’m happy to exist in cyberspace’, or whether we actually say, ‘We need to learn something about 

being still and in one place, you know, and we need to know where our bodies are,’ (which I think is 

also very important). The question of how we make cultures – it seems to me, ‘cultures’ is the 

politics of the twenty first century, in a way. And I think it’s very healthy not to start making 

assumptions about what those cultures are. Because I must say, talking about Neil’s work, the 

whole Welfare State thing, which can be a bit dinky, you know, in terms of, ‘We’re all going to do 

sort of tribal things around a bonfire,’ you know. But we also constantly have to be aware that we’re 

the bad guys. You know? That we’re the expensive white people, and every time we sort of nobly 
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go out to the Northern Territory to kind of commune with the Aboriginal people, we’re probably 

taking something away, and we need to…really understand who we are, you know, where we’re 

coming from.  

MF: So, that cuts, well, before I get to that, and I’m running out of tape, so… 

AR: Yeah.  Sorry. 

MF: That’s all right. I really need a response from you on this one; to do with the processes 
of analysis and reflection.  What I want to know is:  Who does it? Who doesn’t do it?  How 
does it help? 

AR: All right. Reflection is vital; and instituting procedures so that reflection can take place is vital; 

forming a community so that we know how to reflect is vital; being able to reflect so that people can 

feel safe reflecting is vital. Again, we tend to be trained to think of analysis as something that is 

dissecting, you know. And to be able to share reflections, and still come up with the tough answers 

is pretty important. At the basis of all that is trust. So the most vital thing in any group to establish, 

and the thing that is most difficult to establish, is trust, because as soon as we get panicked and 

anxious, that’s the thing that goes. And we see, just in the last ten years, you know, economic 

rationalism has shown us how precious trust is, and the ability to reflect without feeling that the end 

result is to cut and to throw away. So, being able to reflect in a way that values what you’ve got, 

you know, and working out what you can do with it.  

MF: Now, is it too provocative an assertion to say that, or to ask, “Why don’t the mainstream 
do it?” 

AR: Because they think they already know. Right? I mean, it’s interesting because, of course, the 

Australia Council’s been…  Management theory is really big:  “Evaluation.”  Right? 

MF: Market analysis. 

AR: Market analysis! It’s absolutely vital what your criteria are, because most analysis, as we know 

from working in universities, is just about, you know, ‘Have you been productive?’ ‘Have we had our 

pound of flesh out of you?’ You know, and if not, you’re out. You know, the carrot and the stick, or 

the, sort of, the soft pillow and the stick. But the good thing out of that is the ability and the 

opportunity to think through what you’re doing. Now, I think that you can very easily get to the point 

at which you’re spending so much time analysing, and not, like doing anything. So, you need to 

balance that as well. You can over-analyse, you can over-reflect. I’ve also got a lot of sympathy for 

young people who just want to do it, you know? ‘I don’t care! I just want to do it!’ At the same time, I 
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think you need to be aware that intuition is very fast thinking, and that it’s based a lot on things 

that you think you know, and you don’t necessarily know about. It can be good, but then, it’s also 

always good to set occasional times when you actually look at your fundamental assumptions, and 

work out…you know… 

So, evaluation of what? Evaluation, how? This is the big question for the assessment of 

performance work. What are you looking at, actually? Out of all the huge number of things you 

could be looking at, what’s the one you’re looking at today? You know, and agreeing on your 

criteria. And this comes back to the thing about the performance and the audience. 

Actually…’cause one of the communities all of us as artists need to build, is with audiences who 

know and understand what it is we’re trying to do, so that we can have that exchange. 

MF: All right.  Alison, you’ve spoken about diversity, you’ve spoken about cross-cultural, 
you’ve spoken about contradiction. Now, in those terms, what sort of a theoretical base can 
we lean to in order to bring those notions together? 

AR: Theorising is always a delicate operation, because you have to remember that the minute you 

theorise something, you’ve produced a new thing. So, the other thing I think is very important to 

remember is that theory, just like theatre, ought to seen in the subjunctive. It’s got ‘as if’ around it. 

Whenever you theorise, you’re saying, ‘This looks to me ‘as if’ this is how it works.’ 

In academic life we tend to reify theory a lot. We tend, once we’ve made a theory, we then proceed 

as if the theory were the reality, and what we’re observing is only data. And that’s something that is 

a bit of a bad habit that we’ve picked up from notions of science. And that’s about the position of 

the observer. So, one of the things that I think is theoretically important, and, certainly feminist 

theory makes this point a lot, is that you need to be clear who you are, you need to be clear where 

you’re standing, what your perspective is, and be open, not only about what you can see, but what 

you can’t see from where you are. I think it’s also very important that, as a researcher, you don’t set 

yourself up as being somehow superior or more knowledgeable than the people you’re working 

with, because they have a valid perspective – it’s not the only perspective – and the value of theory, 

or of analysing anything, is that you imagine a new perspective, imagine a new place to stand, from 

which things that you normally take for granted may be questioned, and hopefully you can come up 

with new ways of looking at things. Our whole economy is based on abstraction of trade and 

commodities, you know. And we’ve now got to the point where we think, well, we’re even past 

thinking that money is real, you know. We’re at the point of thinking that computer transactions are 

real. So, abstractions are very powerful. You know, abstractions do things. They are tools, and 

that’s why intellectual work is important, because an idea can change things. An idea can change 

how you act, or it alters the horizon of choices people think they have about things. It alters the 
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assumptions made...people make about things and that is very powerful, that is about power. 

MF: What do you think of – again I hark back to Graham Pitts, old comrade – where he 
argues that identity politics has been part of the reason for the demise, as it were, of 
Marxism.  He reckons identity politics has beaten the Marxists into submission, in terms of a 
theoretical base for our work. 

AR: Yeah. Vicki Phelan makes that point in her book, The Unmarked. Identity politics has a more 

immediate emotional pull, perhaps. The trouble with Marxism as it emerged as a dominant – not 

only as a form of analysis, but as a social movement – was that it became very monolithic and, of 

course, at the core of Marxism are statements about inevitability and science, which went hand in 

hand with Marxism, understandably, because that was the era, you know, and the belief in 

evolution, and very undifferentiated statements about the relationship between economics and 

culture. And as I was saying at the end of the last tape, I agree with McKenzie Wark, culture, and 

the questions of culture, are really where it’s at.  And that was certainly the thing that Maoism did, 

for example, began to recognise that thought is not absolutely dependant on economics.  

Economics certainly create the boundaries of the possible, but thought isn’t simply tied. I don’t think 

what I think simply because I’m a white middle class Australian, even though a lot of the, probably, 

characteristics of my thoughts are very much dependant upon that. But as much of that is about my 

community: who I talk to, who I’m with. Now, I’ve got myself down a little alley here… [Long pause] 

Identity politics has taken so much of people’s attention, first of all because it is a way of 

understanding and articulating the fracturing of cultures that is a characteristic of the new economic 

circumstances in which we find ourselves. And I think if we can say – and, of course, this is 

debatable, as well – that a notion of postmodernism is related in some way to what is really 

happening in our economic terms, we are dealing with both a fracturing and a hierarchisation of the 

notion of community, the notion of culture, and what’s happening on a global level. However, I think 

identity politics, because it is about the self, and the questions of the self, has been very central in 

our culture, also has tended to supplant, or to replace other very important questions about how, 

not only selves, but communities are made. And because of the individualism, particularly of the 

Americans and free enterprise culture, we have become in danger of somehow seeing the 

individual as almost self-generating, when what Marxism did have to say to us was that there was 

never such a thing as a single individual. We are actually made in…we are social beings. We’re an 

animal that is social, and, I suppose the one thing I would agree with, with the socio-biologists (who 

are also another ideology that has tended to grab people’s attention because it purports to offer 

very obvious answers to things), is that it is important that we remember ourselves as animals, and 

that we take a good look at what kind of an animal we are.  You know?  I think a lot of the socio-

biologists’ answers are facile and simply there to justify the status quo, you know, particularly where 
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it comes to power.  And that comes back to my answer to your very first question, which is, power 

structures are not inevitable.   

There are certainly…the Freudians are right, as far as the fact that we’re going to follow a family 

model if we haven’t got anything else to follow. You know, and if our family model was based on a 

dominant, male, patriarchal kind of thing, well then of course we’re going to go back to that kind of 

thing. But, history has also shown that there is no single model, we’ve actually got…we are an 

animal that does invent cultures, and invents ways of doing things. 

MF: So, in any way, does post-colonial theory try to marry the remnants of Marxism with 
identity politics? 

AR: Yeah.  I think it does. I mean, again, all of these theoretical positions are also fragmented, and 

I think we need to recognise that. There isn’t necessarily a completely clear meshing, for example, 

between feminism and post-colonialism and neo-Marxism, or, you know…  They are perspectives. 

They are things that make sense depending on which bit of it you’re looking at. So, certainly, I think 

post-colonialism has been very beneficial.  Edward Said, in talking about Orientalism – essential 

reading, for us, because even though we might not think of ourselves as being part of the 

mainstream, we’re certainly part of a dominant global culture, and we need to be able to 

understand how that works – the dynamics of how that works. I’m also, to a certain extent, saying, I 

am sympathetic to why people are keen on identity politics, because the question of one’s identity 

is always important. It’s important. It’s not the only thing. 

MF: All right, let me bounce this one off you.  You mentioned the difficulty of umbrella-ing – 
and this is a thing that’s been with the study from the very beginning:  what to call the form 
I’m studying. I’ve chosen the terminology, ‘Radical Group Theatre’ to cross boundaries and 
to cover a wide range of areas. Can I bounce my mathematical equation off you and see 
what comes out?  This, too, is changing by the day.  At the moment it reads, “Marxism, plus 
or minus identity politics, plus feminism, plus postmodernism, multiplied by post-
colonialism, equals Radical Group Theatre.” 

AR: Wow! Okay, as long as that’s an ‘as if’ that’s an interesting equation. I guess, to me, what is 

interesting is the generative power of cultures. But, I am suspicious, I guess, of any mathematical 

formula which takes things which aren’t actually units, and adds and multiplies them. But all of the 

theoretical positions you’ve talked about have been efforts to work out what is going on. So, the 

question is: what is going on? 

The interesting thing, to me, about radical theatre, and I keep using ‘the subjunctive’, you know…  

 382



 
 

The thing that we do in performance, which is actually vital to cultures, we do it all the time, 

whether or not it’s theatre, but theatre is a place that we can recognise we can do it, is we can ask 

‘what if?’ What if? What if we put these things together in a different way? What if I stood here and 

looked from here? What would I see? So, none of these ‘-isms’ on their own are anything but the 

product of asking this question: ‘what is going on?’ And ‘what if…?’ Each of them has come up with 

some fairly convincing bits of explanation of what might be going on. The other thing about Radical 

Group Theatre, of course, that you can’t avoid, is theatre tradition. You know, aesthetics. Because 

no human activity is ever just the sum of its parts. Aesthetics play a very important part. The 

question of how…what form you’re using… The thing that Radical Group Theatre is saying…its 

basis is, ‘What if we all get together and ask, “What if?”’ A communal thing, which is, automatically 

going to be different from me sitting in my study and asking, ‘What if?’ because, you know, a group 

process is a rough thing in some ways. It’s also about people who are changing as they’re doing it.  

MF: Yes.  The other part…of the definition, or the attempt at defining this form as radical, is 
to take it at its Latin derivation mode, and that is ‘radus equals root’.  And this relates back 
to what you were talking about, about being cognisant about the traditions, and so forth, 
and then what you’ve just said there about conventions. So, I’m sort of saying that it’s 
radical in those terms, as well as, I guess, radical in terms of exploring the boundaries, 
pushing, railing against the status quo, and all those kinds of implications as well.  So, you 
would be comfortable with that? 

AR: Yes. Oh very much because, I mean, the political power of a bunch of people doing something 

is that they are then real. It is bodies doing it. It is a group of people. Now, it’s also a trap, because 

people, often, who make radical theatre then think they have been radical. You know. That is 

politics. Not necessarily politics, it’s still ‘what if…?’  It’s still bracketed in ‘what if…?’  It gets to be 

politics at the point at which that informs what other people are doing. And that’s where the 

audience comes in, that’s where the community comes in. So, you know, a bunch of twenty year 

olds living communally and making theatre may or may not end up having a political effect. It will 

certainly have changed them, and the question, then, of whether that was a good experience, or 

whether it all ended in tears, will also… 

MF: Well, I suppose, also, the question as to whether theatre can effect social change is 
highly debatable. I mean, whether it can – even the most profound piece of theatre – can 
have any real effect socially or politically is highly contentious. 

AR: Of course it is, but one thing that absolutely must be added to your equation is optimism, 

multiplied by optimism.  
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MF: I’ll put it down right now. 

AR: You know, because…and faith in the creative capacity of other people. Nearly every radical or 

experimental theatre group, even if they’re formed in the most bloody authoritarian way, by some 

jumped up little prick who’s God’s answer to everything… 

All right. It is about creative faith.  Personally, I have spent my life, you know, arguing against little 

tin pot gods, because I think that, to me, the generative power is when everybody’s creative, and 

I’m not simply creative in your service, thank you very much. So, I think there have certainly been 

supposed avant-garde movements, and Butoh tends to be one of them that I get stuck into on 

occasion, which are, almost by definition, escapist, you know. They are not about change.  They 

are certainly about aesthetic sensitivity and emotional intensity and all those sorts of things, but 

they’re not really dealing with the structures that people are living in. 

MF: Yes.  Interestingly, I think, one of the re-emerging areas that’s happening is a new 
hyper- or social realism. People are attacking the old notions of believability and realism 
within their performance. That’s an interesting cyclic thing that’s happened, I think.  
Because, once upon a time our whole field was just so anti-naturalistic, that they, you know, 
couldn’t bear the thought of such a thing. Yeah, so that’s something I’ve noticed, during this 
trip. 

AR: And again, that’s a balance, isn’t it, too, between the imaginative permission to reconfigure the 

human being, the body, you know, what you’re being on stage, ‘Do I have to be a character?  De 

de de de…’, and wanting to imagine for others? Because, again, the aesthetic… I think it is that the 

responsibility of the artist is important, as well;  because, if you’re being an artist, just as if you’re 

being a teacher, you are taking responsibility by putting forward your practices. Or by putting 

forward your ideas you are offering those practices to see what other people make of them, to see 

if they’re interesting to other people, and to see if other people can find anything useful in them, for 

their own lives. 

MF: Now, if we can just go back a stage or two to influential people. You talked about 
‘trumped up little pricks’. We don’t want those. We want either the moments or the 
individuals, in your opinion, who have been…who have made the most significant 
contributions to theatre.  I know the list is long, but if you had to pick… 

AR: To theatre?  My God. Okay.  Now, John Ellis, from Rusden in the seventies, was very 

influential in providing a framework for other people. Don Mamouney, obviously, very important in 

opening…  Dave Watts – Watt – very important.  Robin Laurie, Johnno Hawkes.   
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MF: Seeing them this week, I hope. 

AR: Donna Jackson, Sarah Cathcart, Susie Dee, Patricia Cornelius, Errol O’Neil, Richard 

Fotheringham…Yeah, but also groups.  Groups of people.  Probably forgotten people, but I’ll kick 

myself in forgetting. 

MF: Oh, the list is long.  What about moments then? 

AR: Moments.  Moments.  Circus Oz - the formation of Circus Oz. Popular Theatre Troupe.  

Sidetrack. The sixties – you know, the whole sort of, more, sort of, imported radicalisms of all sorts. 

MF: Finding Australian voice? 

AR: Finding Australian voice, and then querying it. The end of the White Australia Policy…  The 

Whitlam government… The foundation of the community arts network.  James McCaughey, Peter 

Oysten, in his own funny way. 

MF: A few people have mentioned that, because of the companies that emerged. 

AR: Because of the companies the…  I mean he…  But, yeah. People who’ve generated things.  

Michael Wansborough, in his own funny way. I’m trying to think.  People in dance? 

MF: Well, you’ve trebled or quadrupled the list that people have got. Interestingly, the lists 
that other people have mentioned, there’s only a couple of those who aren’t on my list to 
either investigate or interview, and some of them I have spoken to already. So, that’s great. 
That gives me some support, to what I’m proposing.  Okay, that’s great.  Now, I think… 

AR: Oh, an interesting person to talk to in Melbourne, of course, that you might not have thought of, 

is David Everest, at Footscray Community Arts Centre. You know, he’s a quiet achiever, you know, 

David. But there’s some very interesting stuff going down, and particularly with the Vietnamese 

young people.  

MF: Yes. All right.  Okay. I think we might leave it there.  I think that’s been a great… 

AR: That’s plenty. 

MF: …conclusion. So, thank you very much, and yes, I’ll be back.  
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Interview with Mandy Gilblatt – Women’s Circus: 29 April 1999 

Mike Foster: Thanks very much for having me over Mandy. Can I start with this question, 
which I’ve asked a few people involved in physical theatre particularly: to what would you 
attribute the steady increase in interest, participation in physical theatre in Australia over 
the last few years? 

Mandy Gilblatt: Wow, that’s an interesting question to start with. Quite hard to know. I mean, 

certainly, our experience at the Women’s Circus is that there is a huge increase in interest, 

popularity, people wanting to be really actively involved in physical theatre. We have a waiting list 

that’s sits between...well, at the moment I think it’s sitting at about sixty women wanting to join our 

ongoing program.  We actually did an intake in February this year which is a couple of months ago, 

and cleaned that waiting list up, so that’s sixty women who have come to us in the last three 

months basically.  I personally have always loved physical theatre, be it dance or circus, I think 

that’s just something about the beauty of bodies working, and bodies working together.  I think for 

people participating in it, it’s quite an empowering process; there’s something about learning to 

work with your body, it’s a great confidence booster, and certainly, in terms of the Women’s Circus 

we work very much with building self-esteem and confidence. And it is, for a lot of women, about 

reclaiming their bodies. I think people become very cut off from their bodies, we live in a, kind of, 

intellectual world, I guess, we engage at that head level. So maybe it is that opportunity to engage 

in a physical level with the world around you.   

MF: And why does it excite... why do you think it excites people theatrically... audiences? 

MG: Well, I suppose with the Women’s Circus, one of the things that engages our audiences is the 

spectacle. We work on a very large scale normally. We have a company... Well, we have a hundred 

women in physical training at the moment, and when we do our large scale productions we may 

have a cast of fifty women on stage, and that’s, I suppose, a spectacle you don’t get to see very 

often in performance anymore, because the cost of that scale is just out of most people’s reach. But 

because we’re a community based company, we can work with that number of performers. I just 

think it’s that...it’s that...I can’t quite articulate it. I think it’s just watching people work together, 

people trusting their bodies to someone else, to either bear their weight, or to hold someone’s 

weight, it’s the risk taking with aerial work.  It’s speccy – looks great, exciting, dangerous.  I think its 

kind of...yeah...dangerous. 

MF: I guess from the opening moment, the audience-performer relationship is clear.  The 
lines aren’t blurred as they sometimes are in other theatres.  It really is about entertaining an 
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audience, isn’t it? 

MG: Well, there is that instant level of...you know...there’s a physical trick, or a physical image that 

you can instantly engage with.  You don’t have to wait for the text, I guess, to start carrying you into 

the intellectual engagement with the character.   

MF: I guess that’s what I was getting at, yeah, exactly. OK, The Women’s Circus is growing, 
as you’ve said. Back to the beginning, what were the major influences in the development of 
the philosophy which gave birth, if that’s the right choice of words, to the women’s circus? 

MG: The Women’s Circus was started in 1991 by Donna Jackson who was the theatre coordinator 

at Footscray Community Arts Centre. And Donna had a long-term interest in working with women, 

in working in community art, and also had a passion for circus or side-show acts, for that whole side 

of, I suppose, our culture, and was also keen to find a way of working with survivors of sexual 

abuse. So that’s always been very much a part of what The Women’s Circus is. And she’d done a 

small approach in working with a group of women that were survivors on a show about domestic 

violence, and I suppose also encountered the women’s circus that was set up in the 1970’s for a 

period, and just ran with that idea, decided to set the project up, got the necessary support and nine 

years later...Yeah, still going strong. We’ve very similar aims and objectives to where we started 

out.   

MF: Has one of the reasons for that been because there’s been a continuity of personnel in 
terms of the workers behind the thing? 

MG: Well, when I say there’s been a.... There has been a consistency in the aims and objectives of 

the company, but that’s regularly reviewed. I mean, we’ve developed quite sophisticated, I think, 

community processes for working with the women who are the company basically. Donna was with 

the circus for six years, and Sarah, our current director, has been with us for two and a half years 

now, so we have been very lucky in that sense, that our artistic director has been with us for long 

periods of time. And the time to develop a style of work, you know, that is recognisable and unique 

and special. In terms of participants, we have some women who have been with the circus, training, 

for the entire nine years, and other women who come and go, and each year we intake new women 

as well. In terms of the company itself, what we find nine years down the track is that we have a 

very wide skill range, from women who are very skilled performers to women who are maybe just 

doing their first forward roll or whatever it may be. 

MF: So, in your recruitment, or in your casting, if that’s the right word, you’re not concerned 
so much with abilities... 
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MG: We’re not concerned at all, we don’t actually cast or audition or anything like that. It’s just 

basically if you want to participate then you can.  It doesn’t matter, I mean, some women come to 

us and they’ve got a gymnastics background, but increasingly we’re finding women come to us who 

have maybe done some training with Circus Oz in their workshop. I think that’s probably a reflection 

of the popularity of circus physical theatre, that there are lots of people out there doing it in different 

places. Other women come to us, and they may never have done anything maybe since school, 

maybe not even did that, so it is a very diverse skill range, perhaps right from the beginning. What 

we have developed to help deal with that is we run what we call the new women’s workshop, and 

all new women go into that for at least their first two training blocks of time, and that’s as much 

about learning core skills as it is about learning the culture of the circus and how we work. We’re 

not a star structure, its very much an ensemble, although, I guess, increasingly some performers do 

stand out, I think, dramatically now, Sarah is...yeah, willing to work with a single performer and 

point focus on that performer. I think that’s got a lot to do with the fact that now, perhaps, we have 

performers who are skilled enough to hold that kind of focus whereas in the beginning, the skill 

level was across the board much lower. So, I mean, yeah, I think the diverse skill level has opened 

up wonderful opportunities for us dramatically, at the same time, in the terms of the community, it 

presents challenges because we work very much with a philosophy of sharing and celebrating, you 

know, the first forward role, or a fabulous new trick on the cloud-swing. So when we had to start 

looking at beginners classes, advanced classes, we kind of thought, “Well, is that consistent with 

this philosophy? Are people going to find it politically unacceptable?” But it has actually been a 

really good process, there’s been lots of discussion around it and it’s fine, ‘cause I think ultimately, 

what we try to do in our workshop program is meet the needs of as many of the women as we can 

and for a lot of our women that does mean, you know, advanced training classes; for others it 

means a more gentle, slower approach to acquiring the skills. 

MF: And for the women who join, is there (I will assume there are, but you can outline these 
to me, I guess) an opportunity to take part in the other aspects of the Company, like 
structural things and theatre making of other sorts? 

MG: Absolutely. I mean, that’s just a kind of taken for granted, I think. I mean, I suppose the first 

thing to say, overall, is that women join the circus for a lot of different reasons. Some are gun-ho 

circus junkies, others may just want to get out there and sweat, others it’s a more social activity. It 

might be a nice form of physical activity. Some women come because they might be politically 

committed to the women’s movement, others aren’t particularly political animals at all. In terms of 

involvement in the company, there’s certainly workshops, that’s the obvious one, but if that is the 

only way women engage with the company, we wouldn’t be here. We just wouldn’t work. So, I 

suppose there’s performance opportunities, and again that’s open to anyone who wants to 
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participate, so if you want to take part in the end of year show, that’s fantastic, do it, but if you 

don’t, that’s okay too. So some of the women, most of the women in the physical training program 

do actually end up participating in the end of year show, you just get caught up in the excitement 

and that’s a great thing.  But some women decide they’re not going to perform, they’ll go off and 

work in the tech crew or they might help out in front of house. So there are different ways they can 

be involved in the performances. In terms of the company’s structure, we have a number of, I 

suppose, committees or whatever to help out with the organisation. I think it’s really important that a 

company like The Women’s Circus is driven by the community, its not a management driven 

company at all, because that just wouldn’t work. I mean, I might have vision in terms of 

management of what I would like to do, but unless the women want to go to the same place I do, 

then forget it. So we have what we call an advisory group, and that’s made up of a representative 

from each of the workshop groups, and any other basically interested women, so if you want to 

come along you’re welcome. And that’s an opportunity for paid workers with the company, Sarah, 

myself, Jo, Amanda, who’s the head trainer, to talk to the women about issues they may have, to 

talk about how their training workshops are going. If there’s particular issues that we’re trying to 

make decisions on in the office, and we don’t know what quite to do, it’s an avenue for us to say 

“Okay, here’s the problem, what do you girls think?” And get that kind of feedback.  Ultimately, 

decisions are taken by Sarah and myself, but it would be highly unusual for us to make a decision 

without complete agreement with everybody. I think we practice open communication and that’s 

very important when you’ve got a community of, you know, a hundred women, or a hundred people 

basically, you’re going to have people’s different opinions, different attitudes, and, you know, you’re 

going to get people who are disgruntled occasionally if something happens that they don’t 

necessarily like. But I think that by keeping the communication channels absolutely wide open, then 

there’s the opportunity to talk about that, to resolve that, to explain why that decision was made or 

why things are being done that way, why the company’s going in this direction. And I think those 

structures have always been good in the circus, but over the nine years, I mean, they’ve refined, 

and I think we’ve got better at it.   

MF: Well, it makes such remarkably good sense you’d wonder why more companies don’t, 
you know, don’t follow that basic idea. 

MG: Yeah absolutely.  I mean, it is a kind of...I guess it’s a scary thing, you have to put your ego 

aside and be prepared to be told “Well, no, you might think that’s a great idea but actually we 

don’t.”  So you’ve got to be prepared to, yeah, absolutely put your ego aside. I think in terms of 

managing the company or Sarah artistically directing it, it’s a case of being very thoughtful about 

what you do. So you can’t kind of just go “Oh, I’m going to do this.” You actually have to think about 

what you’re doing while you’re doing it.  Is it good for the company?  Is it good for the community 
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sense of well being? And it’s also that, I suppose, relationships with funding bodies and sponsors 

and that external environment – that in some sense as paid workers we broker between the 

community and that environment that’s out there, and I think that’s a really exciting way to work.  It 

does make you quite … I think you perhaps don’t make as many mistakes. 

MF: No, as I was saying, it makes incredibly good sense. So in all of that, did you identify, as 
clearly the women’s movement and its focusing there, in terms of theoretical bases, is that 
your home base?  In terms of your theoretical base?  You know? 

MG: The old field “What is feminism and what does it mean to be?” God I hate those questions.  

Look, I think we kind of had a little bit of debate around this in the circus but for every woman you 

ask, “What’s feminism mean?” – what working in a feminist way means – you’re going to get a 

different answer, and I think at the core of the company that means we work in that way, it means 

we work supportively, we work non-competitively, we work co-operatively. That is about that 

communication network, it is about being inclusive, it is about...ummm... 

MF: Non-hierarchical structure? 

MG: Well, as non-hierarchical as choreography can be. And we do have a hierarchy, I guess, in 

one sense in that, you know, final decision making rests with Sarah and myself, I guess, ultimately.  

But that...I don’t see that as a kind of ‘power position’ at all. I see it as a responsibility to make sure 

that any decision I take, and I know Sarah probably thinks the same way, it is responsible to the 

women that we’re working for. 

MF: Sure.  My question I was coming to...it’s next, indeed.  Has there been a distinction 
made between feminist theatre and women’s theatre? You know, and that either, depending 
on your viewpoint, either clarifies or confuses the issues more.  What would your reaction to 
that be? 

MG: Look, I actually don’t know what that even means. I think what the theatre we make is about, 

telling women’s stories, it’s about...yeah, the untold stories, it’s looking at issues that are universal. I 

think every production we’ve ever done is about things that concern everybody on the planet, not 

just women, but we just take the female perspective, and tell stories from that angle.  Certainly, 

we’ve always aimed to play to a broad based audience, we don’t play to women only audiences, I 

mean, we’ve done gigs at AFL football matches... 

MF: Yeah, I heard about that, and it went over very well. 

MG:  But it was pretty scary for a while there. But it is about, you know, not preaching to the 
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converted, you know. If you want to tell these stories, then, you know, you don’t want to be telling 

them to people who know them already. It’s great to be out there, telling them to everybody. And 

our audience base for an end of year show is just incredibly diverse, from the blue rinse set who 

are more comfortable maybe at the MTC come and see our shows now and really love it, you 

know, students, the women’s community certainly still support us strongly, and it’s just fantastic to 

see that mix of people at one event, and all enjoying it, and all getting something out of it.  And I 

think part of the reason we’ve been able to deal with more universal issues, we don’t have to make 

theatre about, you know, I don’t know, whatever...I don’t know what I’m trying to say. What am I 

trying to say? We don’t have to go out there and beat people over the head about being feminist 

and women and aren’t we fabulous because the theatre says that. You’ve got women who are 

obviously strong, they’re up on trapezes. Women have created this amazing performance space 

because we work in found venues, we don’t work in traditional theatres.  So that’s there, we don’t 

need to say.  Its just... People are aware of that, I think, so it kind of frees you up to talk about other 

things. And Sarah’s theatrical style is quite subtle anyway, she’s very good at telling stories without 

drawing the conclusions and saying this is what you have to think.   

MF: I think that all the really good community theatres over the years, have learnt the lesson 
about the sledgehammer.   

MG: It’s very kind of seventies...You don’t need to do it.  I think it’s patronising to the audience. I 

think you have to credit people with, you know, a level of intelligence. I think people will take from a 

piece of theatre what they want to take. I think as makers of theatre what’s important is that the 

work comes from a place of integrity. If the work has integrity and has heart, then people will relate 

to that, they’ll find that connection to it and I think that’s the best you can hope for.   

MF: Yeah.  And would you agree, for example, that as the participants with the feeling of 
ownership that’s obviously engendered here, that that can turn non-performers into 
performers because they own it? 

MG: I think that that’s an absolutely critical part of the creative development process, is making 

sure that the women do have a strong sense of ownership with the work. And that’s always an 

interesting process to go through, I know last year when we worked on Soles of our Feet, which is 

about reconciliation, women came to that idea with very, very different attitudes and experiences. 

There were women who had been up at Jabiluka, there are other women who I suppose know 

about reconciliation but kind of, I suppose like a lot of people in the community, where do I fit in 

that? What does it actually mean and how to I engage with it in a positive way?  So that was quite, 

in a lot of ways, quite a feisty development process, of creating a show that women did feel was 

theirs and was making and saying something they wanted to say. So I guess that creating that 
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sense of ownership is very much part of the development process and how we devise a show.  

And I guess the beginning of that is the research process where every woman in the circus goes 

out and undertakes research tasks into whatever theme we’re exploring.  And that may be as 

simple as bringing a personal story, it might be a story from a relative, a friend, it might be more 

formal research that they undertake.  But it’s ensuring that everyone is engaged in that research so 

that they have some kind of bond with...[tape skips] 

MF: Now, talking about process, you’ve started answering my next question really.  
Typically, that’s what happens in the making phase of the shows, what happens then?   

MG: Well, I suppose with the kind of theatre that I make you’re dealing with a narrative, you’re 

dealing with, you know, a text script but you’re also dealing with physical scripts, so there’s kind of 

two things happening.  So it is quite a complex process and I’m probably not the right person to talk 

about it because Sarah’s obviously the one who does it. But there’s engagement on a research 

level, and we come together as a whole community and share that research.  Sarah is very much 

involved in shaping the overall script, and editing and selecting and it is very clear that the thing 

about research is, as you know, probably ninety-eight percent of what you get you’re never going to 

use, but it still informs the text. So I think it’s really great to see the women engage with that and 

understand that, you know, their contribution is valued even if in the end their story doesn’t make it 

into the final show. So yeah, Sarah, basically, designs the script and she may work with other 

people on that. Last year, in developing Soles of our Feet we worked with Joy Murphy, who’s a 

Warrongary Elder, who met with Sarah and was very generous with her time and her thoughts 

about what we should be doing and how, as a primarily Anglo-Saxon company, we talk about 

reconciliation, because it’s not our job to tell Aboriginal stories, so how do we address it, how can 

we contribute to this process? In terms of devising the physical work, building the images that 

match the text, it’s very much a collaborative effort with Sarah with the women, ‘cause often they’ll 

have idea’s about that, also with Amanda Owen, who’s our head trainer and comes from the UK 

from a strong circus-theatre background herself, so she’ll come up with images.  Kim Baston, our 

music director, throws her two bobs’ worth into everything really. 

MF: I suppose the women participants bring a range of skills and abilities too that would 
vary according to each group that goes through? 

MG: Absolutely, and I think that’s the whole thing about open communication, if women have an 

idea for something then, you know, they will tell Sarah and that’s part of the process of being in a 

circus and the value, I guess, is that self-esteem and that confidence. And that if you’ve got an idea 

then put it out there, you know, it may not work in the end, but we’ll give it a try.  So, yeah, there’s 

lots of kind of input into the whole process.   
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MF: It must be widely known, because everywhere I’ve gone, when I tell people what I’m 
doing, and I’m looking at the process and directorial function, they say “Women’s Circus.”  
So your message is getting through to your peers at that level too, it seems.  You work at 
that or does that just happen? 

MG: I think that’s really important. I think, community arts too often gets shoved in a corner. I 

suppose in a lot of ways it is quite unfashionable in the nineties, and well, it’s the end of the nineties 

now, and I think one of the reasons we’ve devised is that we’ve never shied away from what we 

are. We are a community arts company, we claim that, and that’s okay, and we can make this 

theatre and...yeah, and we think it’s good and lots of other people think it’s good.   

MF: Yeah.  I’ve got a little bit of evidence in my travels around that perhaps community 
theatre in particular, is making a comeback, and we’re almost ready to reclaim the term, I 
reckon. 

MG: I reckon that’s a really good thing. I mean, I go and see lots of theatre, and a lot of it, it doesn’t 

have heart, it doesn’t touch me, it’s just like “Oh yeah, okay.” 

MF: I’ve found myself physically, the last couple of shows, I’ve been holding my hands in 
the air, trying to remind the actors that I’m out there and I’d like some communication if it’s 
not too much trouble. 

MG: Yeah. It’s a bit tragic really. I mean, I think it’s kind of interesting that going to see a company 

like Circe du Soleil who I thought were fabulous, I mean I love them to bits, their skill level was 

fantastic, they’re divine, it’s just beautiful.  I just adore them, but it’s not the kind of theatrical event 

that actually touches you at a very deep level, there’s not that emotional engagement, and...Yeah, I 

just think something like The Women’s Circus is fantastic and does touch people because it is 

ordinary people...ordinary everyday people, not professional actors or whatever, telling their stories, 

telling stories that are important to them, and doing it, you know, very well. I think one of the things 

we’ve encountered recently, and I’m not sure if this should be off the record or not, is this idea that 

The Women’s Circus is so slick now, so professional and clean looking, it can’t possibly be 

community anymore. And some of our girls came to a meeting, it was a, I think a techie meeting 

actually, and they were a bit grumpy about this because they thought, ‘Well, we’re here to change. 

We’re here to get rid of all you professional people.’ And then one of the women just piped up and 

said, ‘Well, one minute. It is our work. We do make this work, and that’s actually really insulting 

‘cause they’re saying, “it’s community, it can’t make good theatre.”’  And everyone went, ‘Oh, you’re 

right.’  So, you know, the idea that because it’s community it’s going to be daggy and the production 

values aren’t going to be very good, I think is just passé, and I don’t think it’s true.   
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MF: No, I couldn’t agree more.   

MG: I mean, the difficulty, of course, that you always face, is that you work with very tight budgets 

and not very much money and you’re producing, in our case, you know, very large scale 

productions with lighting budgets that, you know, most people go ‘Oh yeah, right,’ you know, 

‘Here’s three light bulbs.’ We manage to get incredibly, you know, beautiful designs and people put 

an enormous amount of effort and goodwill into it because the project does have integrity and it 

does mean a lot to people.   

MF: Does that... Could you say that that poverty is one the reasons that the vibrancy and the 
energy...? 

MG: The old ‘give us money and we’ll turn into something else?’  Look, I don’t know. I don’t know 

about that, I think that’s...No, I think that’s...I’d love to have a decent budget to write with, and I 

don’t think we want vast amounts of money, ‘cause we know how to work really effectively with 

limited resources, but, you know, gee it would be nice to go to a lighting company and say ‘This is 

what we need, how much is it? Great, here’s the ten thousand dollars,’ and whatever. Instead of 

just ‘actually, we’ve only got five, can we do a deal with you?’ You know?  And that, I think, you 

know, challenges our production manager, it challenges our designers, and, you know, I think just a 

little bit more money would be a really good thing.   

MF: I guess it’s true... Well, it would be true to say that the lack of money doesn’t stop the 
creative process... 

MG: No.  No it doesn’t. It sometimes absolutely stuns you. You know, but I think we just work from 

a place that’s very positive, I think you’ve got to do that, you can’t let yourself get caught up in the 

‘Oh god, this is so depressing, we’ve got no money,’ you’ve just got to go out there and believe in 

what you’re doing and I think other people pick up on that. It’s kind of unfortunate that maybe 

corporate sponsors don’t pick up on that, but hey, I guess we work on that.  But it just goes back to 

that integrity and belief in being positive and you achieve what you set out to.  That’s just, I think, 

where the whole circus comes from.   

MF: Yeah, yeah, that sounds great. That’s remarkably like the structure and philosophy of 
the company that I went and helped found in Newcastle...Youth Theatre.  Very much the 
same.  All right.  Would you say that Women’s Circus is engaged in a radical theatre? 

MG: Would you like to define radical?  

MF: Sure, it’s part if my job in this instance to try and find a term which describes the form 
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I’m looking at which is variously described as community, alternative, fringe, experimental, 
political... and I’ve chosen the term Radical Group Theatre.  Radical in so far as you’re 
breaking new ground artistically and creatively... 

MG: Yeah... Lets talk about that, I have absolutely no doubt that we’re doing that. I mean, in terms 

of physical theatre there are companies around Australia who have always worked, I suppose to 

some extent with content, and maybe narrative to some extent. I think right from the outset 

Women’s Circus has always pushed boundaries on that one, of telling stories and working with 

narrative and important, grunty issues. Always, always, and I think with Sarah’s arrival at this 

company, and the company having had six years of development, that has taken a leap ahead. You 

know, we’re finding new ways of making narrative more complex, and yeah, that’s new form. We’re 

at the circus conference last year and everyone’s kind of grappling with this idea of how do you get 

content into physical theatre and we just think, ‘Hey, we know how to do that. We’ve been doing it 

for eight, nine years now.’ And I think that’s really exciting because I think, to some extent, people 

are... audiences in Australia have been shown a lot of circus, and a lot of physical stuff. So, you 

know, ‘I’ve seen that trick, I’ve seen that trick.’  People want something more, not that I’m saying, 

you know, you should let that necessarily drive your work. I’m not saying that it doesn’t mean tricks 

based circus isn’t fabulous, I mean, circus [Tape skip] are a testament to that, but it is possible to 

give more than just trick and to use, to pull right back, I suppose, to the point where the trick serves 

the content, and that’s very much how artistically Sarah works with the company.   

MF: Yeah? 

MG: I would say definitely. I think we have a theatrical style that is unique to us, that possibly no-

one else could do because of the scale we do it on. It might be a bit hard for a company of say, 

three or four, whereas we’ve got fifty, you know, that opens up a lot of opportunities. 

MF: Yeah...The other two areas of radical that I’m interested in are obvious politically, and I 
guess.... 

MG: Well, I suppose, yeah, I guess so, I mean the way the whole company functions is probably bit 

your normal theatre company structure, because we do work in a very collaborative way with the 

community. It is community driven, but with clear decision making processes, so that the shows are 

artistically directed, its not like everyone [tape skips] you know, with the overall direction of the 

show because it brings less strength of, I think, continuity and the vision becomes very murky, I 

think, when you have lots of people directing one piece of theatre. In terms of the ideas we work 

with, in the stories we tell, well we are telling stories that aren’t normally told. I guess its radical as 

well.  And its all women, I mean... 
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MF: Yeah, that’s pretty radical.   

MG: You know, I guess that is pretty radical in the nineties.  It always amazes me how little flack we 

get actually, people are incredibly ‘Oh yeah, cool, women’s circus, not a problem.’  I think it 

probably challenges some people, but they come and see the work and it’s like ‘Wow.’   

MF: That’s tremendous.  Well, in a real sense, that’s effecting a social change.  You must be 
proud of the fact that, a social change that is measurable... 

MG: Well, it’s fantastic.  At last year’s show we had the Western Bulldogs coaching and training 

staff come along with their wives to see the show, and they were just like ‘Oh, this is going to be 

interesting,’ but the coach of the Bulldogs said afterwards that ‘Oh, those girls are just amazing, 

they’re just so strong and flexible but they’re not heavily muscled,’ and he was just intrigued by the 

whole thing. So it is that appeal, you know, like Aussie Rules is about as male as you can get, and 

you know, to get them to come along and appreciate it and not feel threatened by this, to enjoy it, 

it’s a great thing.   

MF: Yeah, and my third use of radical is a little bit strange in a sense, but going back to the 
Latin derivation of “The Radical” – radus, the roots, the beginnings, the basics if you will.  
So in a sense, from what I’m hearing, you almost qualify there as well. Going back to basic 
form and, I suppose re-inventing it, do you know what I mean?   

MG: You mean a basic art form?   

MF: Yes. 

MG: Well I suppose, in lots of ways, yeah, in the first years of the Circus, even though it was always 

narrative driven, there was always a story, the tricks were always there. They’re perhaps more 

subverted now, and even stronger, try to use a trick to serve content than in the early years. But 

yes, circus is a very old art form, and I think it has a place in our culture, but it needs to be re-

invented, to be explored, to be challenged, as I think any art form does.  

MF: Certainly. Yeah. Great. I think you’ve probably already answered this question, but I’m 
also looking at the ways that this form, which I’m calling Radical Group Theatre, analyses 
and reflects on that practice. You mentioned something about those structures for continual 
monitoring and evaluation, are there any other aspects to that part of your operation that 
you could tell me about? 

MG: Well, I mean, I suppose in lots of ways, I mean, we do have a lot of standard practice, you 

know, looking back at the work and what do you think, evaluation days. We have regular Circus 
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days where the whole community comes together and we pass on information, share information.  

We have planning days where we’ll throw questions at the community like ‘where do you see the 

Circus in five years?’ and that’s... My domain is to write the business plan, but I can’t do that 

without the women’s input, so yeah, where do you want the Circus to be in five years? Where do 

you see us going? You know, it’s very much about keeping a really strong feel for where the 

community’s at, what they want to do. I mean, it is a shifting community to some extent, although, 

you know, some of the women have been around a really long time, so you tap into that kind of 

community knowledge and experience, and also the new women coming in will have ideas and 

sometimes that’s a bit of a shock, ‘Excuse me, you’ve only been here five minutes.’ Then you think, 

‘No, that’s okay.’  ‘Cause this is the future, and I think it is just about being open to what everyone 

says and that’s not just in formal kind of structures. It’s also about the conversations you have 

outside over a cup of coffee, or feedback that trainers get after workshops, so it’s just about, just 

listening. I mean, that’s the key to good communication, I think, always actually listening and not 

being afraid to hear. I think what often happens is as soon as people often start to maybe hear 

negative stuff, and I’ve seen it happen lots in professional theatre, people shut down. Artistic 

directors cut off from the actors and everything goes ‘Ooooh.’  And it’s like I can’t take a deep 

breath and hear.  And it might be useful information.   

MF: And the producers of the shows we referred to earlier that we found were dull and 
lifeless, if they listened a bit more and did a bit more of that analysis and reflection, we 
mightn’t have the problems we’ve had with it?   

MG: Yes, absolutely. I mean, I just think, you know, nothing bad’s going to happen by hearing what 

people are thinking. You’re only going to get benefit and that [tape skips]...takes, I think, a certain 

amount of courage.   

MF: So, you’ve referred there, a minute ago, to one of the questions you put to your 
community about the future. Where do you see the future of the Circus proceeding now?   

MG: I think one of the things the Circus has always been really good at is change, and I think that’s 

also really important. I think when Donna decided to leave the... And I’m going back to the past to 

talk about the future... but when Donna decided to leave the company, she just was very open and 

said ‘I’ve run our of ideas. I can’t do it anymore. I’m not the right person to be here now.’ And when 

we were talking about ‘Okay, well who takes over the company?’ And Donna was a very strong, 

public profile head of the company, it was very much Donna Jackson and the Women’s Circus and 

it was like ‘Whoa, that’s going to be a big role to fill for anyone who comes in.’  And, you know, 

there was quite a lot of discussion about it. We certainly knew that we needed to bring in someone 

who would change the style of the company, and not just a little bit, because then they’d just be 
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‘Oh, well she’s not as good as Donna Jackson,’ or ‘Oh, she’s better than’...You know, in some 

ways, and I think more likely set that person up to fail. So we made a really clear decision in that 

case that, you know, we needed to find someone who could bring something very, very different, 

and maybe turn the whole company on its head artistically. And Sarah working with us, she’d done 

some workshops with The Women’s Circus, she had a connection with the company, she had an 

idea of what we were about, and even though she had no background in circus, she did have a 

style of theatre, she was in her one women show, which was quite physical theatre. So for us she 

just seemed like a really good choice, and came in with a strong vision, lots of integrity, very open 

to the community, and it’s been a very, yeah, fruitful and exciting few years for the circus with Sarah 

and at this stage she will be with us for quite a while longer. I think when Sarah’s time comes, and 

she’ll know when that is as an artistic director when she’s done her time, I think we’ll probably go 

through with some more process and, you know, it’s about assessing where the community’s at, 

where they want to go, what kind of theatre they want to make, and who’s out there who might 

come in and take the company in that direction. But I think primarily, the future is about change. I 

think the Circus will change. I mean, there are core things that give us continuity, that make the 

community feel secure, and that’s really process and the way we work and core philosophical 

ideas. Artistically I think it’s wide open, I mean, anything could happen. I don’t really know the 

answer to that. I think you’ve just got to work with an acceptance that change will happen, and as 

the administrator-general manager at this point then I’ve got to facilitate that change, make sure 

that it’s smooth, you know, like the transition of Sarah coming and Donna leaving was a really 

brilliant process, it was very well planned, thought through, a lot of time and effort went into it and it 

ran like clockwork, there was hardly a bump.   

MF: It sounds as if the whole company runs like clockwork and, you know, it’s inspirational 
talking to you, and that’s probably a great place to finish unless there’s anything else you 
want to say? 

MG: Nah, I think I’ve probably rabbited on enough. 

 
MF: No, you were great. 
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Interview with Richard Murphett – VCA: 29 April 1999 

Mike Foster: Thank you very much for giving me your time, Richard. Now I’m talking to you 
in your capacity as Head of Theatre-making at the VCA and I guess I’m focusing in that 
sense, you’re a logical person to talk to, because my focus is on the directorial process but 
specifically in non-mainstream theatre. So could we start by a description or a short 
definition of the directorial function in non-mainstream theatre as you see it?  

Richard Murphett: In non-mainstream? 

MF: Yeah. 

RM: Just as a prelim to that, we teach two courses here. One is the Graduate Diploma in Directing 

and one is the Graduate Diploma in Animateuring. And both of those have been taught since ...for 

many years here. Mostly at an undergraduate level, they’ve just gone into a postgraduate level.  

Now both of those I see as being courses for directors.  

The course in directing is a course in directing texts. The course in Animateuring is a course in 

directing the making of text – the making of text from any different angle. So when you talk about 

non-mainstream theatre it seems to me that there is a difference between those two. You can have 

non-mainstream theatre within which the director is directing non-mainstream text. And a lot of my 

directors from here go out and that’s what they do because they can’t get into the mainstream so 

they’re directing small groups in contemporary, sometimes quite unusual texts. But the 

Animateuring people are really there to create new text and to facilitate new text. And I suppose in 

a way that’s the three areas that seem to me to be important within the function of the directing, that 

are initiation, facilitation and structuring. And by facilitation I include the organisation of the entire 

project too. But what I’ve found with the work here is that, by and large, it helps if the director figure, 

be that one or two or three people, comes in with at least one or two initiating ideas. Otherwise you 

can spend ages trying to decide what the piece is going to be about ... 

MF: Sure. 

RM: And then the director’s task is to empower the performers and the other personnel, but 

particularly the performers to explore those ideas in ways that come up with creative input. And 

then the composition of those ideas is in a way largely the director’s task.  

MF: Brilliant. Now, do you see it, do you see that function changing in any way if a greater 
degree of collaboration or sharing if you will, of the directorial function is undertaken by a 
group as is the case in some groups where it’s almost more of a group direction in some 
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ways? 

RM: Yeah, well I suppose by definition it changes the function. I’m not quite sure then whether a 

director as such, even exists. Because I think it can be the case that actors can initiate and 

rehearse themselves and have some sense of structuring, but I think once one of the actors sits 

outside and becomes an outside eye on any part of the process then that actor is taking on what I 

would consider to be more of a directorial role. I think... a director like Anne Bogart from America, 

she’s got a small book out called Viewpoints, and, she’s an interesting one. She’s been running a 

theatre company for a number of years in America and she works with that company at 

empowering the actors so that they work, do a lot of work on the floor, not about character or about 

plot or anything but about space, time and kinesiatrics so that she can say to them when she’s 

watching a rehearsal, ‘I’m not happy with the topography at the moment.’ And they will know 

exactly what she means and they will reconfigure themselves in the space in order to try and give 

focus to something like the psychological hot spots in the space, or the variations within the 

geography of the space or she might say ‘The tempo feels ...’ and they will know. Now she’s 

worked a lot with them in a sense to ingest the directing process within them. But she is still the one 

who’s calling the shots from the outside. 

MF: Okay. Now in group creative process where there is a spirit and an actuality of 
collaboration, how would you advise aspiring directors, young directors to approach the 
task of problem-solving in that group situation?  

RM: I think there’s got to be a contract set up at the very start of the rehearsal process. A contract 

in which there is an understanding of the responsibility of particular skills and particular tasks within 

the group. Now when it comes down to the nitty-gritty of the day-to-day rehearsal, and a problem 

comes up, the main skill it seems to me that I’m teaching the directors here is one of patience and 

clarity of thought. That they can sit and listen to all the ideas that are coming up and be willing to 

listen to those ideas and then can suggest an answer which works its way through that without 

seeming to ignore what has been going on. There’s nothing worse for a group of actors if either the 

work they’re doing on the floor or the ideas they’re putting forward are completely ignored by the 

director who has been going off on their own particular tangent. And it happens quite easily, I mean 

a director can plan a rehearsal or a rehearsal week and get the rehearsal for Monday done and at 

the end of Monday’s rehearsal say ‘Thank you. Tomorrow we will be doing such and such’ and the 

actors feel ‘Wait on. We’ve spent the whole day rehearsing.  Is there nothing from what we’ve given 

you that is going to change what you are doing tomorrow.  Are you not going to be learning?’  

Now I think it is the same with problem-solving in a way that you need to be able to... even if you’re 

cheating a bit you need to be able to express the answers in the terms that have been coming up 
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from the discussion. The actors need to feel that, and they need to be right in feeling that they are 

being listened to. Now, you know every problem has got its own ways of solution but those are the 

two things: patience and clarity.  

MF: Would they apply equally to those instances where conflict might arise and the 
resolution or the relieving of those tensions and conflicts? Would those two aspects of the 
director’s attitude be the same do you think? 

RM: I think so. And I think that the other thing is to be able to be very skilful and quick at finding 

ways of resolving conflict on the floor. In my experience, conflict which arises around the table 

through discussion becomes more and more... is tighter and tighter. It’s very difficult to work 

through to an answer around the table. You need to be able to pick it up at a particular point and 

say look, wherever we’re going to go let’s try that suggestion on the floor because as soon as you 

get up on the floor people start actually being able to resolve the problems and resolve the conflicts 

physically. I know it sounds like a truism but I mean you’ve just got to come back to that all the time.  

MF: So do I. Am I reading correctly when I say that VCA is hoping to graduate directors with 
a collaborative methodology if you will? 

RM: Well, the VCA prioritises in its training at all levels, the creativity of all the people involved, so 

that actual training of the actors is to train them in order to be creative on the floor. That means that 

the directors working with them have got to understand that there are offers coming from lots of 

different sides. So that it has to be collaboration. And the animateurs in particular, they do a project 

with the first year actors in third term and it is their task to maybe come up with some initial 

suggestions but to work completely from the offers that they’re getting from the actors, and to be 

able to weave them into a piece. And of course they get wonderful results. And the actors are 

always more thrilled with those projects than they are with any of the others because they’ve done 

them themselves you know. It’s always a paradox.  

MF: Now that term ‘animateur’, is that an umbrella term for theatre-making, group-devising 
or is it...? 

 

RM: Yes. It’s a word that Peter Oyston first used here when he set up the College and it’s a French 

word from the Latin meaning to breathe life into, to animate. 

MF: Wonderful. I like it. 
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RM: Yeah, and it’s used quite a lot in French, the animateur is in fact, a course, you can be an 

animateur in business, you can be an animateur in theatre, you can be an animateur in dance, you 

can be an animateur in therapy, in social sense, so it’s to do with facilitation. And the way we read 

it, I mean when it first began here, it was almost purely to do with community theatre because that 

was the thrust of the College and it was the time when community theatres were being set up and 

there was a lot of energy in that. Since then, because of funding changes, but also because of the 

interests of the students themselves, it has moved into dance theatre, performance art, youth 

theatre, image-based theatre, all those kind of areas.  Anything that is not necessarily interpreting 

the text.  

MF: Terrific. In that non-mainstream area, one of the problems that I’m faced with is an 
attempt to formulate, or generalise theoretically based on a thorough study of the current 
practice. Do you think that the non-mainstream field is too diverse, with its many forms, to 
generalise with any degree of accuracy? 

RM: To generalise what though? 

MF: Well…  

RM: To generalise the philosophy of the groups or ...? 

MF: Yes. To sort of... 

RM: Or the function of the director? 

MF: To umbrella non-mainstream theatre together. Is it too diverse to do that? 

RM: Yes. I think that’s its power. I mean the fact that you’re calling it non-mainstream means that 

you’re defining it in relationship to something that isn’t.  

MF: Well, yeah. 

RM: So what do we call ‘it is that’? Well we don’t know. There’s so many different terms.  

MF: That’s why I’ve chosen the term ‘Radical Group Theatre’. 

RM: Yes. 

MF: Because I think Radical Group Theatre… radical in its various definitions and group 
signifying collaboration might be better. What do you think?   
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RM: Well it is, if that’s the kind of non-mainstream you’re looking at. And there is a non-

mainstream theatre which is like, you know, the off-shoots of Robert Wilson or something like that, 

where it’s dominated by the one visionary director and the others follow suit. But you’re not talking 

about that. 

MF: No.  I’m not, really.  I’m referring to it and I think that the term contemporary 
performance covers that general area.  Once upon a time we called it postmodern theatre 
but I think that’s more or less outmoded now. 

RM: Yeah, that’s right.  

MF: Yes, so. No, I’m not necessarily looking at that. I’m still looking at that grassroots sort 
of stuff. 

RM: Yes. But I mean, if you look at the diversity between say, Women’s Circus and where 

Sidetrack has now gone or Sydney Front or something, I mean there’s an enormous diversity of 

ways of working.   

MF: Oh certainly. 

RM: I mean, Don would’ve been closer to Women’s Circus about ten years ago. Now he’s a 

benevolent autocrat. Maybe not too benevolent.  

MF: Yes.  Depends on who you talk to. 

RM: Yeah, that’s right.   

MF: So, some people are saying – Graham Pitts, chief among these – that I’ve been talking 
to, that we’re ready to reclaim the title community theatre, if indeed we ever lost it. But I 
mean, some academics would have it believed that you know, it’s an outmoded seventies 
form. In your opinion, are we in a position to reclaim that term [Community Theatre] as a 
valid form now? 

RM: I don’t quite. I don’t think so.  I think it’s still ... is redolent of a particular style of theatre which is 

now no longer relevant across the spectrum. But I think for me, anyway, the future of theatre is only 

community theatre and by that I mean that theatre’s future seems to me to be more and more about 

giving voice to those target groups who don’t have a voice within the mass media; that it’s less and 

less likely that theatre will get mass audiences and more and more likely that it will speak to 

particular groups of people about particular things. But those groups of people, certainly in a 

country like Australia at the moment, are so diverse too. Those communities are so diverse  I’m 
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fascinated by the diversity of it. So we might be heading towards community theatre but 

community theatre still has a particular style, in my mind anyhow, that I wouldn’t be quite ready to 

reclaim it as a whole.  

MF: Graham also said that it’s a pity if it does disappear altogether because it’s the best 
word to talk about theatre across the board. And if you can’t talk about notions of 
community, what are you doing? What are you talking about? 

RM: Yes.  Well, I was just...we’re dealing with Brecht at the moment in the classes and...I’ve just 

been reading Fredric Jameson’s new book on Brecht and he makes this fantastic point which is 

quite obvious but I’d never thought about it. But that Brecht’s aesthetic about collaboration and the 

way in which he collaborated with other writers and all the fuss that’s come up about that anyhow, 

was an aesthetic that fitted theatre par excellence. That in a way his political line and his theatrical 

line went together really, really strongly because theatre is and can only be collective. It is a 

collective art form and so he was able to actually give form to his politics not through what he was 

saying but through the very art of what he was doing and you know, that’s a really positive thing.  

MF: I agree with that for sure. You think this... we might be able to achieve some clarity here. 
The community theatre movement are able to articulate a fresh rhetoric, a new language for 
what they do. Do you think that’s going to help?  

RM: It might do, but I don’t think they’ll be a community theatre movement as such because I think 

what has happened since the community theatre times is that our sense of community has become 

far more complex and that with companies like Doppio and the Vietnamese companies that are 

around and you know, the ecological theatre that’s now coming out and the whole sense of what a 

community is and how you define it, is also going to define... I mean I suppose what I’m trying to 

say is that if all those communities had to fit into a particular sort of theatrical aesthetic then it would 

be a lie to the needs of the particular communities, and it’s almost like the communities are being 

colonised by a particular form of aesthetic, you know. 

MF: Yeah, I think you’re right.  

RM: It’d be good if you could’ve got a chance to talk to Peter Matthews, from Victorian Arts Council. 

He’s an interesting guy because they are going out at the moment and they are doing a whole lot of 

theatre in...with… Donna Jackson who used to run the Women’s Circus, is doing this amazing 

project where she is going to particular groups out in the community and bringing them together. 

Can’t quite remember what the subject matter is, but she is actually trying to find a way of... I think 

what she’s asked them is, if they were to think of a design for their community in the space, what 
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would it be like? Would it be something like a cow in the field? Would it be like a huge bulldozed 

track of land? Or... and so she’s going out and talking to this community and then she’s trying to 

draw them together into some kind of ritual building. They’re are really going out and looking at the 

disenfranchised, disadvantaged country communities which are really in a mess.  

MF: I suppose the other complication is the increasing complexity of social life, social fabric 
and politics in the late nineties. It’s incredibly complex and so diverse that you can’t even 
find an enemy sometimes. 

RM: But also the complexity of media too, you know? I mean, is hypertext also a community?  The 

people who work on computers are a community. Can one find a way of getting theatre that fits 

them?   

MF: Well, we’re drawn back and a number of people have mentioned this word... it’s not 
favoured by theoreticians, but it seems to me very descriptive and accurate, eclecticism. I 
mean, if eclecticism could be a theory, then how close are we, a sort of mixture of 
eclecticism and anarchy some people say. 

RM: I don’t see it like that. No. I see it like... that we’re intercultural or intracultural or something.  

Like that each stream has got a very specific form of its own and that they form what Boal calls the 

rainbow. They form this beautiful inter-mixing shape where they can trade off one another and blur 

into one another but each has got its own particular colour. And I don’t really see it as anarchic or 

eclectic because eclectic suggests to me that each form itself is a mishmash and I think at its best it 

isn’t. Each form itself is very clear and very particular to its own target and so it forms a strand of 

the rainbow. And if you like, the rainbow as a whole might be eclectic but that doesn’t necessarily 

mean that all the areas of it are. Does that make sense? 

MF: Yes. That’s interesting because the very first person I spoke to in this section of my 
work was Neil Cameron who said very much the same thing. As far as he was concerned, 
his raison d’être was cross-, inter-cultural work. That’s where he felt he positioned himself.   

RM: I would think so too. I find that the most fascinating thing. And you know Boal is always an 

inspiration in that way. Because his ability to adjust himself according to the community that he’s 

worked with... when he worked with a peasant community he had a particular line, then he went 

and worked with the New York middle class you know, he had another particular line, still arguing 

the same political argument and he’s adjusted himself all the way through his life you know. His 

stuff is really inspiring.  

MF: Yes I agree. Well, does that take us down a theoretical road which might encompass or 
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embrace post-colonial theory.  

RM: Yeah, well I think it does. A lot. I think that’s what we’re dealing with in Australia. You know, a 

whole lot of... I mean, more and more, if we start to get the Albanians out here and everywhere, 

we’re going to get a whole lot of people who are disenfranchised, who are trying to make a culture 

out of something that used to be owned by someone else. I think we’re in a fascinating… I mean 

we are really... I wish I was alive for the next hundred years. I feel like Australia is at a really 

interesting point. Stuck in the middle of a continent that it’s got nothing to do with culturally but 

having to take it on board and you know, its just really fascinating. And I love all that feeling, I don’t 

know whether from where you... but certainly in Melbourne, Melbourne is just ripe with all that 

intercultural. Really strong. And we’ve just got a visiting student from Holland here at the moment, 

and she can’t believe it. She said to me, there’s nothing like this in Europe. Nothing like this kind of 

mixing. 

MF: Alright, on another tack, and this is an important part of what I’m doing also, is to get 
some sort of assessment of companies’ and individual’s methods and structures and 
procedures for analysing and reflecting on their practice. Now you seem to me the perfect 
person to ask – mainstream, non-mainstream you know, what are the various ways that this 
analysis and reflection... well put it this way, who does it and what benefits, should be, could 
be derived from it? This process of analysis and reflection. 

RM: Can you talk a bit about the context that you’re meaning? 

MF: Okay.  Well, my assertion is that the non-mainstream community, radical group theatres 
tend to engage in continuous reflection and analysis as their process. On the other hand, 
the mainstream’s analysis and reflection tends to be more to do with marketing and, you 
know bums on seats and subscribers needs, etc. Would that be a fair comment? 

RM: I would imagine there would be a fair amount of artistic analysis around the round table when 

Roger Hodgman is talking to his fellow directors: What plays are going to get... How do you think 

that play went? I think that what we see is mainly the marketing side, but I imagine that there would 

be a fair amount of reflection that went on too. But I think you’re right, I mean I think that the non-

mainstream engages in a lot of either soul-searching analysis or fairly esoteric analysis. If you read 

Real Time, there’s a lot of various esoteric analysis that goes on there.  And... so the question is 

what?  Who should do it? 

MF: What knowledge do you have of the benefits of that, in terms of, advancing the 
practice? 
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RM: Well I ran a company called the Mill Theatre Company down in Geelong, a community 

theatre company and we had constant talks and we used to write about… on a number of levels.  

One is the purpose of what we were doing. Were we fulfilling the purpose of what we were doing, 

on a social level basically? Were we fulfilling our own interests as artists? Were we advancing our 

own interests as artists? And were we in some way broadening and shifting and advancing the 

artform itself, theatre which we were, all of us, in a way more devoted to than anything else. That 

was the society that we felt really connected to. Geelong was the second society that we felt 

connected to and then we needed our own individual…  

And I think that that has to happen on a whole lot of levels. We were talking about, we had a theory 

session yesterday in which a guy talked about Joseph Chaikin, the Open Theatre and he was 

talking about him and about the politics of that group and all that kind of stuff and what he didn’t 

bring up was the really interesting article that was written by Roberta Schlarr, who used to live and 

work with that group and she wrote it about five years after the group had finished and she said 

‘Look the Open Theatre was fantastic at coming to terms with the politics of the world and society. 

But in terms of its own group politics, it was fucked.’ The women in that group had no say.  

Now, as a member of the Pram Factory, I could say exactly the same too. The politics was kind of 

tricky and unspoken but yet the focus was on politics. I spent quite a bit of time talking about that 

kind of reflection too. How is the group working? What’s going on? But just from another angle, I’ve 

got a couple of M.A. students here at the moment. One in directing and in animateuring. And we’re 

going through this process at the moment and I’m sure you do too at your place. How do you write 

up a practical research paper in such a way that it is a reflective paper but also a piece of 

research? What are the terms that you use to write it up? Can you write it up in academic terms? 

Well no you can’t really because it’s a creative work that you’re doing. So what do you do? So 

we’re going through a lot of... attempting to find models of writing and one of the ones that we’re 

dealing with at the moment is the heuristic model, you know. To understand you, yourself as the 

writer and the participant are part of the process that you’re going through. And the very act of 

writing is also part of the process. So what I’ve got my students to do is to write for me every two 

weeks, a short what I’m calling meditations upon an idea that might’ve arisen. And I’m not wanting 

them to be academic essays. I just want them to wax around an idea, to spin it out a bit. And then, 

or perhaps the research paper to be something that is made up of a whole series of meditations 

rather than anything that is particularly... And, you know, I feel like that is a particular way of doing 

it.  But I think it’s a really invaluable and vital thing for a company to do. 

MF: Well, I think, if I can say this, my methodology basically, that I’m following, it’s also the 
methodology that I’m encouraging my research students to do, it’s basically coming from 
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the area of grounded theory and it’s form is the exegesis which contains a number of 
different facets that as you say... Another aspect is the constant memoing which is a bit like 
your meditation. 

RM: Well, it’s not. I think that’s another aspect.  The memoing is more like a journal or something 

that you’re keeping which is a really valuable one.  

MF: But it doesn’t have to be academically centred. This moment of clarity came to me when 
I was writing on the tram…  Down it goes.  

RM: I mean, a writer like Roland Barthes is always a bit of an inspiration for me because he is so 

famous and yet his work is so heuristic. I mean, he includes himself in it all the time. I mean, his 

book on Photography is just such a delight to read because there he is in the centre of it with his 

mother and you know, it’s just really simple and yeah. 

MF: Okay.  Now one interesting question that I’ve got some terrific responses to so far is, do 
you believe there is an element to the work in the area of the work that I am studying, that is 
uniquely Australian? Is there a uniquely Australianness about this general area of...  Or are 
there Australian elements which really make it different?  

RM: I think there used to be, because it used to be easier to define for oneself what uniquely 

Australian was... 

MF: Oh okay.  So what you were saying before about diversity? 

RM: I think it’s very difficult.  I mean this Dutch student that is out here is saying to me ‘When you 

talk, you talk about European people, what about the Australian?’  And I said we are European.  

That’s where our models come from. I am European. Now, are you talking about Aboriginal 

theatre? That’s uniquely Australian but that’s one section of our society. We are such a diverse 

society.  How could I sum up for you? She said ‘I’d like to read some uniquely Australian texts.’  

And I said okay, do I give you Raimondo Cortese or do I give you Michael Gow? Or do I give you 

Tes Lyssiotis? Who do I give you? They’re all Australian. Now what’s unique about them? I would 

hope that what was unique about them is their ability to speak openly about their situation and to 

find the form that is right. I think that there’s possibly, one could say, I don’t want to generalise this, 

but there’s a kind of physicality written into the text which doesn’t, which can’t depend upon 

language because we’re not a great language community. So I can’t imagine a Howard Barker or a 

Tom Stoppard coming out of Australia. I think that the language tends to less ornate and therefore 

the physicality has to be more interesting. I think that at its worst, we’ve got a flat language and a 

flat physicality. At its best it means we’ve got a bit of both. But normally it means that if the 
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language is operating on a fairly accessible level, the physicality can be something that is 

interesting around it.  

MF: What about notions of space?  I mean the way, you know, it’s really a geographical fact 
of Australia, space and lots of it, do you think that that impacts on it in any way? 

RM: Probably does although a lot of the interesting theatre that I see happens in small little lots. I 

mean, La Mama has an amazing array of theatre and it’s a tiny little space. I think that that 

consciousness...I did a series of lectures in Holland a few years ago about five Australian plays and 

the way in which I could see that they were in line from the writings of the early explorers. That their 

imagery and their way of talking about character and their way of talking about space was very 

similar to the kind of discoveries that were being made by the early explorers. And part of that was 

to do with a sense of disappointment. That the early explorers thought there was going to be this 

wondrous goldmine in the middle of the country where there was an oasis and they kept on walking 

in there to find it and they never found it. So there was constant disenchantment that went on and I 

think that there’s, if anything, I would think that the tone of Australian is kind of disenchanted, not 

one that easily glories the positive moods, tends to be resigned more. That would be the closest 

that I could get to there. 

MF: Yes, that’s very interesting. 

RM: I mean that’s why Graham’s Emma Celebrazione was such an amazing kind of play because it 

celebrated and in order to do that it had to get into a culture that was not what one would call 

Australian. It was able to be open celebratory. Very much more difficult for the Australian psyche as 

we would normally think of it, to be like that.  

MF: That’s fantastic.  And we’ll leave it there. 
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Interview with Meg & Stefo Nantsou: 30 April 1999 

Mike Foster: Interview with Zeal Theatre, Friday, the thirtieth of April, talking to Meg Dunn 
and Stefo Nantsou. We might start with Meg. 

Meg Nantsou: Hi, I’d just like to point out that as of Mum’s the Word last year I am now 

professionally known as Meg Nantsou. 

MF: Well, as Meg Dunn you were co-founder of Zeal Theatre. 

MN: Yeah… 

MF: Now, as Meg Nantsou… since the move to Melbourne, how has the company changed? 

MN: The move to Melbourne was enabled by Zeal Company to do The Stones. The project was 

there, because I asked Stefo, ‘Right, what are we going there for? Why are we leaving Newcastle 

and going to Melbourne?’ And – the answer was to just grow bigger roots, you know, out of the pot. 

But, the reality of having something to go to was that The Stones was set up and in place and 

ready to go, which left me asking, ‘Okay, what do I want to do now?’ And that’s when I was very 

conscious of making the decision ‘Well – the girls, they have to go to school, someone has to take 

them there, pick them up when they’ve finished. So... Okay. I’m happy to be here, putting the roots 

into the ground, sort of thing, but that’s left me in a...sort of...position with Zeal of going, “Well, what 

do I want to come in doing?”’ And the tail end of coming from Newcastle to Melbourne was coming 

with Trippers, so that was good because we’d toured down here a few times before.  And that was 

sort of like, the first thing we’d done when we lived down here. So I still was performing at the time, 

which was good but that was, like, then – the Newcastle franchise. Back in Newcastle. And – The 

Stones  - and then we did En Guard since we’ve been down here, and that was the family show 

that the girls did with me, and Stef. So that was the first time, sort of, and we took the girls on the 

road, and that was a conscious decision to enable our family to be able to travel, and gypsy travel. 

So that was another step for Zeal in terms of who’s in the company. The Nantsou Gypsy Zeal 

family! So that had changed. We hadn’t done that before, and they handled it really well and loved 

it. And the show, again, was really successful in its area – primary show. So that was another new 

thing, is that we really hit our straps because we knew what primary … we knew kids then. 

MF: Mmmm. 

MN: See, that was a different thing.  Just a whole lot of different knowledge for the company… So 

that was good.  And different. And then the plan was to make this drugs show, and that was to 
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involve Stef and me and Tom. A lot of thinking and a lot of planning, maybe other people blah 

blah blah. And just at the moment of starting to work on it – and these guys had been away and 

they’d been working on The Stones all the time and they’d really developed a rapport between the 

two of them. Then, that was when I was really going, ‘Okay, well where do I stand in Zeal, is this 

good for me to keep working this way when I don’t feel very, sort of, part of what’s going on?’  Just, 

you know, stepping into the team wasn’t an easy step. 

MF: Mmmm. 

MN: And I was writing this stuff, then they were away doing something else, and our minds weren’t, 

sort of, all together anyway. So that’s when I went, ‘I have to leave the company. I quit! That’s it. 

I’ve had it.  Can’t do it anymore’. Then, I turned around the next day and went ‘Okay, I’m doing it.’ – 

like, I woke up, I had to think about it, and then...  

I even wrote away an application to go and be a bookseller. I was out – that’s how out I was. I got 

out my resumé, answered a newspaper ad, looked through all my, like, where I’d been since I 

started Zeal. It was that much. I’d quit.  Right, bang, that’s it, I’m gonna go and sell books for Collins 

books, fellas. And be a poet. Thought about it again.  Went ‘Don’t give up, you idiot. Go on. Go 

back’. Not go back – go forward. ‘Go in with a better attitude and a different attitude.’  

Went in, and then got rung by Karin Fairfax who said, ‘Look I really like your style. Tracey Harvey 

thinks, you know, you’re a good performer, having seen En Guard. Can you come and meet the 

producer of Mum’s the Word  [A major imported commercial show from Canada still touring at the 

time of writing] ‘cause I’d like you to be in it.’  

Jane Clifton, Tracey Harvey, Sally Cooper, Denise Scott and Carmelina – De Guielielmo. So, that’s 

when I kind of just stepped right outside the Zeal – what was going on with Zeal – and just went ‘I 

can break free, I can break free’. And, luckily, Peta had been involved with Stefo doing The 

Essentials and, just like, ask Peta, and she could do it, and she was great. And so, like, that whole 

– just got covered, you know. It was sort of like Aaron coming and stepping in now. The right 

person who could take it on was there, and so she could go. And I went on this whole other tangent 

of, yeah, really being me, which, bizarrely enough, I went for Meg Nantsou, at that point. 

MF: Oh, right. That’s – really interesting, I didn’t know all of that story. But, the really 
interesting thing is what you just mentioned at the end: the right person coming in at the 
right time. I’ve had a chance to observe that first hand this week, with the reworking of Fixin’ 
Bart & Maggie and...  Why are you able to find the right person at the right time? Has it ever 
been that you haven’t been able to?  
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MN: It’s been more, I suppose, a bit further down the track, you go ‘Uh, oh, here are some 

problems that weren’t apparent when the right person came along for the job’. But...  Oh, I’m just 

trying to think.  No, when we’ve had, sort of, ‘guest star’ people come in, or people that you know 

haven’t necessarily gone along with the company, it just works, it’s usually been the right person. 

MF: Do you think it’s anything about “the Zeal way” which ensures that? 

MN: We know who we’re looking for, I think. We might not know it till we see it, but, there’s certain 

things you know.  I mean, the Zeal way, you have to have certain elements which, first of all, I go to 

look like they’re a good performer. Then if they’ve got other skills, like, ‘Can you play a bit of 

guitar?’ ‘Oh yeah, I can play a bit,’ ‘Oh, yeah, right!’ Yeah, you know, they take on the whole thing, I 

mean, those sort of skills. And then, if you know you’re going to be able to have a few laughs with 

them, and they’re going to be able to hang out and talk about the show, and be able to go on tour 

and, you know, don’t have baggage that’s going to be a pain, just...you know?  

It was interesting, this time, looking for someone because we saw and looked a lot, but it was just 

John Preston. [Lecturer in community theatre at Swinburne TAFE, foundation member of 

Salamanca Theatre Company] he thought of someone, and that someone had the guts to ring up. 

You know, so that’s how that happened. Generally when we’ve asked people, it’s ’cause we want – 

we’re sure we really want them to do it. 

MF: Mmmm. But back to “the Zeal way”, I mean can you identify, having been with the 
company since its inception, can you identify elements of the Zeal process which somehow 
contribute to the fact the shows always seem to work …’the Zeal way’? 

MN: Because there is a certain freedom in there, to put in what you feel is fresh and right and you 

can... And most people who’ll come in and work with Zeal on a show will bring something, and that 

something’s allowed to blossom and grow, and become part of them – then that’s part of the show. 

I think that’s one reason. And the show itself is allowed to stay fresh, like, it’s not on a page, and 

you have to say this word like that every time. The freedom to… just let the show breathe and 

adapt to its audience and adapt to the performers’ performance. 

MF: Right. Well, having seen the first performance of the revamped, recast Fixin Bart & 
Maggie, just this morning, the overall impression that I got was: here’s potentially a show 
that’s going to stay in the company for years.  

MN: In this day and age you think years, and you think years. God! You know... Yeah. Depending 

on outside forces, I think, as a piece, yes! And it’s interesting, there’s two full casts available as we 

speak. We’ve never had that before. That’s different, and that will ensure its longevity and flexibility. 

 412



 
 

As long as everyone is able to get their head around working with everyone else, and I think, out 

of the six, everyone goes well together.   

MF: Stefo was saying, the other day, that this represented a real new phase, the fact that, we 
might be getting into an area where Zeal material is the basis of the work, but a different, or 
adjunct team is out doing it. I mean, do you, are you excited by that possible new phase as 
well? 

MN: Yeah, yeah.  We haven’t had one show that we could do it in two places at once before, but 

having been sort of in the ‘adjunct’ team anyhow...  Like, we have split the teams before, so that 

Stefo was involved in The Stones, but I was doing The Trippers, you know, and Gossips From Hell, 

and they were more, like the ‘adjunct’ team, in many ways. So we’ve had that a bit – there were a 

couple of teams out doing stuff, but, yeah, not the same show at the same time in Warrnambool 

and Geelong. 

MF: Yeah. Alright.  Well, talking of personnel and adjuncts and so forth, is it fair to say that 
the addition of Tom Lycos with The Stones project has...  What has that added to the 
company? 

MN: A whole equally artistically driven personality. Stefo’s definitely artistically driven, and so is 

Tom, and, yes, as artistically driven. And they both work really well together, so it’s like a whole 

other artistic force has come in to play. And they’re just really good foils for each other, and good 

partners, and they understand where the other one’s coming from…and they play well together. So, 

it’s good. I think it’s really good. Yeah, he’s given a real, a higher quality to the work of Zeal and just 

spurred us on to think, ‘Yeah, we’re doing really good work, doing great work,’ and people enjoy 

coming to do that sort of work. 

MF: the addition of Tom Lycos with The Stones project has...  What has that added to the 
company? What do you reckon, Stefo? 

Stefo Nantsou: He’s got the most skills of anyone who’s ever worked with the company, so you’ve 

got to be that good when you work with him. And you try and raise the level of your work to a 

standard that Tom, having been involved in film and television and community theatre and circus – I 

mean he’s covered the whole gamut.  A lot of us are stuck in the one genre of work, mainly, so he’s 

a superstar, on that level. I don’t think there would be anyone in Australia that could stand in Tom’s 

shoes, in terms of what he’s got to offer. He goes from the violin, to the sax, to a handstand, to up 

the ladder, to directing, to writing a monologue. So, he, you know...  You gotta be out there if you 

wanna be good enough. And so he makes you good enough. And he’s a lovable man with a very 
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small ‘s’ socialist (and all the other “ists”, “isms” that go along with that).  He’s got the open heart. 

MF: So from a directorial point of view, what Meg was saying about the relationship that you 
guys have, I mean, you both seem to be at ease on the floor working together. Does that just 
happen, or did you talk about that, or whatever?  

SN: There’s a chemistry. I reckon, the fact that from the moment we met we had a chemistry, and, 

the beauty of that was that we met in another company, so we got to develop our own skills 

together when we were younger, before Zeal even came along. 

MF: This is when you were working in Sidetrack? 

SN: Mmmm. So there’s three years, there, of learning the same language of how to talk about 

things. Having stayed and lived together in caravans and motels and...we learnt to play, we learnt 

to discuss the work. We learnt to develop miming, even if it’s just pissin’ around in the kitchen, while 

you’re cooking dinner for the rest of the troops that night. That stuff always comes into the works 

somehow, somewhere in an ensemble. And that’s why a circus – team...  

MF: Mmmm 

SN: You know...that’s where the circus analogy comes in, in a big way. Community theatre 

practitioners and circus artists tend to get on, really, like a beauty, ‘cause you’ve gotta live with the 

people that you work with. It’s a very intense situation. Not like mainstream, where you’re picked up 

in the morning and driven to work if you’re in a T.V. show; or, you know, it’s the 9-5 rehearsal 

period and the night show, with those people that you might not like in – your latest Michael Gow 

play, you know. So, personality, personalities that tend to get excited by community theatre, where 

you’re developing work as you’re going, and then you’re in it, and not only that but you’re playing 

guitar and, you know, it’s all consuming. Tom has all that experience that he brought to the 

company.  

Allan Gannaway was similar: he had a lot of knowledge and experience from other companies and 

how they operate. And he brought that with him to the company, and his production-side expertise 

was something we never had. Whereas Tom’s artistic capabilities are something we’ve never had. 

MN: Yeah. 

MF: Yeah, that’s interesting. And so, organically almost, the company grows as these 
various people come in and spend varying lengths of time… 

SN: Yeah, Rob [Dilley, company member 1989-94]. Rob was, you know... He had the full drum kit, 
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and he had percussion, and he had a whole lot of other wonderful things that made Joyride what 

it was. Same with Louise [Chapman, company member 1991-95] and her movement and we’d 

never had a dancer in the company before. Karen’s [Langtrey, occasional company member 1990-

96] sort of experience of theatre of the deaf has made her this kind of walking ventriloquist dummy 

kind of... 

MN: Cartoon, I was going to say! 

SN: Yeah, cartoon. You know?  

MN: She can do cartoon really well… 

SN: She has a wonderful way of expressing herself, you know, which Tom hasn’t got. So, yeah, I 

think, in terms of the Zeal as a garden, it’s got different vegies in it now, with Tom in the company, 

and not only that, but the fucking roots go deep into the soil, in terms of us having worked together 

before, which I share, which I kind of shared with only Al [Gannaway] really. I’d sort of done it with 

Kerry, but in terms of what Sidetrack gave me, compared to what Freewheels gave me, you know, 

and... Zeal’s relationship with Freewheels is fucking minimal compared to our relationship with 

Sidetrack, which is very similar in the way that we worked then… 

MF: And they worked then. 

SN: Yeah. The way Sidetrack… 

MF: Not much similarity between Zeal now, and Sidetrack now. 

SN: No. No, well, I wouldn’t know, I’m fucked if I know what Don’s doing. 

MF: If you were asked to try to pinpoint a theoretical base for where the company’s coming 
from...if pushed into that corner, what sort of response would you give to, ‘Where is the 
theoretical base of Zeal?’ 

SN: Can’t deny the principles of Socialism and what they are to how our group of people are 

together – in how you split the money, in how you deal with the organic making of something – that 

you can feel like, even if you can blow three notes on a sax, chances are you’ll be blowin’ ‘em [in 

the show]. 

MF: Sure. 

SN: You know? We try and bring out the best in you, and I think, if Socialism is to catch fire one day 

and a lot of more people embrace it, I believe that you, that it makes you more involved, rather than 
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sit back and just take things as your own individualistic fucking, ‘I’m here for my ladder, on into the 

mainstream’, or, ‘I’m only here for this job ‘cause I need the money.’ You know? And I think a lot of 

artists, actors in particular, only tend to be interested in themselves and their career – which is fine 

– as I am, in a very, other weird way. But, ultimately, it’s not as much fun as working with other like-

minded, ensemble characters, rather than doing the one-hander. 

MF: Mmmm. Yeah. 

SN: So that my theoretical base would be in that political concept, which is then attached to the 

artistic practice, which I’m sure Brecht has crapped on about a lot more than I know. I don’t even 

know how much he practiced that. Still get the feeling he wrote the plays, and everyone did ‘em. So 

that the process still doesn’t sound like it was organic. But whereas Meyerhold’s stuff – in terms of 

the post-revolutionary Russian stuff, where… and Piscator even, it’s obvious that the ensemble of 

the composer and the writer and the poet and the… this person with that skill, and the cast who 

were in the last show who now want to in this show...  All of a sudden we’re going with ‘bio–

constructivism’ today, right, and everyone goes, “Fuckin’ choice! Fuckin’ choice!”  You know?  

MF: So bio-constructivism, that’s what you call it? 

SN: Oh, yeah! I’m sure they never talked about it as ‘bio–constructivism’, I’m sure they talked about 

it as those boxes in the corner that we have to wear. 

MF: Mmmm. Yeah. 

SN: You know? 

MF: So where to? The future with Zeal, I mean. 

SN: Tatau was still the biggest success, in terms of working internationally and in our way, with 

other people that like working in our way. And you get that cross–cultural ‘splash’. I can’t think of 

much better than that. But if that show had’ve been the way we would’ve envisaged it, which was, 

‘Okay, next year, we’re goin’ to Germany. Oh, and next year, we’re goin’ to L.A.. And next year 

we’re goin’ to Hawaii,’ like, that project could’ve easily become that.  But there kind of, just, there 

was still that kind of barrier between where they were heading as a company, ultimately, which was 

bigger, and in many ways, where we were heading as a company, which was smaller. 

MF: So where do you see the international gigs that are coming up, for Zeal?  The Norway 
visit and so… 
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SN: Oh, pick a country. Where do you wanna go? 

MF: No, the question is, where do you see, now, do you see that international festival 
appearances, working in a collaborative project in Canada in 2000, as you are...? Where do 
see that? Do you see that as part of the future direction for the company? 

MN: I don’t have the answer to it. 

MF: You don’t have the answer? Stefo? 

SN: It’s all flow. 

MF: So where...what does that mean? ‘We’ll see what happens’? 

SN: Yeah. We nearly took En Guard to Kenya – that would’ve changed the whole history of 

Australian Theatre. It would’ve. If we had gone to Kenya and done the family show, and got more 

family gigs out of that, and taken that show on the road, I reckon that would’ve just blown fucking 

everyone right out, wherever we would’ve gone. That’s not to say that Stones can’t, or that Fixin 

Bart & Maggie can’t … The thing at least with The Stones, it is like this kind of flourish of skill that 

represents a whole lot of other work that we’ve done, or can do. 

MF: The fact that you’re not sure...there’s an uncertainty in your response to that question.  
That doesn’t mean that you haven’t thought it through, does it? Or… It doesn’t mean that 
you’re just letting it happen? Does it? 

MN: Ah... 

SN: Well, you gotta keep... 

MN: It’s irons in the fire. It’s – there’s a possibility to go, next January, to Canada, hand The Stones 

over, kick on from Canada, in either direction – either to the US or to Europe, depending on the 

contacts that get made in the Tromso visit.  

SN: We could get Tatau up again, we could string shows together if we knew in advance.  We go, 

‘Okay, we know we’re going to Canada and Germany,’ so we ring – I would ring, immediately, if 

there’s anything to do with Germany... 

MN: We have a contact in Germany. 

SN: I’d ring New Zealand, straight away. 
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MN: Yeah, yeah.  

SN: I’d go, ‘We’re going to Germany for The Stones, I want to set up Tatau when I’m there,’ and 

that’s what we’d do, I reckon. Or L.A., or Hawaii... 

MN: Yeah. So that’s one way, or that’s two, almost, different things, there. But, yeah, this is what – 

there’s always a chance to do that, and to keep going. I can see that there will be a lot more 

international touring and gigs and collaborations. I think that’s quite possible, ‘cause we want to 

keep on the move.  I mean, I don’t feel like we’re going to just stay in Melbourne. That’s where we 

are now, that’s where we’re doing very well, and maybe it’ll remain our base, I don’t know. Depends 

how pissed off we get with the forces of evil in this country.  

SN: But Meg’s show might tour. Mum’s the Word, for example, if she goes back in that, might go do 

a tour of Southeast Asia – she goes along with that?  Well, then we’d probably move back to the 

farm, you know what I mean? 

MF: Yeah. 

SN: So, geographically, things would...might just go [makes tape rewinding noises] Jesus, and, as 

an artist, you go where the action is. 

MF: Yeah. 

SN: And so far, the action is Norway, maybe with a dash of Canada. 

MF: So, that uncertainty, that not knowing exactly or not willing to commit precisely to what 
the future might or might not be, would that be one of those elements that adds to the 
continuing freshness and excitement of the company? It keeps it fresh? 

SN: It keeps the fresh and excitement of the shows. 

MF: Yeah. 

SN: And a lot of actors can’t handle improvisation, and our life is improvisation. A lot of people can’t 

handle improvisation, they have to have their 9-5, or forget it. I suppose we have broken from that, 

from when we first went to uni, I’d have probably said that about you and me. From uni you learn, ‘I 

don’t wanna know, I don’t want a 9-5 job – I’ve had that, I’ve done that, and I’ve done that, and I’ve 

done that. It’s theatre that drives me.’ 

MF: Yeah. 
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MN: Yeah. 

SN: And the style of theatre that drives me, keeps me moving, rather than attached to a city or a 

style.  

MN: Yeah. You just have to have...the girls are, you know, an anchor, that you have to make sure 

is, you know, still keeping us steady, you know. But the pattern of organising years has really 

cemented into, sort of – you find your tent pegs, away we go. By the end of the year before, you 

have to know, ‘Okay, we’ve got this block of four to six weeks there, then there’s another block of 

something there, and there’s something in the pipeline for there,’ so that you’ve got, like, little 

anchors, and you know that, right, well, if nothing else comes along, then we slot that in there. And 

we can only wait a certain period of time to make that decision.  

Like, we had this thing with the touring, for Mum’s the Word. It’s like, because it was so uncertain, 

where we were going and when we were going, people came through and slotted in a block of 

work, and so, that was like, ‘Okay, well, that’s there now, so you’ve got to compromise on that, so...’ 

MF: So in this sense do you think... 

MN: Priorities... 

MF: ...the schools touring program, which was at the core of your day to day operation... 

MN: It is. 

MF: You can’t see that dissipating, in any way? You still...you see the touring program for 
schools being, you know, part of the company for a long time to come? 

MN: These are our anchors, but, also, the opportunities for touring shift and change, too. I mean, 

we use that now. We’ve even got, you know, people saying, ‘It’s getting harder to book in Victorian 

schools, blah blah blah,’ so you go, ‘Well, okay, maybe we’ll have to go to Tasmania next year,’ or, 

‘Okay, let’s go to Perth,’ da da da. You fill your blocks in your different ways, but there’s no telling 

where the education system across the country’s going to take us. 

MF: Mmmm.  Alright, Meg, one of the things I’m really interested in is how companies and 
artists, individuals, evaluate and analyse – reflect upon their process. You guys have 
already mentioned that – the need to be able to talk about the show and stuff. What else 
does Zeal do to monitor, and to reflect on, and to analyse what they’re doing? What’s 
their...what is typical for that? 
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MN: I would say it’s chiefly a self-monitoring process. I think that the ability of people to be able to 

come back and discuss shows and to...because everyone can be a part of it. It’s not as if it’s going 

to be like a director and a general manager going up and saying…and the team’s over there. That 

is a very important part of it. But I mean, I don’t know. I think basically, monitoring, you can tell – 

you see how the audience is taking it. So that’s as far as the shows go. You get your own 

immediate feedback on what you do, then you go to the teachers, because the teachers are the 

ones who will comment about and talk about, you know, what impression they’ve been left with. 

And that then comes back, in bigger ways. Like, okay, so you’ve got two different organisations that 

come and see your shows, and the arts councils that book you, and then Drama Victoria, for 

example, who, you know, give – have given us accolades and awards for The Stones and really, 

sort of backed us. So, we’re getting feedback on the education level, through that sort of ripple in a 

pool.  

Then, I suppose for the other... Zeal has changed in terms of our activities, as well. Stefo’s going 

and doing a lot more freelance stuff, too. So, Zeal, as such, hasn’t done much work outside the 

frame of the school shows, which may do other sort of community things, but it hasn’t really, have 

we? Not even En Guard didn’t – it’s still been a school-based thing. So, from outside monitoring, 

though...it’s a weird word, but that leads me to think of, okay, what’s sort of feedback, you know?  

And Zeal, through The Stones, and through Stefo’s profile out doing other things, has meant that 

the Zeal name is now in the, sort of, bureaucracies (and arts council stroke centres stroke Australia 

Council, Arts VIC), you know, that sort of... Those sort of places know about us. We generally now 

have contacts in all those places, and people who know us. And so, in terms of monitoring, you 

know that Zeal’s reputation, as a sort of, hard-hitting, strong, great company is going out there, 

‘cause of that, what’s coming back. 

MF: But what you’re talking about there, is more of a product of assessment and analysis, in 
a sense. 

MN: Yes, you’re right, I’m just trying to think of that monitoring, I know... 

MF: Well, monitoring is probably not the word I should’ve used. I guess it’s...  

MN: Analysis? 

MF: ...a reflection. It’s that...reflection is the real one; reflection on the practice. It seems to 
me you would know this, or have an opinion on this type of thing that the non-mainstream 
side of our business seems to do better than the mainstream. The mainstream do the 
product assessment analysis quite well, but whether they actually look at their process, if at 
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all, I’d question, wouldn’t you? 

SN: I see it like this...  Can I answer? 

MN: Yeah... 

SN: When a Zeal member comes and sees a show that they’re not in, right? As an ex-member (or 

a current or a past or future member) of the family, right, you know what’s happening, just like most 

artists know in terms of when they see some sort of brushstrokes – bullshit like that. Ex-Zeal 

members, or – when you go – when you’re not in it – the excitement level of actually not being in it 

is sometimes far greater than having been in it, ‘cause you get to suss it out and experience it as 

the audience for once, which is great.  That’s what I got today.  

But, in terms of analysis, those opinions, like that – in terms of people that have experienced our 

method of work, to then come back and – like Paul, who was in there for even just one half a show, 

once, or Rob.  Rob was the best example of someone who gets over excited. Diamond will be the 

same. They give us… because they have become part of the history, in a way, there’s still...  What 

they can bring in terms of evaluating a show that they have just seen, is the best form of constant 

analysis. That’s what I reckon.  

We’re – we always – we constantly remember the same things differently, as we all do. You 

remember incidents, or you give different reasons: ‘Oh, she left because of that’, ‘No, actually, she 

left because of that,’ you know what I mean? Like, hard to always write the history of a company, 

‘cause everyone sees things so differently. But in terms of what has remained, is everyone’s 

memory of the shows or the projects.  

In terms of Tatau for example, as a project, then, as opposed to a show, then as opposed to the 

remount, then as opposed to the future possibility of more, I… they were almost complete entities in 

themselves. 

MF: So do you just internalise those elements of those memories, to an extent that 
they...yeah, impact on the subsequent shows? 

SN: Yeah, oh fuck yeah. 

MF: Yeah. That’s what happens. 

SN: And where everyone’s at. And I don’t know how many times Meg has resigned, but it hasn’t 

just been once. Mentally, mentally more than once.  There was one official one. 
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MN: Seven...hundred... 

SN: And artists do that all the time – ‘Not gonna paint any more.’ 

MF: Yeah. 

SN: You know, they scribble up their last fucking sketch, and they go, ‘That’s it, I’m fucking through 

with this,’ right? 

MF: Yeah. 

SN: Women go through it all the time with the baby syndrome. The blokes can’t have...there’s a lot 

more freedom for the man. 

MF: Mmm. 

SN: That has another ricochet effect where the bloke – you know, “Oh fuck, I gotta get these 

bookings, I gotta keep fucking bookings,” you know. I certainly, I’m still guilty of that because I just I 

love it, I just, ‘Oh, what am I doing tonight? Stupid gig.’ But that sense of how that all weaves into 

the next thing that you do – Meg was in Fixing Bart & Maggie, then she was out. She had a better 

offer, in effect, and, if there’s a better offer, for what we do, I don’t mean financially, just in terms of 

artistically can’t beat that one as an offer, I mean, really, that ended up being, certainly the best 

decision... It was just lucky. 

MN: Oh, yeah... 

SN: ...just lucky, the way it rebounded for us, as a company, ‘cause we could’ve fucking smashed 

into a wall, there. 

MF: Mmmm. 

SN: If Peta Ray wasn’t available, I don’t know what the fuck we would’ve done. It was two weeks 

until we were on. We wrote it that weekend. So necessity always guides Zeal’s present. 

MF: Yeah. And danger, I mean if the last two weeks is any indication, that the whole 
dangerous nature, of that process... 

SN: Yeah, that’s what works! 

MF: I know! But that’s... 
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SN: It works... 

MF: But that’s something unique about that, though. I mean, that is a real... 

SN: The adrenaline. Adrenaline makes the, you know – when you see a pumped footy player come 

out to the field, they’re fucking pumped, their adrenaline is buzzing, you get that player out on the 

field as quick as you can. You let that other slow, burnt-out arsehole – they can go and sit down. 

You know? 

MF: Mmmm. Mmmm.  

SN: Now, I’m not saying the process is the best. 

MF: No. 

SN: We can all say, ‘Jeez, if...’ – I don’t know how many shows I’ve been in, even the ones that I’ve 

had a three month rehearsal process, I’ve still heard, the night before ‘Jeez, if only, we only – if only 

we had a week.’ 

MF: Yeah. 

SN: ‘If only we had another week.’ Fuck that. 

MF: Yeah. 

SN: If you know the ‘dial’, the rest is how good you do it. 

MF: Mmmm. 

SN: And that’s what… that’s why I love the schools work, is because the immediacy of that makes 

every…every performance so special. 

MF: Mmmm. 

SN: But it allows you, as the actor, to do two a day, ten a week, or seven, eight a week, and it’s like, 

so the acceleration towards really crafting your skills is quick! 

And who’s to say that’s bad? What’s wrong with honing your skills quickly? Sure, it’s pressure, 

sure, but we’re adult enough to handle that. In any business, in any job, if you get a gig 

somewhere, you’re expected to be able to do the job. You’re a session muso and you play guitar, 

and you get asked to come in and play on a session, you’d better know C, D & E. That’s what I 

reckon in terms of the... Which goes back again, with working with Tom – he’s not about to work 
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with fuckwits. And he makes it, you know, he feels it when he… ‘Err – don’t like them much.’ 

Maybe I’m a bit more forgiving, really, in terms of who I have worked with. 

MF: Stefo Nantsou? Forgiving? 

SN: Yeah, I’ve worked, I know, I’ve worked, I know, with actors who I’ve never really liked, as 

actors, but I know they can give something to a certain show, or give something to the company. 

And I’ve been wrong.  Fuck, we can’t say we’ve had all right choices, but just since we’ve come to 

Melbourne, thankfully they have been. 

MF: Yeah. Yeah. 

SN: And people like Tom have seen that ‘Oh, fuck, this is good,’ ‘cause his agent hassles him all 

the time – ‘I got you this thing.’ ‘Oh, fuck, I gotta do another tour with The Stones.’ And then he 

quickly shrugs it off, but it’s not as if she’s ringing saying, ‘I got you a movie.’ 

MF: Yeah. 

SN: She’s only really ringing to say ‘I got you an ad,’ and the worst thing he missed out on was 

Arturo Ui – he could’ve been doing Arturo Ui, and we’re going to Norway instead, and he really 

doesn’t mind. You know? So, it’s just when your options get better. 

MF: Yeah. 

SN: That’s what I think Meg means by ‘irons in the fire’. It’s the options, and it’s...and you always 

just reach for the better ones. Meg suddenly couldn’t with the Mum’s the Word with Perth and the 

way that whole organization worked... 

MF: That’s a very realistic or pragmatic viewpoint from an idealistic company, in a way. Or 
are Zeal, in effect, pragmatic? 

MN: Does that mean like practical? 

MF: Yeah, like...yeah, the best decision for the area… utilitarian, you know…thought out...  
Yes. 

MN: Yes. 

SN: Yes. 

MN: But we also allow a lot to come to us – so that you can make that decision.  So you can be 
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very flexible 

SN: Yes with variation. 

MF: Yeah. Flexibility, I would argue, is an absolute key. 

MN: Yeah. And before we used to think being flexible was saying yes to everything.  We’ve 

changed that a bit too.  Is that we’re not...yeah... 

SN: So we’re getting calls now, from Reg Evans. 

MF: Reg Evans? 

SN: Ah, from Ken Evans, who wants us to make a – he wants to do Fixing Bart & Maggie in 

Adelaide. We’re sort of going, ‘No, you can’t do Fixing Bart & Maggie, but you can make your own 

drug show if you want to, and we can help you,’ he’s goin’, ‘Okay, well you come over,’ and it’s like 

‘Oh. Okay. Oh, alright, let’s pursue this just a little bit, and think about it.’ He just wants a drug show 

for his company. He doesn’t give a fuck who does it for him, he just wants a good one. So he can 

leave the company. 

MF: Ah. Well, isn’t that...? 

SN: So he can put that in as the program theme for next year, so if he leaves, he knows he’s got 

that schedule. He told me. I was like, ‘Jeez, that takes the wind outta my sails.’ 

MN: Yeah, doesn’t make you really... 

SN: You know? So all right. Even though he will get a buzz out of it if he – you know, he will 

probably still be there anyway. The point being, he doesn’t see his future with that company, 

whereas I fucking see my complete future with this one. 

MF: Yeah. 

SN: You know, this is the blood of Zeal. 

MF: Well, you started off the whole thing about that, with notions of the family. I mean, that’s 
a really good analogy. I mean I think that one becomes a part of... 

SN: And Circus Oz have that too. And Sidetrack lost that. 

MF: Mmmm.  
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SN: They dumped in their own family. And don’t fucking quote me on that one. 

MF: Too late, bud. 

SN: Yeah. But that’s what I believe. 

MF: Yeah. 

SN: Bad blood got in that family very early. And they never really weeded it out. Freewheels had it’s 

own, but it was nothing that was going to get in the way of the product and the touring side of it. 

And, like, that Freewheels model is very fascinating, in terms of the company ensembles that are 

there together, for one or two years, and...that can be very interesting. 

MF: Well, I think, you know, we’ll see that when Lily Nantsou debuts as a directing of a 
show, and Bella Nantsou is sort of playing keyboards and dancing ballet in the show that’s 
still touring the schools of Australia. 

MN: Oh, they’ll go on to bigger and better things, I think. 

MF: Oh, they’ll be happening. Yeah. 

SN: ‘Cause they learned it all here! I know...  Lily has a connection, Lily has a real connection. 

MF: No, what I’m getting at there just is, sorry for butting in, but that – this notion we were 
talking about the other day about the second generation.  

SN: Oh, yeah, yeah. 

MF: About, I mean, it’s happening now, it’s happening now. 

SN: Aaron’s there. Aaron’s the next generation. Yeah, definitely. 

MN: He’s not really... 

MF: No, he’s not. No he’s not.  He doesn’t, he doesn’t.... 

SN: In terms of where he’s at, twenty – even, twenty five, twenty six, we were getting picked up 

earlier at Freewheels, but I reckon the students that are leaving uni, and what they have as 

knowledge of theatre practice, and theatre form, is very different to what we had. 

MF: Yeah. Yeah. 
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MN: Mmmm. 

SN: And... 

MF: Some good, some... 

SN: And you can pick up a lot of good actors, and a lot of them that made their own at age twenty, 

twenty-one, twenty-two. Now those people still look, no, blemish on the whole generation, but those 

kind of students, around that age, look like kids on stage. 

MF: Mmmm. 

SN: Now I don’t know what it is, but there has been this kind of process of attachment to getting a 

tertiary education in the arts, that keeps you a school kid, rather than develops you as an adult. And 

they’re always doing things for marks, and I can’t remember ever fucking doing anything for marks. 

MF: Mmmm. Mmmm. 

SN: You know? 

MF: Yeah. Yeah. 

SN: And it’s driven by having to pay fees, just as our work is partly driven by having to pay rent. 

MF: Mmmm. 

SN: You put those tent pegs in the ground for the years to come, because you know you’ve gotta 

pay rent, but we are in a glorious position of being able to pull those tent pegs out if we need to. 

MF: Yeah. Yeah. 

SN: Before we were just going, ‘Yes! Yes! Fucking yes! Tour – tour to Queensland for nineteen 

weeks, oh yeah, sure,’ you know, like – Jesus. 

MF: Mmmm. Mmmm. What I’m interested in, about the second generation, is – why I 
mentioned your kids is – young people who have been involved with community theatre (for 
want of a better term) and nothing else. And then they’re ready to go out and do their own if 
their education has been completely through, you know, the collaborative, collective model 
of theatre, and then they move on. We’re in for great things, I think. I think those are the 
ones who – like Amanda Roff from 2 ‘Til 5, for example, who is now moving into that zone. I 
think it’s really interesting... 
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SN: Mmmm. 

MF: ...to see what happens there. 

SN: Well, she represents, yeah... Definitely. You’re dead right on that level.  

MF: Mmmm. 

SN: She is a new guard... 

MF: ‘Cause we came to non-mainstream theatre as a choice thing, as a thing we wanted to 
follow, but we were taught about theatre as being a, you know, a traditional, conventional, 
mainstage model, but we chose to go this way. 

SN: Yeah, that’s right. 

MF: These guys who have been educated in the non-mainstream, how far are they going to 
take the form? 

SN: That’s very interesting, yeah. That’s very interesting... 

MF: That’s fascinating, I think.  Okay.  Any more to say there, Mr? Mrs Nantsou?  

SN: Yeah, I reckon there’s a definite generationism that you need to incorporate in your work, in 

your… in this thing that you’re developing, ‘cause I think there is a difference between the people 

who are working in this industry in their twenties, in their thirties, and their forties, and their fifties, 

and their sixties. And what you choose to do, in those years of your life, in how many people who 

are in the arts started in T.I.E. or community theatre. And I reckon it’s interesting, to incorporate the 

Steve Abotts, and the Mikey Robbins, and the – these, this crowd that – not only did their practice 

take them to radio and television, but they still took a whole lot of principles with them, as well, in 

terms of how they are developing their work without a director. Because they are self-made artists, 

self-made actors. And I reckon that is the thing that T.I.E./community theatre does develop in you. 

You become self-producing. That’s really exciting. 

MN: Mmmm. That’s the thing. 

SN: You can learn things about yourself in a way that, you know, in a mainstream, you actually kind 

of keep yourself out, you know what I... 

MF: Richard Murphett was saying yesterday – he was talking about this, and he said that the 
reason that the non-mainstream have to, or ‘naturally’ work in ensemble or collaborative 
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methods is that the artist in that knows – has to know – a bit about directing, a bit about 
designing, a bit about musicianship, a bit about marketing, and a bit about cleaning out the 
toilet. I mean they, you know, they do it all. So, you can’t say, ‘That’s your job, that’s your 
job, that’s your job, that’s your job,’ like you do so easily in the, in the mainstream.  

SN: Yeah. Probably ‘cause you’ve got someone bossing you around. ‘Oh, all beginners for act two 

wanted now on stage’, ‘Oh, okay’.  

MF: Yes. Okay. 
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Interview With Wesley Enoch: 12 September 1999 

Mike Foster: Thanks, Wesley, and let’s have a chat. 

Wesley Enoch: That’s fine 

MF: I’m Interested to know after this 6-8 years is it, working professionally, where your 
notions of ‘the third place’ are as we speak? 

WE: Where are they? I think that it’s become more and more evident that it’s possible but like 

Grotowski talks about you can’t achieve speed of light but that doesn’t stop you from trying to 

search for it. It is an ideal that we’re trying to look for and in a sense I think that what has happened 

in the last five maybe ten years is that there’s become more ownership and control over Indigenous 

forms of representation, be that because of political agitation or because of greater skills of artists 

all that kind of stuff. So I think the whole notion that there is an Indigenous controlled space is more 

likely now whereas before I always thought we had to work in a non-Aboriginal sector to do that. 

Having said all that I don’t think we’re equal partners. Still their place is only possible when there is 

a strong sense of your own practice in your own kind of cultural work so then you can come as 

equals, partners. Equal partners anyway, in a debate or discussion through your art to create a 

better place. So I think we are much closer and maybe that’s also a sense of a generation thing, 

like I’m part of a generation that’s been able to develop skills to go to universities and get 

opportunities to create our own work in our own way where we are the primary decision makers.  

And I think that’s a very different situation to say even like Jack Davis’s work where Andrew Ross 

as a director being a primary decision maker coming into all that kind of thing but now we can have 

an Aboriginal writer, an Aboriginal director, Aboriginal actors, blah blah, and the decision making is 

happening on some kind of common language in a creation of a theatre performance, whatever you 

want to call it. 

MF: Right, so in what sense, using popular parlance now, would you be working cross-
culturally, interculturally, transculturally? Would you be able to label in this way? Or is there 
another name for your ‘homebase’? 

WE: I think there’s a sense of saying, those kind of comments, those kind of bringing together – 

groupings – assume that there is a perfect thing, whereas I was saying, with the like ‘third place’, 

that there is something that is distinctively one and even in Aboriginal theatre which is the way I’m 

working at the moment. You know, the whole form is an imported form, working in a way in a whole 

lot of venues in a lot of stuff which is already cross-cultural even if all the decision making is 

Aboriginal. So I don’t know. Am I working cross-culturally? I think I personally have to. I don’t know 
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the difference between intercultural because my whole background in life is one where cultures 

merge and move and it’s fluid in that kind of way. So when I make a decision to actually interrogate 

myself, to say this is, I’m making this decision because of Aboriginal cultural perspective, am I 

making this decision because it’s a way of working in theatre, that my experience has taught me 

works well, wherever that comes from, or am I making that decision because I want to anticipate 

what a white audience would hear and therefore am I already making a transmission, an 

interpretation in my mind to get over to that? So I don’t know. I think that that’s one thing the 

academy is good at, so I can look back and see the big picture of all that stuff, not just one person’s 

work but several people’s work in this kind of field. And kind of in the works I’m creating, the 

dialogue between artists and audience is really quite interesting. So I don’t know whether I sit 

anywhere neatly. 

MF: The academy has criticised in recent times people like Peter Brook and Eugenio Barba 
and for their attempts at trying to create a more universal or global world theatre. Do you 
connect in any way to the work of Brook in particular? 

WE: I always worry about people telling stories that aren’t theirs and that’s not to say that can’t 

work in these kind of fields but there are stories in which, let’s say in terms of Aboriginal work, that’s 

the clearest example, I always think of a playwright, a non-Aboriginal playwright comes up and 

says, “Can I be writing Aboriginal characters?” and all that stuff, and I say, “Whose story are you 

really trying to tell?” Because it’s much better if you try to tell your own story as a white person in 

Australia trying to find their way through, that’s more interesting than trying to write with a voice that 

isn’t yours. And my arguments about Peter Brook is not the work that he does but that is he looking 

into himself? Looking at himself in the world as opposed to the tourist mentality of what’s a good 

story, how do I get it, so I can build a reputation on theatre I want to create? 

MF: And here’s some cute Asian forms I can throw together and let’s see what comes out.  

WE: Exactly, and it makes it exotic. He exorcises the whole idea of the culture as opposed to really 

getting to understand it. Now I didn’t see the Mahabarata so I don’t know, but a woman that I know 

who was a performer in it, said she felt very empowered by it, being in the process, that she could 

talk about all that stuff but eventually she wanted to get out and create her own work with her own 

voice because even though the story was a traditional Indian story she didn’t feel that she 

participated in a way that reflected her cultural values.  

MF: That’s right. That’s basically what Edward Said, Rhustom Barucha and people are 
saying about Orientalism and appropriation. That this kind of ‘interculturalism’ can only ever 
be read as western appropriation. Alright, who would you say then have been the major 
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movers and shakers of Wesley Enoch, in terms of creating your theatre philosophy in 
practice? 

WE: It’s hard because I look to the visual arts because the visual arts in terms of Aboriginal theatre 

has led you all the way both politically and in style and things and I look at artists like Gordon 

Bennett or Emily Horrarie at the moment – you know it depends where they take traditional form 

and they take politics and somehow interpreting in aesthetic language which is no longer about the 

politics but the politics inform everything they do. It’s the sense of the politics made personal, that 

kind of philosophy and the creation of art has been really interesting. We look at someone like 

Yothu Yindi and you kind of think ok they’ve got a really strong popular following, that kind of stuff in 

the lyrics and the way they create work and Munduway, the idea of what he’d call ‘two ways 

learning’ where it’s about black and white and learning both and trying to define a language that 

comes out that can resonate with both at a particular time.  So in terms of theatre making I feel, and 

this is very arrogant of me but I feel very alone. I feel there has been a very long history of the 

development of Indigenous theatre performance or whatever you want to call it and talking not so 

much traditional work but the whole idea of Jack Davis or Bob Mazza or Justine Saunders or Bryon 

Syron a number of writers all that kind of stuff, but there isn’t a group of peers we have a common 

language with, that we can create a body of work together which is really quite interesting. 

MF: So I guess in a sense other groups that are not the same but are similar in the general 
area of alternative theatre have developed in isolation to a large degree? 

WE: Yeah, yeah, and also we have to acknowledge the fact that we are politically and 

geographically such different people so of course we would have different responses but also 

politically the whole notion that you don’t create a group of peers in this country because its costs 

money. So the whole idea of say having in Brisbane three aboriginal theatre companies doing a 

whole range of different types of work, that you could actually create a whole a dialogue between, 

is almost impossible cause as soon as you get one [company funded], tick the box and move on as 

a government and I think that’s an interesting thing that comes across. 

MF: You mean we’re looking good as a government because we’re supporting them but 
certainly we don’t want to go silly? 

WE: Yes exactly! But how do we actually create the art and I think it’s a lot more about dialogue in 

connection between artists and audiences and you know blah blah blah and work. 

MF: Alright, well getting down to that that way you work I like what Stefo Nantsou says 
about creating work and he says all the time he likes to work dangerously to keep things 
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fresh…  

WE: …and he does ha ha… 

MF: My word he does, so to what extent do you think that working dangerously creates 
good theatre? 

WE: For some reason the word dangerous never, I never describe my work as dangerous but what 

I think I like about Stefo’s work and what Zeal has done in the past and what he will continue to do 

because that’s the type that Stefo is, is the sense that it asks the question, it doesn’t stop at the 

answer for one question, and says why, it moves on again. “Why not?” might be a better follow up 

question that they ask and you know young people especially, what I understand Zeal to do, they 

go “Young people do this, but we’re not allowed to show it, why not?”  There’s no reason why we 

cant do that – it actually says something to them and I remember Joyride and that whole notion… it 

did more for me and the group of young people I saw it with to deal with the issue because it wasn’t 

avoiding it. It wasn’t trying to skirt around the sides and say “this doesn’t exist, this doesn’t exist. 

Okay fuck it here it is, bang, deal with it. How do we deal with it?” and I think that’s what I like to do 

with my work too is actually say, that on a political level on an emotional level, on even an 

interpersonal kinda connection level, you know the whole idea of actor and audience, try to say 

okay, look you can sit there, and you can watch this and you can get up and go back to your nice 

little white middle class world if you want to but I’m not going to let you. I’m going to put a little barb 

in your mind and you have to take that however you deal with that. It might fester and become a 

wound or it might actually become something that something really positive can come out of. Either 

way deal with it. Don’t just ignore it. And I think that was what was really interesting about the 

redhead woman in Ipswich up here where you said, okay, fuck she’s a bitch, fuck she ‘s stupid and 

all that, sort of stuff, but what’s interesting is that now you can’t ignore it, now you have to have an 

opinion, now you have to actually say something, and I think there’s room in this world for what’s 

his name, Graham Tuckings [Wilson Tuckey] and Pauline Hanson all that kind of stuff because it 

actually means you can ask hard questions to them and they have to answer them, so dangerous? 

Let’s just say it’s not the safe response, it’s not the comfortable response 

MF: Well that business about establishing a dialectic with the audience is something that as 
far back as Sandy Craig and John McGrath and others in the UK were saying that was the 
element that identified alternative theatre as something different. What do you think? How 
much is creating the dialectic for the audience at the heart of your actual work? 

WE: Absolutely I mean that doesn’t mean we have to sit down afterwards and deconstruct it but it’s 

actually saying, number one, I actually think I’ve written this, but one of the ideas is to say let’s not 
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ignore the fact that people will come with the whole kind of social baggage, a whole lot of 

information that they know about. On the front page of the Sydney Morning Herald today it says 

“Mateship law makes room for Aborigines” in terms of the whole kind of, you know, you feel like 

saying, people read that and there is an opinion straight away that mates are out, Aborigines are in 

and there is a sense a little of the work that I do has to respond to that. It would be stupid not to, I 

meanI think there’s a sense of and maybe it’s a generation thing, maybe it’s the big move, but 

there’s almost a cycle happening now where people want to go back to the connection between 

people as we become more distanced and we stop talking about things and we no longer discuss 

ideas that the Watch and those like political skits that don’t happen as much now. But you think of 

the Mavis Bramston Show then there’s been this gap in the eighties and maybe early nineties 

where somehow we said politics – we don’t want to talk about it any more. I think it’s coming back, 

audiences are hungry for it. Theatre that is interesting to people is the one that is the theatre of 

social commentary when you think of the whole generation, look at Good News Week and Media 

Watch. 

MF: Yeah, I agree, I agree. So that notion of the dialectic, if you like to call it that, does that 
exist from the very beginning of your process, from day one creating a show? 

WE: I think that the starting point is the people involved, the artists. We are a subset of society. 

Somehow we are given the space to step outside and look at society, therefore what are the ideas 

that we want to… what is the dialogue that we want to throw around? What are the ideas, the 

passions, that engage us? And then you continue broadening out because I think you can only start 

small, only start here, and then start to articulate yourself as a group, as a group of ideas, as a 

relationship, and then articulate yourself as the next kind of sphere of engagements that happen, 

like the next sphere, the next sphere until when you’re putting on a show it actually has to work off 

all those different levels from a group of artists to everyone working on it and venues and ways of 

getting there, how people are connecting and the audience and then a broader society, regionally, 

state and nationally, internationally, it kind  of grows. 

MF: That sounds an incredibly sensible and practical way to create theatre. 

WE: Oh, I think so, and at any stage it changes the sense that someone gives you that script and 

you perform that script, unchanged and unalleviated throughout all that expansion of the idea, you 

ripple the idea across. 

MF: Do you describe your making process as a director inside that process? Quite often 
you’re writer and director. How would you categorise your directorial process? 
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WE: I think it’s interesting in that kind of process that at the beginning I’m not a director, I’m not a 

writer, that person’s not a designer, they’re not an actor, we’re all artists and it’s not collective. 

That’s the wrong word, because sometimes I think collective means the lowest common 

denominator but if people are equal to each other, equal to the task and bring the whole lot of stuff, 

it doesn’t become the lowest common denominator. You begin to get this synergy that builds it up 

and at the beginning my role is about bringing people together and saying things like what do you 

really mean when you say that, you’re not really saying that, say it properly, say it out front. The 

role is that of an agitator; the is role one of facilitating discussion. It is a sense of trying to dig for the 

truth, the rawest, rawest type of emotion we can dig for in any kind of discussion and I think in the 

directing of a play, putting it on stage is the smallest part. So to call myself a director is, I’m just 

using a title, someone, so they can kind of connect were it’s all coming from, you know. The 

director, my directorial style, I think is to say more about asking questions than providing answers 

and that’s what it’s about. 

MF: I couldn’t agree more. That’s exactly right. So notions of the collaborative, inclusive 
process, eclectic process, all apply? 

WE: Look yeah, one of my biggest problems and people have said, Oh look I’d really love to come 

and watch you in rehearsal, and I go, oh no don’t cause I don’t really know what I do, I have no 

process that I go about doing my work and that’s a hard thing. 

MF: Robert Benedetti said once that the most important thing about a director is to 
meticulously plan and make it up as they go along. 

WE: Absolutely, I mean my work books are kind of like, cut everything down and move them 

around and build on that sort of stuff and do little drawings and then you put them aside and you do 

something else. But at least there is a sense of getting into the work that way. And as a director, as 

a writer, it’s interesting that I am the only director of my own written work. Because what I think is 

written on the page is not a show, it’s a list of ideas and then what gets up on stage. Oh this 

fantastic thing, we got published in, a little section of it did get published in, Performing the 

Unnameable? 

MF: Ah yes. 

WE: That one? Telling the story of Seven Stages of Grieving, was put into it, a playwriting 

competition and it didn’t win because they said it wasn’t a play, it was a blueprint for performance 

and I said, Exactly, thank you very much, I don’t want the award. 

MF: So, isn’t that interesting, that’s the very same reason the Zeal scripts have never been 
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published.  Stefo and I were working on a book together to make that happen and the 
publisher said, Oh no they’re not really plays! 

WE: Yeah and I think, well then, what is a play, then but they want it to live on the page but I think 

that it’s not true to us. 

MF: Yeah, that’s true and I think we could go on about that for ages and we will...later. So 
with all that practical and sensible sounding stuff, you’re still a deeply reflective person. So 
at what stage of the process does that reflection and reflexivity of your process come into 
play? 

WE: At the beginning of the next one [project] because up to then I haven’t had time. When I left 

Koemba Djarra to go freelance I kind of felt like things would be going… I hadn’t been in control of 

my work and that’s been a real problem but when I was at Koemba Djarra the best thing was to say 

you go through a process and there is a moment, a month or whatever, that you go oh fuck it I don’t 

even want to worry about it and then when you start the next show and you start off on the next 

journey you’ve got this accumulated history of what that last journey was. And you start to kind of 

throw this up and tell stories and so you know in the middle of directing Romeo and Juliet for the 

Bell Shakespeare Co. you can talk about, you know, a moment of performance that happened in 

Seven Stages of Grieving, you know, and talk about the connection between audience and stuff. 

This is the kind of thing I’m wanting to get into, this is what I think is important, though again it’s not 

a structured kind of reflection and I think these kind of moments too, are when you really are 

engaging. I think I talk much, much better than I think, so that when I’m at conferences, doing 

interviews, when you’re talking about what’s important to you, you discover different things in your 

mind and you are pulling them out and do it backwards and stuff. Again it’s intuitive. There’s a 

sense of there is where it’s coming from. So that’s what interesting to me. 

MF: Yeah, a couple of people have said that, Graham Pitts most recently, it’s been a while 
since he’s sat down and spoken to anyone about what he believes. 

WE: And also that it changes, you know and this is my argument about academia. The academy is 

good at this kind of stuff and somehow by documenting, by pulling things out and down out of 

artists and things like that it adds into the whole kind of sphere – a thing the we can almost not do 

ourselves, we can’t put the mirror up to ourselves because we’re too busy looking at other things. 

MF: Yes that’s interesting, it’s a great analogy. 

WE: One thing about my process, I just want to say this because this is important too, I also 

interrogate what’s the best way to say something so it’s not always to say that the written word is 
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the best way to say – sometimes it’s image, sometimes it’s music, sometimes it’s song, 

sometimes it’s just a lone performer sitting on stage doing nothing. It’s all written but there’s no 

reason to repeat yourself in different forms. I kind of go pirate style with any kind of form, any kind 

of style I want and pull it all together at some point. It has it’s own kind of integrity about it. 

MF: Yeah, so the other word I love is chaos and I think listening to you and knowing what I 
know of you and your work that word applies as well to an extent. Chaos theory. 

WE: Absolutely and to think that something’s happening, maybe this means the work is of its time, 

of its era – I don’t know if people will be looking at this work in thirty years time and thinking of it as 

classic but there is a sense that it is playing a part in history that and it captures it. That’s what I 

want. That’s what I’m doing at the moment. 

MF: Go back to Zeal again. A letter I got from Nantsou, in Europe where they were 
performing The Stones – his evaluation was that they were the only company concentrating 
on content best and everybody else was fiddling around with aesthetics and multimedia and 
spectacle. What is your response to that? 

WE: There is a style of theatre which I’m calling the Theatre of Distraction which says, ‘Look over 

there’, ‘Now, look over there’ and doesn’t actually say what’s at the core. And having said that I’m 

sure that there is a way of, there is a difference between, using form or multimedia or whatever to 

wrap it up as opposed to oh, to illuminate it. Too many people are saying ‘oh now I’ll use slide 

projectors and video and I’ll use a big warehouse space because I want to wrap something around 

this pretty banal idea’. I mean I don’t know if you’ve seen Panacea that Arena did? Now Arena won 

the Assitej Award which is fine but at the heart of it is an idea that’s piss-weak though it’s a fantastic 

show and visually stunning and all of that but you walk away going what was that about again? It 

looked great though what was it about? And I think I’d much rather see a piece of theatre that says 

‘here’s an idea and it’s done on the smell of an oily rag and it’s a connection about people’. You 

start from there and then you start to say, okay, this moment here when they’re talking about a car 

crash you know, do we actually have to show it or would it be more powerful if we engage their 

imagination’s, let them see it in their heads? It’s a different language and I think this other kind of 

theatre is a distraction and I think Barry Kosky does it really well, he does it fantastically well, I 

mean it’s awe inspiring how well he can do it and then there’s Michael Cantor and a whole range of 

other directors that I think just kind of ape it and I think they need to go back to the core. 

MF: We spoke before about your work all being political. What about your politics, I mean 
your personal politics – how do they impact onto your work? 
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WE: I think, how do you separate them is the first question. I don’t think you can, and to see that 

my work is such a clear extension of me, you know to some people I am the embodiment of the 

reconciliation. I am the coming together of black and white, I am the Messiah, I will bring 

reconciliation through my work. But it’s more a sense that I don’t believe in reconciliation and by not 

believing in it I can then talk about it. If I believed in it I would become a mouthpiece for a political 

movement and I can’t be that. 

MF: What do you mean you don’t believe in reconciliation? 

WE: That I don’t believe reconciliation is possible in my lifetime just because if it took 210 years to 

get here why do we think that in the next 40 years it’s all going to happen really, that it’s all going to 

bind? 

MF: But it’s the Olympics next year! 

WE: Absolutely! The games of change. The flip side of that also is that I’m not overtly predictable, 

I’m not threatening, I’m palatable, I’m very palatable for lots of different reasons, cause I’m not 

aggressive. I don’t think I’m aggressive, maybe I’m aggressively following ideas but that’s not an 

aggressive thing so the politics are more about the politics between people as opposed to political 

movements and that’s more interesting. I mean that’s why I’m in the arts as opposed to housing or 

health or whatever. I’m more interested in the relationships between people and how we talk about 

ideas than I am with big political movements and the need for huge change in that way. 

MF: Okay we’re talking about politics, we’re talking about basic alternative theatre beliefs – 
that all theatre is political I guess. Talking to Neil Cameron and Graham Pitts, two who come 
to mind who cited the collaboration with indigenous Australians as a raison d’être of their 
work – Neil Cameron in particular said that he felt that that was the most important thing he 
could do. Do you think that companies that aren’t an Indigenous sector of the community, 
working with people is a valuable thing? Or is that a stupid question? 

WE: No I think its a good question. First off, look, every company… The Sydney Theatre Company 

haven’t been doing much Indigenous work and that’s all changing, Melbourne Theatre Company 

hasn’t been doing much work but you think of the most vibrant theatre companies that are churning 

out and moving through and trying hard to do a lot of stuff like Black Swan. I don’t agree with Black 

Swan too much but they’re trying to engage in that type of work and QTC and the Premiers have 

been trying to do all that kind of stuff; Belvoir St and Playbox work as theatre, there’s a sense of, 

and it’s more than just a trend it’s a searching for something. What is our voice? What is our 

identity? Who are we? What are we actually trying to do? What are we as artists bereft of? There 
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was a conference recently in Ormerod College in Melbourne on the quest for enchantment, I 

heard on the religion report yesterday. John Carroll was talking about the idea of High Art, whatever 

that means, that High Art was picking up that whole postmodern theory that kind of work and what 

that was doing was not tackling the fundamental questions of humanity, the fundamental kind of 

connections. It was almost a response to a whole history of art making instead of actually re-

interpreting it and changing it. It was almost like a break. I don’t know if that’s true but there’s a 

sense of going back to Indigenous work to say what is important to our audiences. What, don’t they 

have a language to speak about yet? I’ll tell this story ‘cause… This woman in England was telling 

me about this repertory theatre company and their subscriptions were dropping and all that and 

they went oh well we better go do our market research and they went and talked to the subscribers 

and said what do you want to see? And they said Agatha Christie, Noel Coward and all, so they 

said okay the market’s fixed; we’ll program the whole year of that kind of work and the subscriptions 

dropped even further. And the flip side of that was that the audience only had a language for 

explaining what they wanted from what they had had, and what they really wanted from the arts 

was a sense of a new language, a new way of explaining the world, a new way of connecting. In 

this country the way of connecting and explaining the world and that change is through a whole lot 

of our connections as Indigenous people with non-Indigenous Australia whether it’s good or not. My 

big argument about we should be in charge of our own representation or at least have a very strong 

voice about, that’s not possible. Neil Armfield keeps dissecting Indigenous work and not making 

room for Indigenous directors or not finding a  pathway for Indigenous decision makers and 

somehow that’s the medium term goal. 

MF: I suppose another irritation must be when working with Indigenous themes or whatever 
that it’s seen as a groovy, current, trendy kind of thing. That must get right up your nose. 

WE: What gets up my nose is that it ignores the history of work when they start to say “The first 

Aboriginal production of...” I say get fucked, we’ve been doing work for a long time it’s just been 

marginalised. Now that it’s got centre stage because internationally… because the international 

market is giving us more centre stage in this country. And that people who have had no connection 

have suddenly turned up saying, oh I want to cast black people now. The Sydney Theatre 

Company did an Australian People Theatre a number of years back where they had lots of different 

types of people, lots of multicultural type shows and it didn’t do very well because they didn’t know 

the history in doing that kind of work. And I think it’s more a sense that an audience goes to see a 

show done badly and says oh I’ve seen Aboriginal theatre and it’s not very good. No you just 

haven’t seen the work we create for ourselves, in an environment we create for ourselves, with an 

audience that will understand and will know. So I think it can act as a spoiler more than support and 

at the heart of it is a people, an empty people, a people that are searching for something to fill 

 439



 
 

themselves up, not someone who is brimming with ideas and they’re bringing something to it. 

There are people searching to define themselves and their work and that’s dangerous. 

MF: Does what you’re seeking have anything to do with the space between performer and 
audience? Exploring the spaces between? 

WE: Yeah, and it’s layers of reality, I mean a number of the shows that I’ve done I have this thing 

about rolling beginnings and rolling endings because I think there is a way of coming in as an 

Aboriginal/person/actor/character and then coming out of it the other end, and a lot of my work tries 

to say that the audience has to identify the moments in between. What is the difference between? I 

tell you a story Stolen that I’d just done, at the end I create space and it’s open ended – the end 

could go to a half an hour if it really wanted to, where the actors get to talk about their lives and say 

which, uh, Pauline who was one of ten kids, was taken away and grew up in foster homes and went 

back to reunite their family in her grown up life. She tells her story, she says, this play that I’ve done 

which is about being taken away and stuff like that is actually my story and you cannot delineate it. 

There is no fiction, no fact, there is nothing to grab hold of except for the person and the space and 

that’s why the audience can’t distance themselves from it, they can’t say it happened to someone 

else somewhere else, it’s there and it’s a very moving moment. 

MF: And they don’t have to suspend disbelief because it’s real. 

WE: It’s real, and yet it’s done in an environment where you’re used to fiction and used to 

storytelling so you think is it real? Is it really real? And you have to engage with all those different 

layers. That’s what I’m trying to do and that’s how you get closer to the politics I think. 

MF: Is that freedom to work in those ways anything to do with the reasons you left Koemba 
Djarra or why did you decide to go freelance, what did you see? 

WE: I was becoming a much better bureaucrat in a full time job than I was an artist. It got to the 

point where the grant deadline was a week away and someone said to me you should write the 

grant application up and I said, Oh, I could do it the day before, and realising what I was saying the 

ideas that I could spurt out in half a day, proof read it get it out, and do a whole budget, I was no 

longer dealing with the ideas that I wanted to do or the process of connecting with people. So I had 

to get out. I mean four years, four years working in a job for me was plenty of time and trying to find 

a diversity of experiences and being in charge of a company at a relatively young age, at 24 I was 

running a company which, as you know is really difficult or is very rare and so I need to find other 

ways and so also to say what kind of work do I really want to do? I don’t want to be in this form of 

Aboriginal theatre because I didn’t try anything else, hence Romeo and Juliet; hence a number of 

 440



 
 

different types of work. And I find myself coming back again and again to this type of Aboriginal 

theatre and working with Murri artists, much, much more interesting, I work with white actors now 

and they’re neurotic, neurotic I don’t know what’s going on, whereas the Aboriginal artists know 

what’s going on and it’s all very fulfilling for them. 

MF: So there’s no danger in you jumping across into the mainstream? 

WE: Oh, absolutely and if I do in 5 years time I don’t think that’s inconsistent of me. If my work is 

continuously a reflection of me I’m not going to leave behind the work I’m doing now. As I change, 

as I grow, as I become whoever I am, I could see myself doing things. I’m doing a musical next, 

Sunshine Club, which is, I’ve written it so it’ll kind of be the anti-musical, it is but it isn’t. I’m saying 

I’m interested in popular forms as well. I’m not interested in being in a ghetto, I’m more interested in 

getting across to people to try and find out how to do that. I’m still negotiating, I continue to 

negotiate that. 

MF: So is sometime in the future something that you would look towards the employment of 
Wesley Enoch as writer/director rather than Aboriginal writer/director? 

WE: Um, look I’ll always be an Aboriginal writer/director. I think I’ll always be that. I can’t deny that’s 

in me and I guess that what’s got me in a sense in what you define as mainstream, what you talk 

about. I think some of the work that I do know is extremely mainstream, it’s not as radical as I 

thought I was five years ago. I’m now seen as the establishment by some directors. 

MF: But what is behind that last question was, certainly you can’t deny Aboriginality but 
because you are a great writer and director you are employed. 

WE: Sure, and I’d like to think that’s why I’m employed now but maybe that isn’t the case. Maybe 

they’re just saying it’s an advantage – he can do the job because we have to employ him anyway 

because he’s An aboriginal director but thank god he can do it well, you know. I don’t know. I think 

people invest time and energy and money in me and my work because of maybe the potential to 

grow into something else. I don’t know but I can see what I’m doing now. 

MF: It would have to be the quality of the work that keeps you so busy as a freelance artist? 

WE: You’d think so but the flip side to that is if anyone ever articulated their employing of me 

because I was Aboriginal, I would turn it down. So maybe they would know that so that’s why they 

haven’t said it to me. 

MF: So in terms of your personal and artistic ideals, are you closer than when you started? 
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WE: It’s like doing a show, there are great leaps in the early stages of putting a show together and 

the leaps become incrementally smaller and smaller. But every step is fantastic, then suddenly you 

get somewhere and realise you’ve passed your ideal, you’re somewhere else and your looking at 

something totally different. That’s just who I am. I’m never going to achieve my ideals and that’s 

going to drive me. And they change. If I have achieved everything I’ve wanted to achieve, I’d be a 

high school teacher that is where I thought I could make a difference. 

MF: Let’s go back to the beginning to finish off with. One of the common intersections I’ve 
found with the people that are working well in my objective opinion, is the ability of those 
groups and individuals to find a common language to express, whatever it is. Now how do 
you achieve that and to what extent do you think it’s important. 

WE: I eat. I think it’s done through acts of generosity and commitment to each other and I can’t 

work with anyone unless I’ve eaten with them and I literally have to cook with them. I have to give 

service to them so that we can work together. That’s just who I am and it’s stupid I know but I have 

to actually say, I have to give to you something of me. That also means telling them about my 

family, telling them where I’m from, telling them about the work that I’ve done. So building a 

relationship. Someone asked me about working with this other designer and I said I can’t work with 

them, I haven’t got the time to get to know them at the moment. I’m actually working with people I 

know, with relationships that I’ve been building for five years and that’s important to me somehow. 

It amazes me in this country that we have turned our back on ensembles. I don’t understand it why 

have we done it. It’s all economic, I understand that, but that’s where really good work comes out 

of, where you share a language. I think that’s why older actors at the moment are in charge and are 

creating work because people my generation and younger virtually have no way of connecting with 

people – we can’t connect with other artists. We might work on the same show but as director I 

never work with other directors and we need to find moments of coming together, so eating, 

eating’s important. Sharing stories and a generous spirit and then you give permission to each 

other that “You can’t offend me”. You actually say to each other “Now that you know me I give you 

permission that you can’t offend me” and then you’re off. If you’re arguing and fighting you don’t get 

hurt by it cause you know it’s built on something else. 

MF: That I have proposed that concept, has a direct connection to the circus for example, 
where living together, being together on a daily basis, is why Circus Oz can be at its throats 
almost literally but still create marvellous work. 

WE: Yeah, for me it’s kind of a family ethos where once you’re a part of a family there is no turning 

back. You can’t turn back and say, ‘No I don’t want to be a part of this family’. You are there. You 

might fight and argue and go cold on people and all that kind of stuff but you can never ignore that 
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fact that you are part of it. 

MF: And interestingly yesterday I was writing about the metaphor that again Stefo for Zeal 
uses. He’s always talking in culinary metaphors, he believes in what he calls creative 
partying during rehearsal periods so that, he must cook for his people and eat with and 
sleep with. 

WE: Sleep with over and over again. 

MF: Sleep in the same place. Okay great. 
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