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Abstract 

Background 

A Place in the Sun explores theatre and its practice in a distinctive Australian regional 

community, the Gold Coast in the South East corner of Queensland. Theatre in 

Australian communities, from small regional towns to capital cities has, historically, 

been the site of a great deal of activity and achievement and this study sought to engage 

with its contemporary form. This study asked whether there was a local theatre practice, 

what it comprised, who was involved and why they were so engaged. 

 

To facilitate this inquiry, I proposed that the theatre and performance activities of a 

community be seen as an ecology. The ecological paradigm links the individual 

elements of theatre-making; the various people, companies and types of performance. 

Reinforcing this is a paradigm of integration that highlights a relationship that is 

symbiotic between these elements and the social, cultural and economic environment 

that they operate in. Using an ecological paradigm allows us to consider the elements of 

theatre as being involved in constant exchanges that makes all parts of this ecology 

reliant to some degree on all the other parts. 

 

Study Propositions 

This study was underpinned by two initial guiding propositions. The first was that there 

was a discernible relationship between a community and the theatre that is made in it. 

The existence of a relationship means that understanding the community assists in 

understanding the theatre that emanates from it, and vice versa. The second was that 

considering theatre and performance in ecological terms provides a significant and 

constructive opportunity to reframe our understanding of the nature of this relationship 

between theatre, its practice and the community from which these emerge. 
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Significance of the Study 

By taking this approach the study was able to conceive of a local theatre not as disparate 

and unconnected, but as an interdependent activity. This encouraged fresh insights into 

the practice of theatre-making for those who are involved, those who support them and 

had significances that could act as interventions or leverage points in the revitalizing of 

community attitudes and government cultural policy and funding programs. The study 

provided alternative and more effective ways of appreciating and understanding the 

actual nature and achievement of theatre in community settings, particularly those in 

regional areas. 

 

Methodology 

The research design was based, firstly on the establishment of an empirical ethnography 

of theatre and performance in the Gold Coast region. Using an ethnographic process 

based on the application of a regional theatre mapping exercise and two consequent case 

studies into key aspects of local Gold Coast theatre. Core data about the praxis of 

theatre and performance on the Gold Coast was gathered. This material was then 

examined and interpreted using ecological thinking as an analytical framework. 

 

Results 

This study found that on the Gold Coast there is an active theatre community that is 

robust, complex, diverse and growing. Despite the region’s reputation as something of a 

cultural desert, the Gold Coast supports a well-established local theatre ecology, or 

system. This ecology comprises of a range of performers, companies, venues and 

audiences. It includes performances drawn from schools, amateur theatres, independent 

companies, a publicly owned facility and commercial producers. 

 

This community does not sustain a fully professional theatre company in the same way 

that other communities of comparable size do. This study shows that the theatre that is 

created and has a sustainable audience and resource base is complex and does lead to 

professional work for some of its participants, just not on the Gold Coast. 
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The large quantity of performance training organisations and the quality of the large 

amateur theatre base make the Gold Coast a feeder nursery for many other theatre 

communities throughout Australia.  

 

This study makes no claims as to whether the Gold Coast should or could sustain a fully 

professional theatre company in the future. It is a reflection of what actually existed 

within the Gold Coast theatre environment during the period 2009 to 2011. 

 

The study illuminated the capacity of local theatre to facilitate the personal, the creative 

and the professional aspects of people’s lives, both individually and collectively, in 

organisations that are part of the broader community. It showed that this community has 

the capacity and expertise to generate significant theatrical activity that also contributes 

to the quality of lives of individuals resident in those communities. 

 

This conclusion led to the development of a concept of a community’s ‘theatrical life’ 

where its members engage in the spectrum of activities that are involved in the making 

and the presentation of live theatre. 
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Glossary of Terms 

These terms and concepts are used regularly throughout this thesis. The specific 

meanings of a number of these definitions have been influenced by ecological and 

theatrical readings encountered during the research. 

 

 

(The) Arts The arts refer to the practice of the traditional arts 

such as theatre, music and dance. The term is also 

used to refer to the organised activities of those 

established arts bodies that seek and receive 

significant government funding. They present 

themselves as an industry in terms of organisational 

structures, economic practices and employment 

arrangements. 

 

 

Arts, culture and ecology Bill Ivey brings the arts, culture and ecology 

together and provides the following definition: 

 “By viewing individual artistic activities as 

components of an ecological system – an 

interconnected environment made up of market 

forces, disparate cultures, community attitudes, 

government policy and corporate practices – 

problems can be addressed through a broader set of 

interventions” (2009, p. 29). 
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Culture Culture is a complex term with a range of definitions 

and usages and for this research the influential 

definitions were those that addressed the causal 

relationship between place, as in geographical area, 

and the customs and manners that people employ to 

live within it. Amos Hawley defines culture as 

“nothing more than a way of referring to the 

prevailing techniques by which a population 

maintains itself in its habitat” (1944, p. 404). For 

Maryvelma O’Neill, “culture comes from this 

creative interaction of material fact and human 

subjectivity” (2008, p. 3). 

 

 

Ecology When I use the word ecology in this thesis I beg the 

reader to consider the standard definition with a 

particular emphasis on associations, 

interdependence, integration and a connected 

relationship between an organism and all parts of its 

environment. As Amos Hawley notes “life viewed 

ecologically is an aggregate rather than an individual 

phenomenon” (1944, p. 403). 

 

 

Ecological Thinking Bill Sharpe describes how “the move to ecological 

thinking is one that sees the properties and 

behaviours of parts as determined by the pattern of 

the whole” (2007, p. 3). 

 



THEATRE ECOLOGY OF THE GOLD COAST OF AUSTRALIA     15 

Ecotones This is an ecological term that describes a place of 

coming together and transition. Baz Kershaw defines 

an ecotone as “a place where two or more ecologies 

meet and mingle, such as, say, riverbanks, seashores 

and deep-sea volcanic vents. Ecotones often produce 

new hybrid life-forms as a result of the ‘edge 

effects’ characteristic of the meeting of ecosystems” 

(2007, p. 19). 

 

 

Performance The term ‘performance’ will be used to cover all 

types of performance that occurs outside the bounds 

of traditional theatre and includes such variations as 

Performance Art and Live Art. 

 

 

Place The term ‘place’ is used in this thesis with two 

different meanings. The first refers to the physical 

place of the theatre building and the performance. 

The second refers to the role, the status or the 

position, that the subject of this research may take in 

a theatrical activity. 
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Theatre There are several variations of the term ‘theatre’ 

used throughout this thesis: The first refers to the 

place of performance whether indoor or outdoor, 

usually the actual building itself. Another meaning 

refers to theatre as the live aggregate of the activities 

of actors, directors, designers, writers, technical staff 

and an audience, often referred to as the 

performance. The term is also be used to describe an 

occupation where a theatre worker makes their 

living from this activity and is therefore a 

professional. Theatre may also be referred to as a 

vocation where involvement is pursued with passion 

and commitment. This is where the professional 

theatre worker may interconnect with the amateur. 

This thesis will also make reference to amateur 

theatre, ‘Pro-Am’ theatre and professional theatre. 

The qualities of these various types will be defined 

and explored further within the thesis. 
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

 

0.0 Preamble 

When we try to pick out anything by itself we find that it is bound fast by a 

thousand invisible cords that cannot be broken, to everything in the 

universe. I fancy that I can hear a heart beating in every crystal, in every 

grain of sand and see a wise plan in the making and shaping and placing of 

every one of them. All seems to be dancing in time to divine music. (Muir 

as cited in Fox, 1981, p. 291) 

 

The great American naturalist John Muir made this observation when describing the 

essential ecological value of connectedness. The central idea that drives this research is 

that nothing is separate; there are always connections, that symbiosis is the key 

determining element in many relationships, that “no system is an island” (Robinson, 

2010, p. 20). I learnt of Muir through Eric Sanderson and his ‘Mannahatta’ project 

which sought, incredibly, to map what the natural environment had been on Manhattan 

Island before Henry Hudson sailed up what was to become the Hudson River in 1609. 

To create this map, Sanderson developed the Muir web, a computer program that is a 

systematic way of recording and representing an ecosystem. Nick Paumgarten writes “in 

the Muir web, each species of plant or animal, and each characteristic of habitat, has a 

full set of needs and associations, which, taken together, form a tangle of connection 

and dependency” (2007, p. 48). 

 

To operate a Muir web is to stand in front of a large screen, press the button point of a 

particular animal or plant and see a web of sustaining connections and relationships for 

that animal or plant open up in front of you. 
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A Muir web makes visible the invisible cords that connect; it reveals what needs to be in 

an environment for a particular species of plant or animal to exist and to survive. While 

I do not have the resources or the skills to build a Muir web, this image of an ecological 

relationship which emphasises an irreducible need for connection, of a deep reliance on 

sustaining relationships between its component parts, is a compelling one for this 

research. It gives a strong sense of the nature of my research journey on the Gold Coast, 

of its engagement with the various elements of theatre and performance in the region. 

This research increased my awareness of the ‘needs and associations’ that existed 

between the constituent elements of theatre, understanding them as having a necessary 

and sustaining interdependence with their immediate environment and with each other. 

 

Thinking ecologically enables a reframing of how we perceive an event, a place, a 

group or an activity. It provides a shift in perspective or paradigm that resonates with 

the manoeuvres or approaches that Peter Hall explores when he discusses Hippolyte 

Taine’s “artistic milieu”, and Gunnar Tornqvist’s and Åke Anderson’s separate 

concepts of “creative milieux” (Hall, 1998, pp. 15-19). These paradigms were 

developed by their respective authors to explain how certain cities, regions, 

communities or eras came to be seen as extraordinarily vibrant, creative and successful. 

These ways of thinking enable exploration of the key elements, the sustaining 

relationships, the critical gaps which provide opportunities and the enabling attitudes, 

cultures or influences that made an activity, a group, a place, city or region attractive, 

prosperous and memorable. Hall states that a critical point for Taine was that: 

Such a milieu does not produce the artists; the artists are there already … he 

argued a certain ‘moral temperature’ was necessary, allowing a particular 

kind of talent to develop in one place, a different talent somewhere else, and 

thus encouraging some, suppressing others. (1998, p. 15) 

 

It is the ‘moral temperature’ that each of these manoeuvres or approaches, often called 

frameworks, seek to explain. They act as interventions in our perception of times, 

places, peoples, relationships, cultures and events. 
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Richard Florida’s influential work The Rise of the Creative Class (2004) and Gunter 

Pauli’s Blue Economy-10 Years, 100 Innovations, 100 Million Jobs (2011) are other 

examples of approaches that have the capacity to ‘reframe’, all offering a paradigm shift 

in terms of how we understand an activity, a system, a way of being or an experience. 

 

For this thesis, thinking in ecological terms, meaning connected, interdependent and 

rhizomic, was intended to open up different ways of seeing theatre, of considering and 

describing theatre and its relationship to its host community, as David Silverman 

proposes, “things being seen afresh” (2007, p. 18). 

 

1.0 Introduction 

The question before us now is not so much how to make a living in the 

theatre, but how to make a life in the theatre. (Marranca, 1985, p. 10) 

 

This research was about theatre and its contemporary practice in a distinctive Australian 

regional community, the Gold Coast in the South East corner of Queensland. It asked 

whether there was a local theatre practice, what it actually comprised, who was involved 

and why they were so engaged. The study considered the significance of an engagement 

in local theatre practice not only in terms of participants’ creative lives but also their 

lives beyond the theatre. The research engaged with local theatre-makers and their 

activities to understand whether this creative endeavour, more broadly, had any 

leverage, meaning or exerted any influence in this community with its particular blend 

of culture, population and physical surroundings. 

 

Ecology, through its concerns with the ‘needs and associations’ of elements within a 

system, was harnessed to this research not only to uncover but more fully consider the 

capacities of the relationships between the region, its theatres and the people involved. 

It was, as Hall (1998) describes, not about finding new artists but engaging with theatre 

artists who were already there and exploring the arrangement of resources and 

involvements that they had developed to support their theatre-making.
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What follows is the primary research question for this project. Its driving focus was 

with those who were currently and practically making and shaping theatre practice on 

the Gold Coast. The chosen methodological framework was therefore ethnography. The 

question brings together the concerns of the research in terms of theatre, the site of the 

research and the particular structure of the research which involved the use of case 

studies. Ecology was used as an analytical tool, or lens, through which to look at the 

character and attributes of theatre and performance in the region. 

 

The Primary Research Question was: 

What is revealed about the nature of theatre and performance on the Gold Coast 

and its relevance to the wider community when explored through detailed case 

studies and an ecological interpretation? 

 

This question framed my practical research activities into the actual elements and the 

particular characteristics of theatre-making on the Gold Coast. It also drove my 

engagement with the people involved, as I examined the nature of their association and 

the capacity of the surrounding physical and social environment to have an impact on 

the activities and attitudes of organisations, individual theatre-makers and productions. 

These initial inquiries prompted and framed a mapping of the theatre activities in the 

region, informed the choice of people to be interviewed in this exercise and underpinned 

information gathering activities from sources such as local government and the media. 

Of considerable significance to the study were the ways in which the various types of 

theatre and performance situated themselves in relation to each other and the wider 

community. 

 

1.0.1 The Guiding Propositions of the Study 

This study was motivated by the following initial guiding propositions: 

 That there is a discernible relationship between a regional community and the 

theatre and performance that is made in that place. 
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 That thinking ecologically provides a significant and constructive opportunity to 

reframe our understanding of the relationship between theatre and the 

community from which it emerges. 

 

These propositions impelled this research to evolve from its initial questions about the 

relationship of theatre to its host community to the transforming possibilities of 

engagement with ecological thinking. As Robert Yin suggests, these guiding 

propositions strongly “reflected a set of research questions, reviews of the literature, and 

new hypotheses or propositions” (2009, p. 130). 

 

The core components of the thesis were two case studies into the practical experiences 

of theatre-making in the community. These were initiated by the theatre mapping 

exercise that comprised observation of rehearsals, performances and related theatre 

events and interviews with key members of the Gold Coast community who were 

instrumental in the making of theatre and performance in the region. 

 

The guiding propositions were integral to the composition of the research data-gathering 

activities and stipulating “priorities to the relevant analytic strategies” (Yin, 2009, p. 

130). Both guiding propositions were significant in the analysis of the research data in 

terms of providing direction to the methods of analysis. The use of the propositions can 

be mapped through the findings. 

 

1.1 Background 

1.1.1 Site of the Research – Theatre 

The key focus of this research was the nature and strength of the relationship between 

theatre and the community from which it emerges. Theatre has always faced distinct 

challenges in terms of its relevance, its meaning, its connection, thematically and 

performatively, to audiences and communities. Margaret Webster (1946), for example, 

asserts that theatre-makers from the time of Greek playwright Aeschylus, if not earlier, 

have had great concerns about the theatre and its future. 
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She posits that “the theatre of the past, that indestructible, fabulous invalid, has survived 

to delight and plague us today, and the evidence seems to indicate that it may fool us 

yet” (Webster, 1946, p. 95). 

 

However, the development of radio, cinema, television and internet technologies over 

the past 100 years or so have meant that the live performing arts no longer have a 

dominant place as the central provider of drama, performance and entertainment. For 

Baz Kershaw (2007) theatre and its traditional structures and formats, such as the 

performance of the scripted play, are increasingly unable to encompass or cope with the 

particular social, political and aesthetic challenges of the late twentieth and early twenty 

first centuries. 

 

Further to this, the function of the traditional theatre has been undermined, if not 

usurped, by the emergence, and perhaps separation, of ‘performance’ as a way of 

perceiving, organising and shaping our lives and society. Kershaw argues that 

performance now infuses every aspect of human life from our private interactions with 

each other to engagement with the world around us. The concept of performance is now 

applied to a wide spectrum of activities from things such as the measurement indicators 

of individual employment achievement and organisational operations to the capacities 

and techniques of individuals and communities to present desired views of themselves 

to others and the world around them (2007, pp. 59-64). 

 

Theatre now also faces a variety of competing masters, from the ever more volatile 

audiences who are increasingly distracted by an alluring plethora of other 

entertainments, to the diverse engagements of social media and to governments that 

have become more and more concerned to get full public value from their cultural 

expenditure through arts funding. This approach has seen theatres and their operations 

being greatly reshaped by interventionist government arts policies that have demanded 

ever more stringent and efficiency-driven managerial and economic practices. These 

have emphasised the overriding necessity of theatre to be a viable industry, sometimes 

to the cost of its existence as an art form. 
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Government has also increasingly given more emphasis to instrumental outcomes in 

economic and social terms at the expense of the art form’s intrinsic values without 

acknowledging that both qualities are necessary to the full realisation of the other. 

 

1.1.2 Site of the Research – the Gold Coast 

The research site for this project is a region with a distinctive place in the Australian 

geographic and cultural landscape; distinctive because of its blend of the spectacular, 

the natural, the garish, the urban, the suburban, the commercial, the glamorous and the 

culturally diverse. 

 

The Gold Coast is a region whose history and culture have been shaped and formed by 

Australia’s fascination with the beach, the holiday, with escape, with getting away and 

living life on different terms. Its local theatre and performance sector lies in the 

shadows of large high-rise hotels, a sprawling system of commercial theatres, 

entertainment theme parks and large service clubs. An intersection of the Gold Coast 

Highway is an example of the elements of fantasy, entertainment and reality, sitting side 

by side, that the region offers its visitors and residents. On one corner of the intersection 

is an entrance to Jupiter’s casino, whose glistening roof arcs through a crowded 

landscape, which houses international theatrical spectaculars, celebrity performers, 

restaurants and gambling. 

 

Alongside is Dracula’s, a theatre restaurant that specialises in productions that mix vivid 

burlesque and vampire pastiche. Its location is theatrically marked by a sideshow style 

ghost train façade crowned by a piratical long boat perched on its roof full of skeletons 

rowing all day in the hot Gold Coast sun. 

 

On another corner, surrounded by a moat and walls resembling those of a castle to mark 

its boundaries, is the Pacific Fair Shopping Centre once the largest of its kind in the 

Southern Hemisphere. On the opposite corner are two large hotels that are designed to 

make the most of the bright light and the proximity to the beach. 
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A turn right at this intersection, and ten minute drive, leads out through the suburbs to 

Emerald Lakes, a residential development that promises the possibility of either 

provincial French or Italian lifestyle for its residents. The drive is dominated by and 

guided by a petite copy of Michelangelo’s David, its white marble glistens in the Gold 

Coast sun and guides visitors to this world within a world. Colin Symes asserts that “the 

Gold Coast is Luna Park become city, a place where much of the architecture tells 

stories” (1997, p. 31). It is also a community of some 515,000 people who live within 

the region and have made it their home, so for many people it is no longer just a holiday 

destination. 

 

The Gold Coast can be seen as a satellite of Brisbane and is therefore similar to 

Wollongong and Newcastle in relation to Sydney or Geelong to Melbourne. The Gold 

Coast is a large, highly urbanised region that is independent of Brisbane in terms of 

local government and is a centre for industry and employment. In this study however, it 

is also referred to as a regional community with the qualities that description entails. 

The 94 kilometres from Brisbane to the centre of the Gold Coast are significant in that 

as a regional centre Gold Coast citizens have to travel to Brisbane for particular 

centralised services. This has been particularly true with respect to the ability to see 

professional theatre and performance. 

 

This study sought to examine both the activities of local theatre practice, and also to 

consider the efficacy of theatre. The study considered traditional theatre and 

performance in a region where “newness is also seen as an economic asset and part of 

the prevailing spirit of entrepreneurialism and development from which the modern 

Gold Coast had sprung” (Symes, 1997, p. 32). Due to the local community’s passion for 

the novel and new in cultural experiences, it could be argued that theatre-making on the 

Gold Coast finds this a very difficult soil in which to take root. As one of the oldest art 

forms surviving and adapting in many sites, the theatre on the Gold Coast is created in a 

post-modern fantasy land full of the nuances of a thousand ‘Disney-esque’ façades in 

“the city where the theme park goes to town” (Symes, 1997, p. 34). 
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This research being sited on the Gold Coast meant that I was looking for theatre in a 

‘hard’ place, a region not noted for its interest in the more traditional arts. I was keen to 

engage with the challenges and opportunities of making theatre in this particular 

Australian community and discover whether the lessons learnt here can be extrapolated 

to other places, other regional communities. 

 

1.2 The Current Study – Foundation of the Thesis 

This research arises from my work in a broad range of Australian communities. My 

previous work has been concerned with the capacity of those communities to utilise 

their creative resources to more positively engage in their broader social, economic and 

cultural lives. I have been working for over 30 years in the Australian professional 

theatre industry as an actor, director and producer in companies and communities of all 

shapes and sizes in both rural and urban areas around the country. My experience, in 

theatre, performance and the arts in Australia, provides some of the foundations for this 

project, its goals, and its research methodology. 

 

In particular, I have been associated with theatre and arts organisations whose activities 

have been profoundly shaped by funding programme guidelines and adherence to values 

such as excellence, access, innovation and seeking to engage communities with theatre 

productions and related activities that reflected those values. However, in the smaller 

communities, away from the larger audiences and the state and national funding 

programmes based in the capital cities, I became concerned that the aesthetic basis on 

which this theatre was being made was not of particular interest to the larger sector of 

the local community. I found support for this in Katherine Brisbane’s 2011 Philip 

Parsons Lecture where she describes an Australian theatre that has lost its popular 

audience partly through its embrace of those qualities such as excellence, innovation, 

and an aversion to the commercial imperative and amateur practice. Since the middle of 

the 20th century these qualities have shaped arts funding policies; theatre practice in this 

country has been directly affected. 
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As a consequence, this study sought to examine the practice of theatre in a community 

context; beyond the aesthetics; beyond the judgements of whether a play, a 

performance, a production, a company and a style was seen to be good or bad; beyond 

the binaries of ‘new school’ or ‘old school’; of the professional or the amateur, the 

innovative or the traditional, the urban or the regional; of excellent or the not so 

excellent. It attempted to get out from behind the barriers that the discussion of 

definitions and qualities, such as excellence encouraged and, alternatively, gather an 

understanding of what the community and its members were actually doing in terms of 

theatre-making. 

 

This approach found anchorage in Ruth Finnegan’s (2007) The Hidden Musicians 

where the writer used an empirical ethnographic approach to study the music-making 

activities of local people in an English town, Milton Keynes. Finnegan took a broad, 

inclusive approach to uncovering who is involved in music-making in that community 

and this current study has taken a similar approach to theatre-making on the Gold Coast. 

The use of ecological thinking for this research acts in a similar fashion to the challenge 

that Finnegan mounts against the assumption “that music [or theatre in my case] making 

is the monopoly of full-time specialists or the prime responsibility of state-supported 

institutions like the national orchestras or opera houses” (2007, p. 9). Finnegan’s 

concern with the actual creative activities of the members of the community and the 

status of that practice is reflected in this current study.  

 

In support of her approach, Finnegan states that “looking at practice rather than 

formalised texts or mental structures, at processes rather than products, at informal 

grass-roots activities rather than formal structure has always been one strand in social 

science research (perhaps particularly in anthropology)” (2007, p. 8). My own 

experience as a theatre worker has led me to be concerned to ‘look at practice’ as the 

veritas of peoples’ experience and from considering what they do came the questions 

about why they do it. 
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On the Gold Coast a broader process of inclusion such as this meant this researcher’s 

engagement with a range of theatre-makers from across the community, and following 

Finnegan, I sought out “the not very expert as well as expert, still learning as well as 

accomplished, quarrelling as well as harmonious – a whole cross-section, in other 

words, of ordinary people engaged in music-making in the course of their lives” 

(Finnegan, 2007 p. 9). 

 

In this I would be confronting a lot of my own subjectivities about making theatre, 

about who was making it and where. This is because most of my working life has been 

within professional, funded organisations responding to guidelines and adhering to 

values such as excellence, access, innovation and to a learned suspicion of amateur, 

popular and commercial theatre activities. 

 

The adoption of ecological thinking and its concern with the whole encouraged a more 

inclusive, more positivist approach and therefore an acknowledgement, and an attempt, 

to engage with the range of theatre and performance actually available in this 

community. 

 

1.3 Need for the Current Study 

While a great deal of research has been done on theatre in capital cities, apart from 

studies like those of Geoffrey Milne (2004), Stephen Carleton (2008) and Robyn 

McCarron (2004) little work comparatively has been attempted in exploring the 

situation of regional theatre, or theatres, and, in particular the sustaining nature of the 

relationship between those theatres and the communities from which they emerge. As 

McCarron attests “Regional performing arts are often trivialised or marginalised by 

metropolitan practitioners, critics and academics, particularly as they are almost 

entirely, in Australia, a volunteer/amateur pursuit”(2004, p. iii). 

 

The Gold Coast and its theatrical capacities has also not been the subject of any 

substantial research either. One of the few mentions comes in Mapping Queensland 

Theatre written by John Baylis and commissioned by Arts Queensland, the Queensland 
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State Government arts and cultural agency. This report did not offer any conclusions 

about the Gold Coast except to note that the amateur theatres on the Gold Coast had 

formed an alliance but could not be considered a source of innovative theatre work in 

the future (Baylis, 2009, p. 41). 

 

A key element of the research was an examination of the region’s capacity to support a 

resident professional theatre activity. At that point (2009-2011) no such activity existed 

in the region and in this context reference will be made to other regional areas and the 

types of theatre organisations that have emerged from them. 

 

1.4 Research Significance 

The significance of this research lay in its method that took an ecological, not aesthetic, 

approach to explore the nature of theatre and performance in a community. While the 

term ‘ecology’ had become commonly used as a metaphor to describe such things as the 

nature of networks or systems across of a variety of sectors and industries, this research 

applied ecological thinking as an analytical framework. The research sought 

information on what were the grounds or terms for theatre and performance-making on 

the Gold Coast, how could they be seen in ecological terms and what could be learned 

about the health and sustainability of that theatre ecology. This approach had not 

previously been employed to explore the relationship between theatre and community. It 

was intended that this approach would provide insights for artistic development and 

activity, sustainability strategies and government and community policy development. 

 

This quote from International Futures Forum best states my intentions: 

It is anticipated that an exploration of the sector from the perspective of a 

healthy, living ecology will yield new substantive insights for the practice of 

arts organisations and those who seek to support them, new language with 

which to communicate the real complexity of the sector to others, and a new 

map of this complex landscape that will benefit policy-makers everywhere 

and the quality of the continuing discussion in this area. (International 

Futures Forum, n.d., para. 1)  
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1.5 Structure of this Thesis 

This thesis comprises six chapters. Following this first chapter, the next provides an 

exploration of the literature as it pertains to the three key literature fields that underpin 

this study. Chapter 2 therefore, initially, explores the relationship between the theatre 

and the place from which it emerges. It engages with Jen Harvie’s (2009) use of cultural 

materialism to demonstrate how knowledge of one can contribute to an understanding of 

the other. The chapter then moves on to examine some of the history of ecology and 

examples of its application in such areas as the exploration of human development. This 

section then explores the use of ecology as a way of developing deeper understandings 

of the processes of culture, arts and theatre. In closing, the chapter turns to the site of the 

research, the Gold Coast, and presents a range of material that explores the nature of the 

region, some of its dynamic history and its capacity to support artistic and creative 

activities. This section will also include some discussion of the performative nature of 

the Gold Coast. 

 

In Chapter 3 the focus turns to the research methodology and this is explored with 

regard to the research design, the research strategy and the particular research tools that 

were developed and applied in this study. In particular this refers to a theatre mapping 

process and two case studies. 

 

The following two chapters provide reports on the two case studies that focus on two 

specific types of theatre-making on the Gold Coast. 

 Chapter 4 explores the nature of amateur theatre on the Gold Coast from the 

perspective of productions by three different companies, utilising interviews 

with the theatre-makers and observation of their productions. 

 Chapter 5 the experience and consequences of the attempt by two local theatre 

workers to translate their part-time theatre company into a more full-time and 

professional operation is reported on. This Chapter describes their activities and 

the consequences of their efforts.  

In both Chapters 4 and 5, there are references to and direct quotes from research 

participants. 
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Chapter 6 considers the findings from the two case studies and also describes 

connections that emerged between them. The findings and the implications of the 

research are then considered in the context of two diagrams that provide descriptions of 

a model of theatre ecology of the Gold Coast. 

 

1.6 The Use of Ecological Metaphor in this Study 

There are a number of occasions in this study where a metaphor or comparison is drawn 

from the processes of nature. Ecological terms are used to describe particular theatrical 

situations, events or relationships between organisations and individuals in their ways of 

engagement in this community. 

 

It may seem an odd or, perhaps, awkward ‘manoeuvre’ to draw theatre and nature 

together through the use of ecology as a metaphor. Indeed one of the continuing 

obstacles in thinking ecologically for both individuals and communities is the extent to 

which we accept or acknowledge the possibility of a causal relationship, in this case a 

symbiotic one, between our activities and the physical environment in which they are 

executed. Using a set of framework descriptors of the natural world to analyse a human 

invention, such as theatre, can have limitations and even contradictions. Kershaw 

cautions that the application of ecological terms to the processes of theatre may be seen 

as “merely an exercise in extended analogy” (2007, p. 19). However my research adopts 

ecological frameworks as a linguistic and conceptual tool, a metaphor, to consider a 

familiar and known stratum in a deep and un-assumptive way. The application of 

comparisons as exercised in a metaphor can be crucial to research in many areas such as 

science where, for example, Jon Turney asserts that “Darwin’s natural selection itself 

began as a metaphor, comparing what happens in nature with the unnatural selection 

practiced by animal breeders” (2003, p. 109). 

 

For Turney, “at its simplest, a metaphor is a statement that one thing is ‘like’ another, 

and it draws attention to some features of both the things in question at the expense of 

others” (2003, p. 108).  
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Metaphors are not used to say that both elements are the same but more to emphasise 

particular elements of one that may be found in the other or reconceptualise those 

qualities for greater understanding of their actual or potential operation. Metaphors 

provoke or encourage a search for the qualities that the combination of the two elements 

implies. They can help conceptualize the familiar in new and revealing ways. 

 

An ecological metaphor introduces complexity into the consideration of an event, a 

phenomenon or a situation. It not only acknowledges the subject that is being 

considered, but also its constant interaction with the environment around it. The purpose 

of this manoeuvre in the current research was to create a different way of understanding 

the known and the familiar, in this case theatre, its practice and its relationship to the 

world around it. There is a fluidity and complexity in theatrical processes that is 

consistent with ecological thinking. For example, comparisons will be drawn or links 

made between mangroves and amateur theatres, between square watermelons and the 

impact of funding programmes and arts institutions on local and regional communities. 

The consequence of the use of metaphors in this research resonates with the sense of 

“defamiliarization” that Paul J. Di Maggio describes as being “the process of enabling a 

native – of a society, an organization, or an academic discipline – to see his or her world 

with new eyes” (1995, p. 392). 

 

1.7 Chapter Summary 

This chapter has introduced the current study, its leading research question, study 

propositions and foundations of the inquiry. The next chapter explores the literature 

pertinent to the various themes and elements of this study. 
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Chapter 2 

Theatre Ecology and the Gold Coast 

2.0 Introduction 

This chapter examines literature associated with the use of ecology as an analytical 

framework to investigate the structure and character of theatre and performance in 

Australia’s Gold Coast region. It brings together three different fields of writings in 

order to further explore and add to existing knowledge concerning the relationship 

between a community and the theatre that emerges from it. The three fields focus on 

writing and research on the theatre and the city, ecological thinking as it relates to the 

arts, culture and the economy and, lastly, the site of the research, the Gold Coast. 

 

Section 2.1, provides an account of the study’s foundational influences in relation to the 

work of artists and explores concepts such as connectedness, association, spectrums of 

engagement, interdependence and eco-systemic thinking. While this section works from 

the more general view of an artist, and does not specifically mention theatre, the 

concepts are pertinent to the ‘theatre world’. 

 

Section 2.2, considers some of what has been written of the relationship between a city 

and its theatre. In Theatre and the City, Harvie charts a distinct connection between the 

character of a city and the theatre that is made within its boundaries and states that 

“exploring and understanding theatre in relation to the city can help us to understand 

both better” (2009, p. 4). 

 

However this view of the relationship between theatre and the city, while putting 

forward accustomed and familiar connections, did not go as close to the fundamental 

relationship between theatre, its makers and the community in which they work, as I 

wished. This study was focused on understanding more deeply the context in which 

theatre was being made in this community and how supportive this community was of 

this activity. 
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Ecology was therefore adopted as a framework to not only explore “an art form in 

relation to its environment” (Marranca, 1985, p. 10) but to consider how empowering 

and sustaining that relationship was for the arts workers, or in this case, theatre-makers. 

 

The focus of the chapter, therefore, turns to ecology, its history and some its 

employment as a metaphor and speculative practical framework in relation to culture 

and to the arts. Section 2.3 also explores ecology in terms of resilience and how ecology 

may relate to theatre and the economy. Section 2.3 concludes with a consideration of 

how ecological thinking has been used to suggest a joining up of the various elements of 

the ‘Art World’, as defined by Howard Becker’s Art Worlds (2008), in order to argue 

for a re-engagement with art by the community and government. 

 

Building upon the previous information, section 2.4 provides an exploration of the 

issues pertaining to the Gold Coast as the living context for this research. It is a complex 

region in terms of its geographic, social and cultural landscape. This section looks at 

some of the region’s history, its qualities and provides a brief overview of the 

conditions that affect the work of artists and theatre-makers in this community. 

 

The chapter closes with section 2.5, a chapter summary. 
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2.1 Foundational Literature 

Literature that established the focus of the research in its early stages ranged from 

Connective Aesthetics (1992a) by Suzi Gablik, Creativity: Flow and the Psychology of 

Discovery and Invention (1996) by Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi, Howard Becker’s Art 

Worlds (2008), The Hidden Musicians (2007) by Ruth Finnegan, and three of Bill 

Sharpe’s works Homo Poeticus and The Art of Culture (2007), The Economy of Art 

(2008) and Homo Ecologicus Homo Economicus Homo Poeticus (2010). Each of these 

works acted as a stepping stone, each developing themes around the collaborative aspect 

of art and its making. 

 

These writers saw art and creativity as being much more collaborative than the 

traditional view of the artist might suggest. In quite different ways, they challenged the 

destructive “myth of the hard-edged, autonomous individualist that has formed the 

artist's identity, particularly in modern times” (Gablik, 1992a, p. 2). Csikszentmihalyi 

considered that the determined attachment to this myth is to do with a human 

predisposition for simple narratives and individuals or heroes to provide simple answers 

or the resolution to challenging problems. He points to the positioning of the artist in 

society in the period following the Renaissance as isolated, driven and often suffering 

for their work. These characterisations have encouraged a widening gap between artists 

and the rest of the community (1996, pp. 7-9). 

 

Gablik writes of this over-emphasis on the individual as artist and of her concern with 

an ‘Art World’ that relies on notions of an aesthetics based on excellence. She explains 

that “the free and self-sufficient individual has long been the ideal of our culture. 

Independent and self-motivated, the highly individualized consciousness seeks to 

impose its own images upon the world” (1992a, p. 2). For Gablik: 

We live so much in an ethos of competitiveness, which keeps us bound to 

individualistic modes of thought and directed toward the making of 

products, that most of us in the capitalist world have never had an 

experience of true community. (1992a, p. 2) 
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Significantly for my research, Gablik argues that “connective aesthetics recognizes that 

we live in a time in which our need for community has become critical” (1992a, p. 6). In 

Ecologic Imperatives Gablik writes that in a “modern world, which has fostered 

individualism and detached autonomy as fundamental forms of self-definition, no life is 

sacred because we do not recognize it as such” (1992b, p. 49). She proposes that “there 

is another kind of art, however, that speaks to the power of connectedness and 

establishes bonds, art that calls us into relationship” (1992b, p. 51). This idea resonates 

with Kershaw’s (2007) discussion of Raymond Williams’ Drama in a Dramatised 

Society (1975) and Williams’ conception of a historically significant function of theatre 

as being a gathering point for a community, dignified by a social or religious context. 

 

Csikszentmihalyi emphasised the connective qualities of creativity and says that “an 

idea or product that deserves the label ‘creative’ arises from the synergy of many 

sources and not only from the mind of a single person” (1996, p. 1). He asserts 

“Edison’s or Einstein’s discoveries would be inconceivable without the prior 

knowledge, without the intellectual and social network that stimulated their thinking, 

and without the social mechanisms that recognized and spread their innovations” (1996, 

p. 7). Csikszentmihalyi argues that to claim that Einstein is solely accountable for the 

creation of the theory of relativity is “like saying that it is the spark that is responsible 

for the fire. The spark is necessary, but without air and tinder there would be no flame” 

(1996, p. 7). Similarly, Hall points to Gutenberg’s noticing of a wine press while at a 

local wine festival as being an important element in the thinking that resulted in the 

invention of the printing press (1998, p. 19). Circumstance, membership, aspiration, 

information and capacities must all intersect at the same point for a meaningful result. 

 

In Art Worlds Becker also argues that that no work of art is ever created by one person; 

even the solo painter must arrange an exhibition with a gallery owner or buy resources 

manufactured by other people, such as canvas, frames or paint. He contends that an ‘Art 

World’ is a group of people and their skills that comes into being with the creation of 

each new work. It is a dynamic network of people who bring a system of ideas, 

conventions, practices and spaces that underpin, inform and define the making of an art 

work (2008, p. xxiv).
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The concept of an ‘Art World’ became significant during the research phase as I 

engaged practically with a number of theatre companies in the region and saw that each 

company and each production generated its own particular production ‘world’. Each one 

had distinctive operating styles that were contingent on the particular approaches, type 

and character of people involved and skills that each company could call on. Each 

company had a clear concept or predetermined practice in how things were done, who 

was going to do them and why. Becker (2008) describes art making as having a social 

aspect and how ‘worlds’ of arts makers, supporters and audiences assemble for each 

new work. If it’s a known or familiar style of art then the people involved respond and 

participate in a manner they all understand and ascribe to. If it’s a new type of art work 

then a new ‘Art World’ is called into being, requiring participants and supporters to 

adopt new conventions and approaches. 

All artistic work, like all human activity, involves the joint activity of a 

number, often a large number, of people. Through their cooperation, the art 

work we eventually see or hear comes to be and continues to be. The work 

always shows signs of that cooperation. (Becker, 2008, p. 1) 

 

My understanding about how a community engages with art was enhanced by 

Finnegan’s The Hidden Musicians (2007) where the author explores the making of 

music in the UK city of Milton Keynes. In this study, Finnegan explored “the taken-for-

granted system which underpinned the amateur operatic societies, brass bands, rock 

groups, church choirs or classical orchestras” (2007, p. xvii). Her work powerfully 

reveals the critical mass of individuals, organisations, teachers, students and groups that 

are spread right across the spectrum of musical styles. Their activities, experiences, 

aspirations and values combine, formally and informally, to underpin and maintain the 

high achievement that characterises the upper reaches of the art form. Without this 

aggregate level of engagement, it would not be possible for music to have the influence 

and the development that it has. The notion of engagement as being central to individual 

and community achievement in an art form has application to theatre and performance 

on the Gold Coast in terms of the significant capacity for theatre participation through 

the well-established local amateur theatre sector. 
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As part of this, Finnegan (2007) challenges the divide between professional and amateur 

and questions if these categorisations are at all useful in the process of really 

understanding what each do, on what basis, financially and or voluntarily, and why 

individuals do it. To counter the corrosive impact of this divide, she constructs a 

spectrum of music engagement that starts at one end with young children, perhaps with 

their first recorder in primary school, and includes all the school based music classes, 

music teachers, choirs, orchestras, bands and performances by these throughout the 

community. The spectrum moves beyond the school to include the private tuition and 

attendant teachers, local orchestras, bands, music shops, choirs, music teachers, 

conductors and amateur music theatre groups. Musicians do not occupy one particular 

position in the spectrum but intersect with it at various points. These intersections are 

governed by such filters as experience, capacity, skills, interests, aspirations and 

availability. 

 

Finnegan’s (2007) observations about music and the level of engagement by the wider 

community were very much reflected in the experience of my research. Schools, youth 

theatres, specialist training schools in performance, eisteddfods, drama competitions, 

the amateur theatres and the local Arts Centre Gold Coast were all places that offered 

opportunities for significant numbers of inexperienced and experienced theatre 

performers, producers and audiences on the Gold Coast to engage in theatre-making. 

 

From Finnegan’s (2007) study also emerged a key understanding for this research in 

that creative practices can be generated by the community through social action and its 

production is not restricted to specialist organisations, buildings and certain, gifted 

individuals. Finnegan takes the view that: 

Music is neither something self-evidently there in the natural world nor 

fully defined in the musical practices of any one group; rather what is heard 

as ‘music’ is characterised not by its formal properties but by people’s view 

of it, by the special frame drawn round particular forms of sound and their 

overt social enactment. (2007, p. 7) 
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As with the processes described by Becker’s Art Worlds (2008), the making of music 

requires the gathering, the coming together of people, their aspirations and capacities in 

a range of ‘communities’. This approach sees all music as being ‘on a par’ but 

delineated in “different ways among different groups, each of whom have their own 

conventions supported by existing practices and ideas about the right way in which 

music should be realised” (Finnegan, 2007, p. 7). Similar demarcations exist on the 

Gold Coast in terms of the diverse groups and organisations presenting theatre, each 

with particular approaches or conventions to which they are committed and that define 

their activities. 

 

The final writer to direct this research towards thinking in connected, interdependent 

terms was Sharpe (2007, 2008, 2010), in his work for the International Futures Forum. 

He investigated the relationship between the arts, the community and the economy 

through the lens of ecological thinking, a lens that sees the properties and behaviours of 

the parts as determined by the whole. The goal of ecological thinking was: 

to understand the nature of the arts in our lives as a system that can be 

understood in and of itself, whose health matters, and then to see how we 

can place it into a sustainable relationship with economic systems. (Sharpe, 

2007, p. 6) 

 

There are three key ideas in this sentence that were significant to my research and 

change how art, and particularly how theatre, can be seen. The first was the concept of 

the arts as a system and not as a series of independent activities. The second is that the 

health of the entire system is important as opposed to only that of the individual 

company or organisation and the third is the constant challenge of finding a balance 

between theatre as a commodity and as an artform. All three ideas present challenges to 

standard views of the arts and artists as explored earlier in this section. 
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This research set out to build upon ideas such as Sharpe’s and apply them to theatre and 

performance on the Gold Coast where such an analysis had not been attempted 

previously. 

 

Sharpe’s (2007, 2008, 2010) approach encouraged me to view theatre not as a series of 

unrelated activities and organisations, but as a dynamic arrangement of individuals, 

organisations, shared and unique practices, relationships, policies, shared interests and 

diverse aspirations. He employed the logging of a forest as a metaphor to describe the 

importance of not only understanding the nature of a particular ecology but also what 

happens when the ecology becomes influenced by other considerations such as 

economic matters: 

If you want to log a forest for timber sustainably then you must understand 

the ecology that maintains its viability, or you will be in danger of taking 

too much from it, and tipping it into decline – as is happening all over the 

world. Likewise, if you want to harvest the value of the arts for economic 

benefit then you must first understand the essential nature of the artistic 

ecology and ensure its health, or there will be nothing to harvest. (2007, p. 

3) 

 

These combined readings provided an essential beginning point in terms of looking at 

the making of theatre in relation to its participants and the community around it. 

 

The next part of this chapter provides an exploration of the relationship between theatre 

and the place in which it is made. This section charts the links between a city and its 

theatre and provides some connection points that map this relationship to the Gold 

Coast. It also serves to establish the specific terrain of Gold Coast local theatre that the 

ecology framework is being applied to. The significance of this material is that it 

directly explores and charts the existence of a link between a city and its theatre milieu 

and provides connection points that account for this relationship. 
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2.2 Theatre and the City 

The understanding that there is a direct connection between life, city and theatre is not 

new. Renaissance England understood the concept of theatre and nature having the 

capacity of ‘mirroring’ each other. Richard Schechner asserts this idea has engaged 

artists and philosophers from Plato, to Aristotle, Shakespeare, Brecht, Beckett, 

Grotowski, Barba, Boal and Brooke, through to Wilson and LePage. (2002, p. 8) The 

French philosopher Jean-Jacques Rousseau referred to theatre in his critique of urban 

public life and Charles E Ellison informs us that in “the Paris of his [Rousseau’s] day 

there was a link between stage and street, city and theatre” (Ellison, 1985, p. 499). 

 

Hall writes of the dynamic and direct relationship between Elizabethan London and the 

theatre stage. “London’s theatre arose because the audience was waiting, and the 

audience was waiting because it was newly rich, albeit well established, and leisured” 

(1998, p. 125). As reasons for this readiness, he points to the rise of London as an 

international trade capital, an increasingly rich and mobile middle class who were 

gathering in London, and the erection of theatre buildings in places accessible and 

attractive to those interested and able to attend. 

 

In the forward to Harvie’s Theatre and the City Tim Etchells draws a link between the 

city and the theatre by saying “what we might call the temporary community of the 

auditorium (negotiated each night, triangulated off of the stage) reflects and refracts the 

temporary communities outside” (2009, p. xiii).Etchells sees the audience sharing the 

city and the auditorium and both are places where lives are played out “in terms of 

differences, and their divisions of class, gender, race and otherwise” (2009, p. xiii). 

 

Like Etchells, Harvie sees strong parallels between the theatre and the city as places that 

people gather and experience life. She defines cities as being “ever-changing 

geographical, architectural, political and social structures where most people live and 

work densely gathered in extremely complex social structures” (2009, p. 6).  
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In any theatre production, on stage and in the audience the city, its people, their shared 

experiences, classes, education, values and attitudes are represented in all sorts of 

variations. Harvie suggests that: 

we might see theatre and performance as exceptional cultural practices 

through which to understand urban experience because of their long-

standing literal centrality to urban life, their longevity as a set of urban 

cultural and labour practices, and the specific ways they both bring people 

together in live, shared encounters and offer people opportunities 

performatively to influence urban life. (2009, p. 7) 

 

Harvie (2009) cites plays such as Small Metal Objects by Back to Back Theatre and 

Caryl Churchill’s Serious Money as works of theatre that are able to speak to their 

audiences of the nature of their city, its power structures, who the city is for and who 

it’s not for. Both productions demonstrate for Harvie the capacity of a theatre 

performance to change how we see the city and the people around us. 

 

Kevin Hetherington utilises Michel Foucault’s (1986) concept of “heterotopia in 

relation to specific social spaces whose social meaning is out of place and unsettling 

within a geographical relationship of sites” (Hetherington, 1997, p. 8). Hetherington 

combines Foucault’s ideas with the work of Louis Marin (1984, 1992) who utilises the 

concept of Utopia, to reconsider the notions of place, of site, of otherness and liminal 

spaces. Hetherington uses these combined ideas to redefine “heterotopia as spaces of 

alternate ordering. Heterotopia organize a bit of the social world in a way different to 

that which surrounds them” (1997, p. viii). Hetherington proposes that the unexpected 

use of resources: 

might be said to be heterotopic because of the way they challenge our 

expectations and offer us a view of an alternative, so too can spaces, given 

their position within a society’s geography, be seen as heterotopic. I do not 

define heterotopia as sites of resistance, sites of transgression or as marginal 

spaces but precisely as spaces of an alternate ordering. (1997, p. 9) 
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In a similar way, Joanne Tompkins, in Staging the Imagined City in Australian Theatre, 

writes of theatre productions that provide for their audience, the citizens of that city or 

town, opportunities to explore different or imagined versions of the place that they live 

and work in. For Tompkins, “heterotopias are, then, imagined spaces in dialogue with 

‘real’ ones” (2009, p. 191). 

 

Tompkins (2009) describes physical theatre company Legs on the Wall’s production of 

Homeland as a theatre production that changes the experience of the city for its 

inhabitants through the staging of the story of post-war migration on the building of a 

large Australian city. The side of a 26 story building becomes a stage on which aerialists 

re-enact stories of leaving, of farewell, of arrival in a new place, reconciliations and of 

hardship. The performers appear from the top of the building, fall via harnesses and 

proceed to acrobatically re-enact partings and comings together over projected images 

of the real experience on the building. 

 

For the audience of Homeland there were two experiences: one was that of the refugees 

and their experiences, the other was the use and response to a familiar part of the city, a 

place they knew, worked and lived in now employed in a new purpose as a theatrical 

performance site. The audience were standing some distance away and saw a familiar 

space become the platform for another experience of the city they knew well. This was 

especially poignant for this production because the building being used was adjacent to 

the arrival point for many migrants into this country. (Tompkins, 2009) Theatre 

provides one way in which we reimagine or reframe our understanding of the city. 

 

For Harvie “drama has long narrated people’s relation to the places where they are, 

what those places mean and what relationships they make possible” (2009, p. 11). She 

suggests that “through observing changing representations of the city in drama over 

time we can better understand how cities have changed and what this change means for 

those who live and work in the city” (2009, p. 11).  
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A visit to the theatre in New York, London, or Edinburgh at festival time can be a key 

experience of the nature of that city and writers such as Arthur Miller, Tennessee 

Williams, Eugene O’Neill, Edward Albee, David Mamet, Caryl Churchill, Tracy Letts, 

Franca Rame, Tony Kushner and David Hare have used these cities and others, not only 

as context but as key characters that shape the action of their plays. 

 

In Australia there are many plays that deal with living in urban areas and use the city as 

a distinct character. In Australia most of the capital cities have become subjects and 

settings for dramatic performance. Writers such as Patrick White, Ray Lawler, David 

Williamson, Dorothy Hewett, Louis Nowra, Barry Dickens, Stephen Sewell, Kath 

Thomson, Raimondo Cortese, Patricia Cornelius, Andrew Bovell and Hannie Rayson 

employ strong themes of place in many of the plays that they have written. Regional 

centres such as Newcastle, Wollongong, Geelong, Fremantle, Alice Springs, Broome 

and Darwin have had significant plays written in and about them that now have an 

important place in the national repertoire. 

 

The Gold Coast has been a topic of performance, in film and television particularly, but 

rarely on stage. During this research I was keen to explore the potential of the Gold 

Coast as a setting for theatre productions given the reputation of the region, its 

dynamism, its characters and its history. Australian author Michael Gow is one of the 

few major Australian playwrights to set a significant work in the region and that was a 

play of personal and family crises called On Top Of the World (1987). Blurred (1999) 

by Stephen Davies was written to describe a time when the rite of passage from school 

leaver to adult was, for many Australian youth, a bacchanalian Schoolies Week holiday 

on the Gold Coast. Blurred is a one act play that uses the Gold Coast as backdrop. It is 

not a play about the Gold Coast; so much as it is about unrestrained youth and a coming 

of age play. 
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2.2.1 Cultural Materialism 

To frame her analysis, Harvie (2009) used cultural materialism to explore the 

interdependence between theatre and its environment. She describes cultural 

materialism as an analysis that “concerns itself with material detail to understand not 

merely what theatre is but, more important, what theatre’s political effects are, as well 

as how they might be changed” (2009, p. 25). 

 

The particular material conditions of theatre that Harvie considers are space, 

institutional structures and practices, money and people. “These features address where 

theatre takes place in the city and what that place means; how its architecture signifies; 

what economies it participates in; and what its demographics are – who works in 

theatre, in what conditions, and who spends their leisure time there” (2009, p. 25). This 

approach considers the pathways that people use to engage with theatre and what a 

community sees of itself reflected from its stages. These particular features resonate 

with core ecology concepts such as dependency and association. This next section 

briefly explores some of the elements that Harvie uses in her analysis. In addition there 

are connections made to both the Australian and the Gold Coast theatre contexts. 

 

2.2.2 Place of Performance 

Where a theatre is located directly affects what it means (Harvie, 2009, p. 

25). 

Where theatres or performance spaces are placed in the cultural, commercial and social 

landscape of the city or region has implications in terms of the type of experience an 

audience might expect. Part of this element is the nature of a theatre’s relationship with 

the other buildings and activities around them. It is significant if theatres are centrally 

placed and accessible to as many other related services as possible. A visit to a theatre 

can have extra meaning if it occupies a geographically important position, or has an 

iconic, cultural association to a city or has other culturally significant buildings and 

public services located close by. 
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Marvin Carlson in Places of Performance posits that: 

The way an audience experiences and interprets a play, we now recognize, 

is by no means governed solely by what happens on the stage. The entire 

theatre, its audience arrangements, its other public spaces, its physical 

appearance, even its location within a city, are all important elements of the 

process by which an audience makes meaning of its experience. (1989, p. 2) 

 

Harvie (2009) uses New York, London and Paris as examples of cities where the 

location of the theatre has strong implications for the type and quality of theatre and 

performance that can be found there. New York with its central Broadway theatre 

district and then Off Broadway theatres, London with its West End and many fringe 

theatres represent concentrations of theatre where what happens at the centre is 

perceived to be the standard and the rest is an alternative to that in terms of type, 

quality, ambition and cost. The further away from the centre the more alternative a 

theatre experience is likely to become. There is a sense that what occurs at the centre is 

legitimate or better quality, but the theatre and performance that occurs beyond; on the 

fringes, is likely to be less legitimate and less good. For Harvie, legitimacy and 

goodness in many of these theatres is linked to popularity and commercial success. 

(2009, p. 25) 

 

In Australia, while there are not the same concentrations of venues or providers, most 

large cities have developed areas in which a diverse range of theatre and performance 

can be found, often in connection to or part of an arts precinct. Sydney, Melbourne, 

Brisbane, Adelaide, Hobart, Perth and Darwin all have major developments on adjacent 

harbours and rivers and feature major and alternate performance venues, museums, 

galleries, restaurants and other associated activities. 

 

There are arts centres in all of the Australian capital cities, also in many regional cities, 

and these are significant providers, even generators, of activity of theatre and 

performance.  
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Richard Fotheringham describes them as part of a range of decisions by governments at 

all levels “to provide buildings… through which arts products are made and 

disseminated” (1998, p. 20). François Matarasso defines arts centres as being part of the 

industrialisation process which generated “the establishment of galleries, museums and 

theatres that centralised resources and disseminated art in collective and approved 

experiences. Conceived like the power stations that heat and light them, cultural 

institutions exist to generate and transmit cultural power” (2010, p. 3). Depending on 

the size of the city, there are, radiating out from these centres, other venues and theatres, 

the suburban arts centres, the local council hall, church halls adapted for other purposes, 

and the theatres that the local amateur theatre companies have built and often own. 

 

The Gold Coast is similar in terms of large commercial venues that include a casino, 

theatre restaurants and, uniquely, a range of large theme parks. There is a publicly-

owned arts centre (Arts Centre Gold Coast) and a range of various smaller theatres and 

council halls. A number of the amateur theatres have their own venues and others have 

convenient, long term relationships with local civic halls. 

 

A second level of location is the nature of the theatre building itself, the place, and its 

significance to the theatre experience. Richard Eyre says that: 

No discussion of the aims of theatre can be divorced from a recognition of 

one of its inherent properties. To be blunt: size matters. The relationship 

between audience and actors is like a nuclear reactor – there has to be a 

critical mass of people in an auditorium for a ‘state of theatre’ to exist. 

(2000, pp. 320-321) 

 

Too often there is mismatch between venue size and the capacity of the production to 

fill it. Another aspect of location is the size of the theatres and the relationship they 

encourage with the audience. 
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Eyre cites playwright Richard Chamberlain who described the expansion of the 

auditoriums in the 1790s as being “so enlarged in their dimensions as to be 

henceforward theatres for spectators rather than playhouses for hearers, it is hardly to be 

wondered at if managers and directors encourage those representations to which their 

structure is best adapted” (Eyre, 2000, p. 321). 

 

Kershaw highlights “the wider trend towards a pervasive ‘spectacularisation’ of culture 

that Debord, Baudrillard, Lyotard and other cultural analysts identified with the late – 

capitalist postmodernisation of Western societies” (2007, p. 154). Simply, spectacle is 

now fundamentally part of society. In 1967 Guy Debord wrote “in societies where 

modern conditions of production prevail, life is presented as an immense accumulation 

of spectacles. Everything that was directly lived is now merely represented in the 

distance” (Debord, 1967, as cited by Knabb, 2002, p. 6). 

 

The Gold Coast is a place well used to the spectacular. Part of the Gold Coast’s image 

and reason for its success is the spectacular nature of the coastline and the dynamic 

assembly of hotels, theme parks, casino, clubs and attendant entertainment areas and 

events that are constructed to meet it. Theatre productions and performances which 

follow the traditional model must compete for an audience with a wide variety of 

entertainments. 

 

There is a series of events that regularly change the look, the tone and the operations of 

the region, particularly around Surfers Paradise but now increasingly at the southern end 

of the Gold Coast through events like the Swell Outdoor Sculpture Festival at Burleigh 

Heads. Upon leaving their homes Gold Coast residents are well used to seeing local 

streets converted into venues for festivals or racing car tracks or the foreshores 

transmuted into art galleries or the local parks become sites for spectacular and 

monumental events. 
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2.2.3 Economies of Theatre 

Theatre’s capacity to earn and manage the resources it needs to fund its activities has 

long been a key influence on the nature and content of what it can deliver. This is true 

for theatres large and small and prompts consideration of the ways that a community 

formally and informally supports its theatre and performance makers. This research is 

concerned with the sorts of understandings, policies and infrastructures that are in place 

to ensure that theatre can operate in a community. 

 

For Hall (1998) concern with the financial situation of theatres is not new and began 

with the emergence of the Elizabethan playhouses and the pressure for them to earn 

sufficient income to keep operating. The capacity to earn income influenced everything 

from the design of the theatre buildings, their placement in the city, to the type and 

content of the plays. It also affected relationships with the artists whose work was to fill 

the theatres, other local businesses connected to the running of the theatres and to local 

and national government representatives. Indeed Hall argues that the fundamentals of 

theatre practice, its key relationships, its formats, its purposes were formed, basically, at 

this point and have continued essentially this way ever since (1998, p. 114). My 

conversations with various theatre managers, theatre company presidents and directors 

during the research phase of this study showed that the above concerns have changed 

little. 

 

Harvie states that theatre economies are about “how it pays its production costs, 

including the costs of buying or renting and maintaining rehearsal and production space, 

building and maintaining sets and costume, purchasing and renting equipment, and 

paying staff salaries and fees” (2009, p. 32). It is a system that requires all theatres, from 

amateur to professional, when they intersect with the economy in these ways, to develop 

reliable income streams. They do this through government funding, sponsorship, 

philanthropy or what they can earn through ticket sales. 
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Theatre and its practice has been influenced by the impact of changing government, 

cultural and attendant funding policies, globalisation and the rise of such phenomena as 

the mega musical as key influences on how, where and why the theatre resources of a 

community may be allocated (Kershaw, 2007). Competition has increased from the 

commercial sector, as have the influence of free market principles particularly in terms 

of management strategies and these changes have come to influence the funded sectors. 

Harvie opines that “subsidised theatre competes in a mixed market with commercial 

work, and subsidy only ever covers a part of its costs” (2009, p.36). Theatre companies 

inevitably have to consider ways for their productions to have the widest appeal and 

this, according to Harvie, means that many of them have “become overwhelmingly 

populist” (2009, p. 33). While this is not a new course of action, it follows then that 

theatre companies become more risk averse and committed to the general repertoire of 

familiar productions, which can be reasonably expected to sell out. Globalisation has 

seen the rise and dominance of mega musicals such as Cats, Phantom of the Opera and 

a brace of others. Their impact is seen not only in capital cities but also in regional 

centres throughout Australia where amateur and ‘Pro-Am’ productions of these 

musicals have become regular occurrences. 

 

Harvie (2009) explores the assorted contemporary theatre systems that could be best 

described as a continuum with at one extreme the commercial, the amateur at the other 

extreme and the publicly funded theatres in the middle. A continuum or spectrum 

accounts for various blends of these three key elements such as ‘Pro-Am’, a mix of 

professional and amateur, or when the proceeds of the box office are split between the 

members of the producing company. 

 

Support can also be gained though sponsorship and philanthropic assistance from 

various private individuals. This combines with all the other human, financial, material 

and cultural resources that are mobilised by individuals and organisations in that 

community to promote its theatres. 
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On the Gold Coast there are the commercial presenters, a publicly subsidised arts centre 

and amateur theatres all competing to attract an audience. During the data-gathering 

phase of my research the pressure to cover costs was raised by the participants in most 

interviews about theatre-making in the region. Even in the amateur or community 

theatre there is a strong concern with the economic imperative. This comes through the 

venue costs, marketing and promotion expenses, production costs of the various shows 

that theatres produce in terms of sets, props, costumes, lighting and sound systems, 

royalties for scripts and other related production costs. Of course, some of these 

operational costs can be defrayed via volunteers who contribute time, skill and energy to 

the presentation of performances. 

 

This theme finds connection with Graham Leicester and Bill Sharpe’s exploration of the 

fine balance between the economies of meaning and exchange (money) that all arts 

organisations, even the amateur, must negotiate. As they state, the hoped-for outcome 

would be a balance of the two, but the risk is that an emphasis too far in one direction 

will lead to either an inability to keep operating due to loss of income or the 

diminishment of the artistic experience in terms of its meaning (Leicester & Sharpe, 

2010, p. 34). 

 

2.3 Method of Engagement 

Ben Cameron (2010) sees the theatre and the performance terrain having been 

transformed by such developments as the internet and other technologies, thus creating 

some significant questions for theatre-makers and their audiences. The emergence and 

consequent massive adoption of the internet and its related technologies means that we 

are in the midst of a paradigm shift as influential as the invention of the Gutenberg 

printing press. 
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We are engaged in a fundamental reformation, a reformation like the 

religious Reformation of the 16th century. The arts reformation, like the 

religious Reformation, is spurred in part by technology, with, indeed, the 

printing press really leading the charge on the religious Reformation. Both 

reformations were predicated on fractious discussion, internal self-doubt and 

massive realignment of antiquated business models. And at heart, both 

reformations, I think, were asking the questions: who's entitled to practice? 

How are they entitled to practice? And indeed, do we need anyone to 

intermediate for us in order to have an experience with a spiritual divine? 

(Cameron, 2010) 

 

Participation in the performing arts has been democratised both by the availability of the 

hardware of internet technology and its soft culture that encourages access and 

contribution. Questions about “who’s entitled to practice?” and “how they are entitled to 

practice” Cameron (2010) resonate very strongly throughout this study and, particularly 

its strong attentiveness to how theatre is made, who makes it, how these makers are 

enabled in this endeavour and in what ways theatre as a community activity is sustained 

in the Gold Coast region. 

 

2.3.1 Theatre People: The Workers  

For Harvie, theatre “still operates a labour economy which is uneven; it is 

disadvantageous for the vast majority of actors outside the small number who attract 

celebrity salaries and constant employment” (2009, p. 39). Even in the early years of the 

21st century the actor’s life is still organised by and around auditions and for 

professional actors there is the need to remain available and therefore it is necessary to 

have ways of earning a living that “can be dropped at short notice” (2009, p. 39) for an 

acting job. 
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Finnegan (2007) constructed a continuum that illustrated the many variations of ways 

people engaged with music-making in her study community. It accommodated the two 

extremes of engagement in music-making, the activities of the professional and the 

amateur, and all the variations in between. 

The at first sight ‘obvious’ amateur/professional distinction turns out to be a 

complex continuum with many different possible variations. Indeed, even 

the same people could be placed at different points along this line in 

different contexts or different stages of their lives. (Finnegan, 2007, p. 14) 

 

The Gold Coast ‘theatre world’ is comparable and there is a similar diversity to 

Finnegan’s (2007) continuum in the way that people engage in theatre-making. Between 

the two extremes of the professional and the amateur come all the variations of people 

who make part, some, most or all of their living from theatre. Their engagement with 

theatre may be not only in one area; they may variously work full-time as theatre-

makers; or teach in schools or universities or commercial training schools; or blend 

engagement with film, television or performance work at such places as theme parks on 

the Gold Coast. In addition there are those for whom theatre is an activity from which 

they draw many benefits but not their income. 

 

2.3.2 Theatre People: The Audience 

In terms of audiences, Harvie states that not only do “current Western urban theatre 

economies overwhelmingly encourage (or produce) conservative populism, they 

reinforce the class stratification that has long been materially embedded in theatre 

buildings” (2009, p. 37). Historically this been the case with theatres going back to the 

Elizabethan period and continues to be so today. The price of tickets, the shape of 

theatre buildings, the differing facilities that are provided to the various types of ticket 

holders and the capacity to pay have been the key elements in establishing these sorts of 

hierarchies. “We are variably enfranchised and disenfranchised according to whether we 

can pay” (Harvie, 2009, p. 38). 
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For writers such as Jen Harvie (2009), Baz Kershaw (2007), Claire Cochrane (2003, 

2001), Elinor Fuchs (1993, 1994) and Una Chaudhuri (1994) theatre practice, its 

production and presentation, has been influenced significantly by “the processes of 

commodification” (Kershaw, 2007, p. 155). Kershaw defines this process as being 

where “the human is objectified by, and becomes subject to, irresistible market forces” 

(2007, p. 155). For example in Theatre as Shopping Fuchs explores the emergence of “a 

new kind of theater that mimics in its deep structures of presentation and reception the 

fundamental culture of contemporary capitalism” (1993, p. 20). The process of 

commodification and its impact on people in the tasks of their daily lives has led her to 

suggest that theatre audiences are now bringing a different set of expectations and 

attitudes, indeed comfort zones, to frame their attendance at performances. Market 

capitalism and its accompanying process of commodification invites us to both 

appreciate and appropriate the experience. Fuchs considers that “Consumption has 

worked its way down from eyes, ears and emotions to the very viscera of the 

theatergoer” (1993, p. 21). 

 

Therefore the audience for theatre and performance is now a much more complex and 

demanding entity. The variety of genres, venues, purposes and the methods by which 

the audience is engaged define the nature, the complexity and the vibrancy of theatrical 

and performance experiences. As Cochrane states “No audience in history has been so 

variously entertained / dazzled / exploited, educated / enlightened / reformed / 

challenged / invited to interact / participate, and wooed” (2003, p. 171). There are now 

many other forms of entertainment and cultural expression and these compete for our 

attention, our time, our money and our loyalties in more vigorous and, perhaps, more, 

irresistible ways. Hall comments that the modern opera audience engages with this art 

form through CD and DVD on many more occasions than at a live performance (1998, 

p. 5). 



THEATRE ECOLOGY OF THE GOLD COAST OF AUSTRALIA     57 

2.3.3 Performativity 

Every dimension of human exchange and experience is suffused by 

performance and gains a theatrical quality. (Kershaw, 2007, p. 12) 

 

For Harvie (2009) performativity is another way of exploring the relationship between 

theatre and the city and this concept of performativity is supported by Kershaw’s far 

reaching comments at the beginning of this section. 

 

Human interactions have become theatricalised, not only in the great public moments of 

state, of religion and of heritage but also the day-to-day interactions of human beings 

through the various media that now exist (Kershaw, 2007, p. 63). Kershaw points to the 

influential lecture Raymond Williams gave in 1974, where he drew attention to the 

increased availability of drama and its techniques in the broader community. This trend 

was also commented on in 1946 Eric Bentley who stated that “the techniques of the 

theater, run wild, have taken over every other branch of public communication, 

especially in countries where industrialism and mechanization have gone furthest” 

(1955, p. 234). 

 

Schechner contends that we live in an increasingly performative world where television, 

easy internet availability and high use of other digital resources now means that 

“writing, speaking, and just about everything else is being transformed into 

performances” (2002, p. 4). Indeed he sees the internet and social media such as 

Facebook, MySpace, mobile phones, blogging and texting and the like as having added 

a series of new stages and arenas that require a performative response from us in terms 

of how we want to be seen. They encourage us to consider and accordingly frame key 

impressions and attitudes that we want those watching us to engage with. Schechner 

sees interacting with these and other emerging technologies as requiring imagination, a 

concern with self-expression and appearance fuelled by the desire to create a particular 

impression in the ‘audience’ – those people we are engaging through this technology. 

These are the traditional concerns of the actor. 
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There is very much a sense that we are able to, with the assistance of these devices, turn 

our friends and those we communicate with into audiences for our lives, adventures and 

aspirations. For example Kershaw refers to the person on the train saying on their 

mobile phone “Hello, it’s me, I am on a train” (2007, p. 63) as a key performative 

moment in terms of establishing context, location and perhaps intent. For him this is an 

example of communications turning social exchange into a self dramatising set of 

scenes and scenarios. 

 

My own example of this occurred when I was travelling on a train one day and had the 

experience, with a carriage of fellow commuters, of being turned into an audience when 

a woman said audibly and conspiratorially into a her mobile phone “Now… between 

you and me...” The moment she uttered those five words all the other individuals in the 

carriage transformed into a group with one focus as we leaned forward. 

 

Kershaw writes of “societies that are crucially constituted through performance” (2007, 

pp. 11-12) and how performance-making materials are to be found from the very broad 

sources of our lives, our cultures, our rites of passage, our communities and cities. There 

is a sense that we are now to ‘perform’ our lives; to think through the role, the costume, 

the motivation and the venue or stages on which we want to be seen. 

 

The Gold Coast seemed to provide all manner of opportunities for performance and 

performativity through the possibilities in life, work and entertainment that it offers its 

residents and visitors. Erving Goffman’s description of the fictional beach goer Preedy 

“improperly concerned with the extensive impressions he feels his sheer bodily action is 

giving off to those around him” (1959, p. 5) resonates with the actions and behaviours 

that one sees on Gold Coast beaches most days. Indeed many of the images shown in 

the local media support and encourage attitudes and ways to be performative. 

 

The recent history of the Gold Coast has been one of adapting and changing the 

landscape, of turning into it a ‘stage’ and providing the performance materials with 

which to play out the dreams and aspirations suggested by the landscape, the marketing 

and the physical development. 
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As Maryvelma O’Neill writes, “culture comes from this creative interaction of material 

fact and human subjectivity” (2008, p. 3). The many residential and tourism 

developments offer a chance to engage in a ‘new and better reality’, to experience 

another type of life. There is not one Gold Coast but many, and residents and tourists 

can select the particular Coast that represents, for them, the best of possible worlds 

(Symes, 1997, p. 31). 

 

Accepting a view of ‘place as stage’ becomes a way of becoming alert to the ‘scripts’, 

to the ‘stages’ and the ‘stage time’ that the community provides for its ‘key and 

supporting characters’. The personas and the costumes that are adopted in the dramas, 

the comedies, the great adventures and tragedies that exist in the off stage/onstage life 

of the Gold Coast are varied. The areas in and around Surfers Paradise might be 

assigned as stages, proscenium arches under which all the characters are provided with 

the necessary social visibility. Pushing the metaphor harder, the rest of the Gold Coast 

and the residents becomes the backstage areas and stage crew working to support the 

‘Surfers Paradise show’ or ‘the Broadbeach show’ or ‘the Coolangatta show’. The 

tourists have the lead roles and the chorus is provided by the people working in the 

shops, restaurants and entertainment areas. The production would be no small, intimate 

human drama; it would be vibrant, flashy with larger-than-life characters. 

 

This section has put forward a number of elements that construct how a relationship 

between theatre and the city can be seen. It has also outlined some of the issues a 

contemporary ‘theatre world’ has to engage with. The next section of this chapter 

changes focus and provides an exploration of the developing use of the ecology 

framework when considering the arts. 
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2.4 Ecology 

2.4.1 The Move to Ecological Thinking  

Ecology is not only about relationships, about connection, it is also about the nature of 

those interconnections and their interdependence. It speaks of complexity, flows of 

energy and ideas back and forth, of engagement and once engaged, there is reliance, 

need and dependence. These ideas appear in much of the ecology literature and they 

challenge the human propensity, as Csikszentmihalyi (1996) writes, for believing that 

entities, organisations, resources, events and even relationships can be managed without 

reference to the influence of the whole context in which that entity is operating. 

 

Ecology is now a very familiar term in the broader community and finds application, 

practically and metaphorically, across a host of activities from information technology, 

communications, management, sports, politics, and so on. For Sharpe there has been a 

major shift in environmentalism towards understanding the natural world not as 

disparate, random or unconnected but “as a system in its own right, that had its own 

processes keeping it healthy, and then to develop policies aimed at the whole system 

rather than just individual species” (2008, p. 5). 

 

Kershaw considers such thinking in ecological terms as being about a refiguring of the 

“modernist traditions of European ‘enlightenment’ which pitched nature and culture, 

‘man’ and the ‘environment’ against each other in what has turned out to be a 

potentially disastrous opposition” (2007, p. 15). Ecological thinking challenges the 

position that the earth’s natural resources are there for humanity to exploit in the cause 

of our own particular survival and evolution at the expense of other species. This is a 

powerful idea to take into a region such as the Gold Coast which has been the ‘stage’ 

for so much development and change in the local environment, done for human benefit, 

irrespective of costs other than money. 
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According to Robert McC. Netting the word ‘ecology’ comes “from the Greek word, 

‘oikos’ meaning “habitation” (1977, p. 1) and it was the German biologist and 

philosopher Ernst Haeckel who first coined the word. Haeckel published the Generelle 

Morphologie Der Organismen (General Morphology of Organisms) in 1866 with the 

aim of interpreting anatomy in the light of evolution. In this book, Haeckel sought to 

broaden the general understanding of the physical world from a narrow biological 

definition to include an understanding of the systems in play within the biological 

framework. This has developed into our current understanding of ecology as a 

framework of interdependent components in a physical system. 

By expanding the term "biology" to this most comprehensive and broadest 

scope, we exclude the narrow and constrictive signification in which one 

commonly (especially in entomology) mistakes biology for ecology, for the 

science of economy, of mode of life, of the external life-relationships of 

organisms to each other etc. (Haeckel, 1866, p. 8, translated from the 

German for this study by Frederick Komp, 2012) 

Cultural anthropologists appropriated the word from biologists for their own use in 

examining “the environment as people were affected by it, used it, sought to understand 

it, and modified it” (Netting, 1977, p. 1). Netting notes that there had been a great deal 

of persistent opposition through the last century to the idea of the human species as 

being ‘grounded in’ and heavily influenced by its environment (1977, pp. 2-3). 

Catherine Marquette writes of many early anthropologists as being engaged by culture 

or environment linkages and asserting the natural environment sets certain possibilities 

or options from which cultures, conditioned by their history and particular customs, may 

choose (1988, para. 5). 

 

Thinking ecologically is challenging because it invites complexity and is a provocation 

to consider not only the ways in which we as individuals, communities and 

organisations function and associate, but also seeks to acknowledge and be responsible 

for the wide impact of those associations and consequent interactions. 
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Sharpe suggests that “rather than look at an individual species, we look at the 

interactions of all the organisms, and how they are maintained by, and themselves 

maintain, the overall flows of resources” (2007, p. 3). Kershaw emphasises not only 

inter-relationship but also interdependence as key qualities of an ecology and stresses 

the “inter-relationships of all the organic and non-organic factors of ecosystems, ranging 

from the smallest and/or simplest to the greatest or/and most complex” (2007, p. 15). So 

the ecological process is inclusive and looks for connections between the largest trees in 

the forest but also to the forest floor where regeneration and new life can be found. 

 

For Sharpe “the language of ecology is now frequently used to describe other systems, 

such as market systems, but most often in a metaphorical way” (2008, p. 4). Writers 

such as Bonnie Marranca (1984), Elinor Fuchs (1993, 1994), Una Chaudhuri (1994), 

Jan Cohen-Cruz (2002), Robyn Archer (2010), Suzi Gablik (1992a, 1992b), Mark 

Robinson (2010), Bill Sharpe (2007, 2008, 2010) and Baz Kershaw (2007) have utilised 

ecology both as a metaphor and as a speculative practical framework to explore the 

capacities of theatre and its place in the broader community. 

 

An example of this metaphoric usage comes from a two-year-long project (2006 to 

2008) entitled Supporting a Healthy Ecosystem of the Arts and Culture, led by Missions 

Models and Money and the International Futures Forum in the UK. In this project 

ecology was used as a metaphor of the arts in order to: 

…explore the sector as a complex, dynamic, ever-changing system. 

Thinking about an ecology of the arts also offers a frame in which certain 

topics become less easy to evade – the nature of growth beyond simple 

quantitative expansion, the role of death and decay in the life cycle, the 

motivating purpose of a naturally evolving system. (International Futures 

Forum, n.d., para. 1) 



THEATRE ECOLOGY OF THE GOLD COAST OF AUSTRALIA     63 

Projects such as this employ ecology as way of bringing renewal to a cultural funding 

ecology whose capacity has been limited by an inability to deal with individual 

entrenched interests preventing change, changing government policies and retracting 

budgets. A further example of ecology as a metaphor comes from Arts Organisations in 

the 21st Century, Ten Challenges, Charles Leadbeater’s 2005 report to Arts Council 

England concerning funding policies where he used the metaphor of the health of a fish. 

“Fish are only as healthy as the water they swim in. Arts organisations need a 

supportive environment to prosper. ….That means doing far more than securing and 

administering adequate public funding for the arts” (2005, pp. 3-4). 

 

In a quite different tone, Cohen-Cruz writing of theatre and the ecological relationship it 

might have with and in a community, uses terms that consider theatre practice in a 

horticultural aspect. She describes the idea of culture by way of its etymological cousin, 

agriculture: 

The traditions, new ideas and interactions that generate systems of human 

meaning-making are like the particular soil, the amount of rainfall and 

growing season that determine the particularities of plant life…Sandy soil is 

not better than loam soil: the former gets you blueberries, the latter 

mushrooms. … These sources account for intimate interaction with 

audiences and can also contribute to the making of great theater. This model 

flies in the face of the conventional wisdom that art making is a self-

contained process weakened by close community involvement. (2002, p. 1) 
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2.4.2 Ecology and Culture 

The influential work of anthropologist Julian Steward (1955) brought culture and 

ecology together by describing: 

The Methodological Place of Cultural Ecology. Cultural ecology has been 

described as a methodological tool for ascertaining how the adaptation of a 

culture to its environment may entail certain changes. In a larger sense, the 

problem is to determine whether similar adjustments occur in similar 

environments. (1955, p. 42) 

 

Steward pointed to anthropologist Milla Alihan’s 1938 study Social Ecology: A Critical 

Analysis to acknowledge that sociologists who had previously considered culture in 

ecological terms had difficulties using what is essentially a descriptive methodology as 

a definitive quantitative tool. Principally a descriptive method, cultural ecology is not a 

precise science but rather a tool for considering how culture is affected and determined 

by its adaption to the local environment (Steward, 1955, p. 31). The emphasis that 

Steward gave to humanity’s utilisation of a given environment is an important factor in 

a number of explorations of cultural ecology. 

 

Reading Michael C. Gunn’s (1980) work on Steward clarified that the use of an 

essentially anthropological concept is indeed a valid tool to consider the theatre culture 

of the Gold Coast. 

Steward proposed the use of an explanatory or causal method with cultural 

ecology and an operational tool rather than as an end in itself. To do this, 

two different objectives were suggested: 1) an understanding of the organic 

function and genetic variations of man as a purely biological species, and 2) 

a determination of how culture is affected by its adaptation to environment. 

(Gunn, 1980, p. 19) 
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My own study followed the second objective, by looking at how theatre culture has 

adapted to the physical place, the socio-economic conditions that existed in the period 

2009 to 2011 and the historical precedence of theatre and performance on the Gold 

Coast. 

 

Human existence is influenced by and influences a given environment, the relationship 

or dependence is not one way. An ecological system to understand human development 

was utilised by Urie Bronfenbrenner, an educational psychologist, in 1979. He used an 

ecological approach to describe the relationship between humans and their environment. 

Bronfenbrenner, later argued “To be specific the principle asserts that behaviour evolves 

as a function of the interplay between person and environment” (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, 

p. 16). Bronfenbrenner later argued “that in order to understand human development, 

one must consider the entire ecological system in which growth occurs” (1993, p. 37). 

 

Prior to Bronfenbrenner other researchers had sought to illustrate the complexities of 

human physical and social environments through an ecological framework. Amongst 

others to explore the concept of a human ecology were Roderick McKenzie in 1924 and 

Amos Hawley in 1944. McKenzie sought to “define human ecology as a study of the 

spatial and temporal relations of human beings as affected by the selective, distributive, 

and accommodative forces of the environment. Human ecology is fundamentally 

interested in the effect of position, in both time and space, upon human institutions and 

human behavior” (1924, p. 288). Hawley saw human ecology in straightforward terms 

and defined it as follows: “in simplest terms, human ecology is the descriptive study of 

the adjustment of human populations to the conditions of their respective physical 

environments” (1944, p. 403). 

 

Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory as defined in his 1979 book The Ecology 

of Human Development proposed five socially organised subsystems that ranged from 

the micro system which refers to the relationship between the developing person and 

their immediate environment, such as school and family, to the macro system which 

refers to institutional patterns of culture, such as the economy, customs, and bodies of 

knowledge.
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The use of traditionally sociological tools such as Bronfenbrenner’s study was useful to 

my research because of its consideration of development and growth within a complex 

and adaptive system. In a later work, Ecological Models of Human Development, 

Bronfenbrenner wrote that “species Homo sapiens appears to be unique in its capacity 

to adapt to, tolerate, and especially to create the ecologies in which it lives and grows” 

(1993, p. 41). 

 

Bronfenbrenner emphasises our capacity to not only live within various ecologies but 

that humanity has the capacity and the orientation to create them also. This capacity to 

create and to live within ecologies strongly resonates with Geertz’s “webs of 

significance” (1973, p. 5). Again there is the dual orientation of independence to create 

our own paths but also a dependence on the environment around us for sustainability. 

The ecological position acknowledges the independent capacity but seeks to remind us 

of the dependence we also have. 

 

Netting stated that there is only one way to explain what cultural ecology is and that is 

“to show what it is doing” (1977, p. 6). This approach is echoed by Andrew Taylor in 

describing the concept of a cultural ecology as an area of increasing activity. He 

considered that “one of the problems in measuring the health of any community’s 

cultural ecology is that you first have to determine what a healthy cultural ecology looks 

like” (2005, para. 1). 

 

Taylor’s perspective highlighted the work of the Cultural Initiatives Silicon Valley (CI-

SV.ORG) in Silicon Valley, California who in 2002 developed a practical framework 

for what a healthy cultural ecology might look like and how it would work. The CI-

SV.ORG argued that creativity had been an essential part of the social and financial 

success of Silicon Valley and considered that a healthy cultural ecology had been 

significant in generating "the creative ideas significant to the region’s economic and 

social well-being” (Kreidler & Trounstine, 2005, p. 1). 
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They considered a healthy cultural ecology would be crucial in sustaining these 

circumstances and were concerned to establish an on-going framework for 

understanding, measuring and growing the contribution of the arts, culture and 

creativity to the Silicon Valley area. Their understandings resonated with those of Taine 

and his concept of “the artistic milieu: ‘the general state of manners and mind” (Hall, 

1998, p. 15) which is energised by a particular “moral temperature” (Hall, 1998, p. 15). 

 

The Cultural Initiatives Silicon Valley developed The Creative Community Index (2002) 

and a follow-up document, The Creative Community Index (2005). The 2002 Index 

focused on achieving progress in creativity, connectedness and contribution. The 

Cultural Initiatives Silicon Valley (CI-SV.ORG) believed that supporting productive 

creative activity in the areas of artistic, cultural and civic innovation was essential to the 

overall progress of the region and its continued eminence as a progressive and 

pioneering community. In addition, the capacity of arts and cultural activities and 

groups to play a critical role in connecting people across cultures and affinity groups 

was highlighted. Kreidler states that “Cultural participation helps build a more cohesive, 

connected community. Evidence is growing that the long-term health of communities 

and economies is tied to a healthy stock of social capital – bonds of trusting, knowing, 

reciprocal relationships” (2002, p. 6). 

 

For the Cultural Initiatives Silicon Valley David Putnam’s concept of ‘social capital’, as 

explored in Bowling Alone (2000), was crucial, as it defined the types of participation 

that would bring the most benefits to the individual participant and their community. 

For Cultural Initiatives Silicon Valley: 

Opportunities to create social capital through cultural participation are 

highest when people are involved as active participants or presenters of an 

activity; opportunities are lowest when the people are primarily spectators 

(e.g. looking at a painting or listening to a concert). (Kreidler, 2002, p. 6) 
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Increased contribution was a key part of the 2002 Creative Community Index as 

intended measures of community engagement. The Cultural Initiatives Silicon Valley 

had a belief in Silicon Valley’s impact on both the global and the local creative 

environment. 

The notion of contribution can be viewed from at least two perspectives: 1.) 

the contribution that Silicon Valley makes to the global advancement of the 

arts and culture; and 2.) the local contribution that the arts make to the 

enrichment of our families, our communities and our personal lives. 

(Kreidler, 2002, p. 6) 

 

Three years later, further research resulted in the publication of the 2005 Creative 

Community Index and found that a balance and collaboration between the following 

elements was critical to the operation of a healthy cultural ecology: 

Cultural literacy is defined as fluency in traditions, aesthetics, manners, 

customs, language and the arts, and the ability to apply critical thinking and 

creativity to these elements. Cultural literacy is acquired through formal 

institutions such as schools, fraternal groups and religious congregations, 

and informal institutions such as the family. 

Participatory cultural practice is the engagement of individuals and 

groups in cultural activities in a nonprofessional setting. Drawing, writing 

poetry, cosmetic makeup, singing in a community chorus, social dance, and 

garage rock bands are examples of participatory cultural practice (the term 

“amateur” conveys a similar meaning). 

Professional cultural goods and services are the products of formally 

organized cultural producers and individual professional practitioners, 

whether working in the commercial or nonprofit sector. (Kreidler & 

Trounstine, 2005, p. 6) 
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Professional goods and services, as defined by the CI-SV.ORG, refers to goods and or 

services that have a market-derived value, usually a specific monetary value. Some 

illustrations of professional goods and services on the Gold Coast might include the 

touring production of Julius Caesar by a nationally acclaimed theatre company 

presented at the local Arts Centre Gold Coast, a new computer game produced by a 

local software company, support for a professional director to work with a local amateur 

or independent company, a public sculpture commissioned from a local artist by the 

Gold Coast City Council for one of its local parks, or a computer graphic created by a 

local artist for use on a tourist website. 

 

The following diagram from the 2005 Creative Community Index shows the cultural 

ecology as a structural hierarchy: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2.1 A Cultural Ecology 

(Cultural Initiatives Silicon Valley, 2005, p. 6) 

 

The CI-SV.ORG describe “participatory cultural practice”, that is nonprofessional or 

informal, as being central to the framework (Kreidler & Trounstine, 2005, pp. 12-13).
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This research demonstrated that the Gold Coast provided many such opportunities for 

theatre participation for people from the Gold Coast region. The fifteen amateur 

theatres, the Arts Centre Gold Coast and a significant number of training schools 

provided an extensive range of opportunities for community members to participate in 

theatre-making from onstage, to backstage to participation in front-of-house and other 

theatre related activities. This means that the community has necessary resources 

available for members of the community to develop literacy or knowledge and capacity 

through practical engagement in theatre and its various disciplines and genres. 

 

The Creative Community Index (2005) provided some very important guides for my 

research as it demonstrated that the level of professional goods and services relies on the 

underlying foundation of participatory practice in at least three ways. The CI-SV.ORG 

study asserts that: 

1. Most professional cultural workers begin as amateurs; 

2. Participatory practitioners are the most frequent customers for 

professional goods and services; 

3. Innovation in professional goods and services often originates in the 

domain of participatory practice; new trends in music and fashion are good 

examples. (Kreidler & Trounstine, 2005, p. 7) 

 

In The Creative Community Index (2002) Cultural Initiatives Silicon Valley developed 

an analytic framework that recognised these three interrelated components of a healthy 

cultural ecology. The supported elements, established as areas for growth, were cultural 

literacy, participatory cultural practice, and professional cultural goods and services. 

Extended research enabled CI-SV.ORG to construct: 

…a simple conceptual framework based on a causal theory of the impact of 

the cultural sector on a community. The theory is that various levers are 

available for influencing the dynamics of the arts and culture in Silicon 

Valley. As these levers are exercised (e.g., a local city government 

establishes an ordinance to support the acquisition of public works of art), 
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they generate assets (e.g. sculptures, fountains or murals). These assets, in 

turn, provide a basis for public participation in the arts and culture (e.g. 

enjoying a piece of sculpture in the midst of a shopping district). Finally, the 

accumulated results of this participation are measurable outcomes, such as 

increased feelings of connectedness to neighbors or heightened sense of 

community identification as a result of living in an aesthetically inspiring 

environment. (Kreidler, 2002, p. 5) 

 

Causality is the key and driving element in the system and this approach suggests 

qualities of connection, connectedness, of back and forth, of flow and consequential 

action. The following diagram was devised by Cultural Initiatives Silicon Valley and 

gives a sense of the causal relationship between the various components of the ecology 

(Kreidler, 2002, p. 5). 

Figure 2.2 A Simple Conceptual Framework Based on a Causal Theory of the Impact of 

the Cultural Sector on a Community. 

(Cultural Initiatives Silicon Valley, 2002, p. 5) 
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The ideas represented in this diagram can be applied to the cultural ecology of the Gold 

Coast. What this diagram shows is the structure and the interrelatedness of each of the 

sections and emphasises the causal nature of their relationships. The Silicon Valley 

model offered me an important direction in terms of the practical underpinnings of an 

ecology and the action that a community could take in gaining positive benefits from its 

engagement and investment in a healthy cultural life. 

 

The basis of this approach comes from a commitment to arts education (or literacy), 

investment and government policies that support and develop local cultural activities 

from within the community. In The Creative Community Index (2002) The Cultural 

Initiatives Silicon Valley states “To initiate this project, it was necessary to establish an 

organizing framework for understanding the arts, culture and creativity of Silicon 

Valley” (Kreidler, 2002, p. 3). 

 

The framework highlights the importance of cultural assets being part of a collective or 

a combined approach and not operating as separate entities that do not acknowledge a 

broader role in the community. The Creative Community Index (2002, 2005) sees 

participation as central to a strong creative and community life and notes there are 

considerable benefits for those who wish to participate and for those who move to the 

professional goods and service sector. The use of causality is also significant for my 

Gold Coast research in terms of the relationship between the region’s own cultural 

levers, its assets, the degree and quality of participation and the relationship to the 

professional goods and services sector. The use of causality provides a clear connection 

between arts activities and the Creative Industries approach championed by writers such 

as Florida (2004). 
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2.4.3 Ecology and the Arts 

Mark Robinson points out that the term ‘arts ecology’ has, to a certain extent, replaced 

phrases such as ‘arts economy’ and ‘arts sector’ (2010, p. 23). This is part of a continual 

process that has seen artists and arts organisations seeking to find connection and 

relevance to changing government and community concerns through the use of less 

artistic terms such as ‘industry’ or ‘sector’. Ecology follows this trend but also has been 

embraced because it has resonances that go beyond the former, somewhat flat technical 

terms and suggests a deeper sense of the complexities and linkages between the arts 

sector and the wider community. 

 

Keith Gallasch described the arts as “an ecosystem: a self-organising, intricate, dynamic 

network of numerous agents looped together, competing for but primarily sharing 

resources, mutually evolving and responding to emerging organisms and innovations, 

and without a governing consciousness” (2005, p. 2). He initially saw ecology as a 

helpful metaphor to reframe and, perhaps combat, the “fragmentary and utilitarian view 

of the arts inherent in the pervasive managerial model of the moment” (Gallasch, 2005, 

p. 2) but discovered that it was more than an analogy. In Art in a Cold Climate he writes 

that “Human systems, whether linguistic, economic or cultural, operate not just like 

natural systems, but in the same way, as self-organising systems, albeit with varying 

degrees of conscious agency” (Gallasch, 2005, pp. 2-3). 

 

Kevin McCarthy, Elizabeth Ondaatje and Jennifer Novak, more simply, describe a local 

arts ecology as being constituted by three elements: “the arts infrastructure, their 

support structures, and the community contexts in which they operate” (2007, p. xiv). 

Bill Ivey, in Expressive Life and The Public Interest, advises viewing “individual 

artistic activities as components of an ecological system – an interconnected 

environment made up of market forces, disparate cultures, community attitudes, 

government policy and corporate practices” (2009, p. 29). For Ivey, this interconnected 

approach forms part of a much larger project that seeks to reconnect the arts with a 

broader constituency in the community. Later in this study I utilise the phrase ‘theatrical 

life’ and the meanings that I draw are deliberately affiliated with Ivey’s ‘Expressive 

Life’ concepts.
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In Making Adaptive Resilience Real Robinson specifically explores “what the 

components of an arts ecology are, and how they might interrelate” (2010, p. 24). He 

believes that questions of constitution, membership and the nature of connection have 

not been fully explored and emphasises the importance of the relationship between a 

particular arts entity and other members of the local arts sector. For my research, that 

meant reflecting on the associations, not only between the various theatre companies, 

producers and individuals, but also with the broader arts sector, the wider community of 

the Gold Coast region, its economy and culture. My research was a response to this lack 

of extended analysis about the nature of arts inter-relationships. 

 

Significantly, Robinson describes an arts ecology using a series of “nested systems” 

(2010, p. 24) where what happens in one area affects the other areas. Robinson’s use of 

a nested system to describe a cultural ecology echoes Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological 

Systems Theory. “The ecological environment is conceived topographically as a nested 

arrangement of concentric structures, each contained within the next” (Bronfenbrenner, 

1979, p. 22). These circles that represent a range of influences on the arts sector are not 

solid delineated barriers but are porous and ideas, money and people flow through each 

nest, in a similar way to a tidal lock system on a river. Robinson points out the 

interdependence between the arts industry and its locale. “What happens in a town or 

city – economics, population change, transport, etc. – impacts on the arts sector. What 

happens in the arts or in an arts venue changes the city” (2010, p. 25). 

 

According to the Centre for Ecoliteracy: 

Nature is made up of systems that are nested within systems. Each 

individual system is an integrated whole and—at the same time — part of 

larger systems. Changes within a system can affect the sustainability of the 

systems that are nested within it as well as the larger systems in which it 

exists. For example: Cells are nested within organs within organisms within 

ecosystems. (Center for Ecoliteracy, n.d., para. 6) 
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Nested systems were an important element of Bronfenbrenner’s work in human 

ecology. In Ecological Models of Human Development he wrote that “the ecological 

environment is conceived as a set of nested structures, each inside the other like a set of 

Russian dolls” (1993, p. 39). Like the Russian or Babushka doll, a nested ecology has 

systems within systems, some systems containing other systems, systems being part of 

each other and interacting with the environment around them. 

 

Robinson (2010) uses the following diagram to demonstrate the make-up of an arts 

ecology as a nested system. As with the Russian Doll metaphor, one ring sits within 

another and Robinson works from the individual artist to the arts organisation, to the 

institutions, to the art form, out through to the economy and society that supports the 

arts activity. 

 

 

Figure 2.3 One Version of an Arts Ecology 

(Robinson, 2010, p. 25) 



THEATRE ECOLOGY OF THE GOLD COAST OF AUSTRALIA     76 

For Robinson “the centre of this schematic version of an arts ecology is the individual, 

in particular the artist. Without that centre system – what artists are doing, how they are 

innovating and evolving – little change will occur elsewhere” (2010, pp. 24-25). This 

model can be used alternatively, with different elements of the arts sector placed in the 

central area and then the other members of that particular system could be placed 

around them. It may be argued that given the present approaches of funding authorities 

and government policy that these funders are more likely to be at the centre of some 

models of arts ecologies. 

 

Robinson emphasises that the arrangements and connections within the framework are 

fluid and an important realisation from this diagram is placement and what actually 

connects one component to another. For Robinson a key question was “the role and 

position of arts organisation in their locality and its systems” (2010, p. 25). In building 

this system he asked a series of questions that sought to examine the nature of the 

relationships in the systems and where groups, in particular, situated themselves in 

relation to each other. Points of connection and divergence would centre on the shared 

interests and the opposed positions of the system’s components. Robinson was 

concerned with the level of diversity in the system and whether there were gaps and 

duplications in it. He also described a need to acknowledge the influence of other 

significant potential influences such as funding policy and programmes, the local 

economy and other institutions on the system. 

 

Folke Günther and Carl Folke (1993) describe living systems as nested and consist of 

basic materials, cells, organisms, ecosystems and their environments, all continuously 

interacting in time and space. Life is an integrated process of nested living systems 

interacting with each other. Günther and Folke depict one type of system to be 

‘autopoietic’ which is “the cyclic interactions of three or more different parts of a 

system, mutually shaping each other to a metabolic network” (1993, p. 6). 

 

Sharpe also uses this word to emphasise that “living things do act to preserve their 

identity and operational integrity” (2008, p. 8).  
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Sharpe describes autopoeisis as “making the self” (2008, p. 8) and it can be used in an 

individual or organisational context. It is a process in which: 

The organism must find certain sorts of resources around it to maintain its 

life. By virtue of what it is, certain things are life-giving, and others are life-

threatening, and even the simplest living thing has processes to move 

towards the one and away from the other. Thus a living thing and its 

environment enact, or bring forth, a world in which we see values ‘for’ the 

organism – things become food, shelter, threats, predators, and so on. (2008, 

p. 8) 

 

The end result is continuous production of the self. The living thing interacts with the 

world around it in a process of constant exchange. This resonates with Kershaw’s 

discussion of ecology and “how the word’s etymology implies that organisms – 

including humans – are both a part of and apart from their environments, reflexively 

alert to themselves as agents in/for environments” (2007, p. 17). This connects very 

much to the notion of a co –existence within an organism of both a sense and need for 

independence and yet a dependence for survival’s sake between an organism and its 

environment. Both dependencies are in play at the same time. 

 

Günther and Folke note that an autopoietic “system is both self-reliant and self-

referential. It is produced by itself” (1993, p. 6). They connect these qualities to 

ecologies or ecosystems by asserting that “supersystems (e.g. ecosystems or organisms) 

consists of subsystems (organisms respectively cells). They are nested within each 

other, and from this view inseparable, since they, though clearly individual, consist of 

each other. The nested system consists of identifiable, self-organising parts…” (1993, p. 

9). 

 

Likening a theatre ecology to a nested system that is autopoietic encourages a deeper 

understanding of the complexities of the relationships between components of that 

ecology. 



THEATRE ECOLOGY OF THE GOLD COAST OF AUSTRALIA     78 

Members of a theatre ecology position themselves alongside each other in a region or a 

community, interacting with each other, drawing from the environment around them the 

necessary resources that each needs to sustain themselves. All members of the theatre 

ecology are shaped by each other in terms of use of resources such as space, company 

members, artistic programming and the availability of audiences who themselves 

fashion other ecologies. Indeed the overall theatre ecology is made up of subsystems of 

ecologies. A production ecology is the process of rehearsing and presenting a play or a 

musical within a company and is an experience of working in, and with, a series of 

nested systems. These nested systems contain elements such as producers, cast, crew, 

the people working in ancillary support areas such as front of house, marketing, 

promotions and the audience members. Each of these elements may have different 

processes and different needs but all are connected through the overall production 

ecology. 

 

Often theatre companies have emerged from within each other as various members 

leave and establish new companies because they have developed different artistic 

interests to their original companies. So there is a process of dependence and a search 

for independence. As stated above each element identifies that which sustains it and that 

which threatens its survival and this is a constant process of engagement. 

 

For Robinson the point of having an ecological view is to bring not only attention, but 

strategies and resources to focus on the whole system and its health, the whole network 

and not individual elements (2010, p. 23). He cites two influential papers by John Knell 

The Art of Dying (2005), and The Art of Living (2007) both of “which argued for a new 

cultural compact and explicit prioritisation of the whole arts ecology over the 

maintenance of any individual element” (Robinson, 2010, p. 14). This argument 

resonates with Robyn Archer’s (2010) description of present government arts policies in 

Australia as being concerned with preserving the ‘tall trees’ of arts and culture, the 

major arts organisations, and not giving the necessary attention to the ‘forest floor’. 
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In a newspaper article Archer used the following metaphor to describe her concern: 

“It's the forest argument,” Archer says. “If you only serve the tall trees, 

sooner or later they will decay or a catastrophe will come along and knock 

them down.” To lend resilience to the tall timber, you have to nurture 

everything close to the ground, a metaphor she then applies to the arts 

sector. (Archer as cited in Sorensen, 2010) 

 

Embracing an ecological view has meant embracing ideas of sustainability and 

recognising that a loss of diversity in the arts is what will undermine its resilience and 

therefore its sustainability. Diversity requires the presence of small and large arts 

organisations, as well as the individual artists; room must be made for growth on the 

forest floor as well as encouraging dynamism amongst the tree tops. 

 

2.4.4 Ecology and Resilience  

Archer (2010) has been instrumental in bringing the ideas that underpin Brian Walker 

and David Salt’s 2006 book Resilience Thinking into arts thinking in Australia. For 

Walker and Salt sustainability depends on resilience, that they define as being “the 

capacity of a system to absorb disturbance and still retain its basic function and 

structure” (2006, p xiii). They emphasise that two ideational structures, change and 

consistency, are contradictory yet sit side by side in this concept. An organisation, event 

or system adjusts to change, which is constant and to be expected, without losing a clear 

sense of its purpose or goals. Walker and Salt put forward the idea that “we are all part 

of linked systems of humans and nature (referred to… as social-ecological systems)” 

(2006, p. 11). They define social ecological systems by saying that “we all live and 

operate in social systems that are inextricably linked with the ecological systems in 

which they are embedded; we exist within social-ecological systems” (2006, p. 31). To 

consider the arts, particularly theatre, as being a social-ecological system immediately 

acknowledges the sort of elements that theatre brings together – that it is a complex 

interplay of contexts; human artistic, social, cultural, physical, organisational and 

environmental. 
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Bentley sees theatre as “boasting of being a meeting place of all the arts, requires a too 

rare conjunction of economic, social, and artistic elements” (Bentley, 1955, p. 233). For 

Walker and Salt “regions and businesses are interlinked systems of people and nature 

driven and dominated by the manner in which they respond to and interact with each 

other. They are complex systems, continually adapting to change” (2006, p. 8). Walker 

and Salt also use a nested system, and the Russian dolls metaphor, to demonstrate not 

only that the different levels of a system sit within each other but that each level is 

going through an adaptive cycle continuously. They make the point that if the 

organisation is large enough, then different parts of the organisation could be going 

through different parts of the cycle at different rates. Robinson (2010) utilises the 

Adaptive Cycle as described by Walker and Salt (2006). The cycle has four phases: 

these are growth, consolidation, release and reorganisation. 

Growth: This is characterised by innovation and high demand for products 

or services and resources to meet demand; resources move around as a 

result. Duplication of activity, organisations or staffing may arise. Networks 

develop very rapidly, often informally, again with some duplication. 

 

Consolidation: Over time, resources become more fixed, both internally in 

terms of staffing and physical asset use, but also externally in terms of 

demand becoming predictable. Capacity is built, in terms of structures of 

organisations and networks, and things become more ‘efficient’. Budgets 

are more fixed. During the late consolidation phase, systems can become 

vulnerable to unforeseen disturbance if they are either too fixed or not 

paying enough attention to their operating environment. Some may fall into 

the ‘Rigidity Trap’ of hanging on to structures and ways of working that 

need to adapt to changes in the environment or internal changes. 
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Release: This phase usually begins when a disturbance, or set of 

disturbances, creates the need for change. This may be internally or 

externally driven and seemingly either positive or negative (e.g. departure of 

a long-standing CEO, a funder having to cut grants and move to 

commissioning, a hit show leading to demands for more touring). Resources 

are necessarily freed up and can be reallocated. Often this phase feels like an 

emergency, but even if not, it is usually quite rapid, as it is a less productive 

phase for any system. It is sometimes known as ‘creative destruction’, 

where its relation to innovation is clear. 

 

Reorganisation: Release leads into renewal and redesign, which create new 

potential and stimulate fresh innovation, carrying some of the learning from 

the previous cycle. Although this and the release phase (sometimes called 

the ‘back loop’) can feel traumatic, they are also creative and full of 

possibility. Reorganisation often then moves back into growth or 

consolidation, with the paradigms created during the creative destruction 

and renewal phases shaping the next cycle. (Robinson, 2010, pp. 18-20) 

 

A theatre company is constantly dealing with changing circumstances that affect its 

capacity to keep producing work. These variable circumstances may be brought on by 

funding policy changes, audience volatility or key people retiring or moving on to 

another company. The competitive environment may be changing because of new 

venues, new productions, festivals or operational managements changing. In regional 

communities such as the Gold Coast there are other specific elements such as rapid and 

regular population migration in and out of the community, a difficulty in maintaining a 

talent pool and limited audiences and resources. Archer (2009) illustrates the 

importance of accessibility to resources to encourage diversity amongst a domain. 
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This resilience is built all the time and every step of the way by ensuring 

that not just the tall trees are nurtured, cared for and invested in but that all 

the little wildfires, all the little experiments, failures or not, are equally 

supported, so that when the tall trees totter and start to decay – as they 

absolutely will ( look at what’s being said right now about energy or cars or 

manufacture or sheep or wheat – those mainstays of our society just sixty 

years ago), the saplings are already strong enough to keep the forest alive. 

(Archer, 2009, p. 18) 

 

In fact most small theatres in this country struggle for both resources and the time to 

grow as arts organisations. Yet, “as in all industries, innovation starts in the smaller 

enterprises, as they have the most to gain from change” (Baylis, 2009, p. 4). Ian Roberts 

argues that small companies “are the major source of new and innovative Australian 

theatre. They are the ‘exploration’ division of the theatre industry in Australia” (2003, p. 

17). 

 

Archer (2009) uses the forest metaphor to explore how recent funding policy activities 

have been less effective in assisting the sustainability and resilience of the new growth. 

It is the younger, more fragile, less defined, less substantial and less profitable arts 

organisations that have suffered in this funding context. For Archer the smaller 

elements, “the very things which are considered not the main game, and expendable in 

hard times, may be the very things which assure your stability, your resilience in the 

future” (2009, p. 20). 

 

2.4.5 Ecology and Economy 

The previous sections of this research have explored arts and cultural ecologies as 

frameworks, as ways of considering the breadth and complexity of relationships and 

interdependencies in such systems. Leicester and Sharpe added another level to this 

exploration with Producing the Future: Understanding Watershed’s Role in Ecosystems 

of Cultural Innovation.  
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Their study, based on research at the Watershed Centre in Bristol in the United 

Kingdom used “ecological thinking to understand how the arts work in society and in 

the economy” (2010, p. 10). Leicester and Sharpe assert that “each system has its own 

conditions of integrity” (2010, p. 49) and they provide this graph to illustrate the 

challenges that an arts activity has in finding a balance between the two economies that 

they may be operating in. 

 

Figure 2.4 The Healthy Creative Ecosystem  

Balancing the economies of money and meaning. (Leicester & Sharpe, 2010, p. 34) 

 

The two economies Leicester and Sharpe refer to are those of meaning and exchange. 

The economy of meaning is the significance of the project in artistic, social or cultural 

terms. The economy of exchange is money or access to resources. If there is an 

imbalance between the two, for example if there is too much concern with generating 

either artistic or financial outcomes, then the activity may not survive. The optimal area 

is where the two axis combine and there is a balance or as Leicester and Sharpe describe 

it “a healthy creative ecosystem is one in which they are so configured as to feed and 

replenish each other, the sweet spot combining money and meaning” (2010, p. 35).  
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The sweet spot is, for Leicester and Sharpe, the balance needed by any arts event or arts 

organisation between artistic and economic values and its efforts to maximise its results 

in those areas without damaging either economy. 

 

There were three concepts that Leicester and Sharpe used. The first was value and it was 

used to describe the significance or meaning that we place on objects, experiences, 

relationships and other components of our lives. They describe value in two ways: 

alienable and, its opposite, inalienable. Money has an “alienable value – it rests on the 

idea of moving around ‘property’ – things we own and can give to other people” (2010, 

p. 12). Inalienable value refers to “things that we own but cannot give to other people” 

(2010, p. 12). An event, an experience, a set of values as expressed in religious or moral 

codes, a relationship or a certain object will have particular significance or meaning for 

us and they are matters that are inalienable because we cannot give them to other 

people. We can, however, share with others the meaning, and the benefits, that we 

assign or give to these elements or experiences. 

 

The second concept in terms of arts and its relationship to economy was currency and 

its role of coordinating “individuals and society into a cultural system of shared order 

and valuing” (Leicester & Sharpe, 2010, p. 25). A currency acts as an enabler or 

facilitator and assists movement of goods, ideas and experiences through an economy. 

The most familiar currency is money and Leicester and Sharpe discuss its key role as a 

token that can be exchanged or traded in a “shared cultural system” (2010, p. 25) where 

items have a price put on them; this enables an exchange between the producer or owner 

and the purchaser. As further examples they note that “measurement is the currency of 

science. The shared cultural system of scientific investigation relies on sound data and 

comparable results across teams, across cultures, across disciplines” (2010, p. 26). 

Another example is voting which they see as “the currency of a democratic political 

system” (2010, p. 26). It allows voters and society to make their attitudes known about 

government and about communal issues that affect them.  
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It is important that each currency be seen as above reproach for the reputation of science 

and the political system. Each currency can be seen as enclosing or setting some 

boundaries around a particular economy. They can intersect so that money does have a 

role in both science and political systems but it cannot be allowed to alter the integrity 

of the particular system. Leicester and Sharpe provide examples of falsification of 

scientific results for monetary gain, or money used to purchase votes as ways the 

integrity of a particular system can be diminished (2010, p. 26). 

 

For Leicester and Sharpe “art is the currency of experience” (2010, p. 12) with the 

capacity to act as a medium through which our individual experiences can be shared in a 

broader pattern of community experience. They describe the arts in this way because it 

enables us to put our individual experiences into motion as shared meaning. “Art thus 

intertwines with all our culture, infusing it with the means to express what we find to be 

the general experience of being human, and the particular path of our own life” (Sharpe, 

2010, p. 28). Art, then, can be a public way of sharing our human experiences and it 

circulates these in the same manner that money circulates materials in the currency of 

exchange. Both act as facilitators or enablers in their particular economies. In terms of 

this discussion, theatre is also a currency of experience but based on specific aesthetic 

choices about the nature of that experience and how it is shared. 

 

The third key principle that Leicester and Sharpe develop is that of using different tools 

or concepts as a way of gaining different perspectives on a subject. For example, by 

using both economy and ecology as alternate ways of viewing the interactions of a 

complex set of subsystems different features become apparent. 

The essential distinction is that ecology is a disciplined way of thinking 

about what is. It is a science that will describe exactly what is going on in an 

ecosystem, what flows through it to keep it healthy, what are the 

relationships between the various constituent parts. Economy, on the other 

hand, is a way of thinking about the same system from the perspective of 

what for? (Leicester & Sharpe, 2010, p. 23) 
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Sharpe (2007, 2010) uses the metaphor of a forest to describe ‘what is’. A forest is the 

result of the various and particular activities and components of the environment in 

which it lives. It has no ‘purpose’ other than to respond to these conditions in a way that 

maintains those conditions and itself. If however a tree in that forest is cut down for the 

purpose of building a fire, a house or becomes managed to fill the needs of the furniture 

or the woodchip industry then the forest begins to move from a condition of ‘what is’ to 

‘what it’s for’. Indeed a relationship is then established between the forest and those that 

would utilise it for other things, as they are both now in a relationship that is responsible 

for the maintenance or destruction of that forest. 

 

The transition from ‘what is’, thinking ecologically, to ‘what it’s for’, thinking 

economically, is described by Leicester and Sharpe as a shift in the conceptual 

understanding of the issue. “The shift from ecosystem thinking to economic thinking, 

from ‘what is?’ to ‘what for?’ is a shift in perspective. It is the value shift” (2010, p. 23).  

Value is never intrinsic to an object. It arises from taking that object as a 

matter of concern, in the framework of a particular pattern of relationships – 

an ecosystem, a habitat, a forest, a plantation, or a commercial economy. …. 

There is no value except as it is expressed in relationship. (Leicester & 

Sharpe, 2010, pp. 23-24) 

 

No object or event or other thing has any value until we as individuals, organisations 

and communities see a value in its utility. Before this, it exists for its own sake. When 

something is valued for what it’s for, or its utility, then an economy emerges and value 

judgments are made through a relationship with that item, that resource or that activity. 

Leicester and Sharpe (2010) use the example of a coffee shop and how the key value is 

the quality of the coffee. Value is then added through the other experiences that a 

customer can have in terms of conversation with interesting staff members, access to 

computer facilities and newspapers. The coffee increases in value, not necessarily in a 

financial sense, as its consumption facilitates other experiences (Leicester & Sharpe, 

2010, p. 25). 
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As Leicester and Sharpe (2010) assert, the value of an object or an activity is produced 

by the user of the object/activity in relationship to the maker or the producer. An 

economy emerges in this transition when an object is taken beyond its producer and 

given value by someone who utilises it. Of particular note to theatre practice is Leicester 

and Sharpe’s observation that value can only be expressed through relationships. The 

theatre-making process is marked by a series of relationships where groups of people 

gather to give value to the script and the performance by being engaged and present as 

performers and as audiences. 

The economy brings together people who have a shared appreciation of 

value, a shared perspective. They do not have to have the same perspective, 

or value things equally – just so long as their different perspectives can be 

coordinated and related to each other in an economy. (Leicester & Sharpe 

2010, p. 24) 

 

This idea of co-ordination is critical. A ‘shared appreciation’ or understanding may not 

lead to the same perspective on value of the item or event but the currency of an 

economy allows the different perspectives to come together. People interested in the 

object or activity may share an understanding of its value, but they could have a 

different view on its ‘value’ and the action they make take as a result. Leicester and 

Sharpe cite the example of the horizon to show that cultural perspective is an individual 

one, “although each of us perceives a unique horizon, our knowledge that this is a 

shared experience common to all individuals allows us to name a single phenomenon” 

(2010, p. 24). 

 

It is possible to look at the experience of watching a football match or a play in this 

way. The crowd are all watching the same two teams chasing the ball or watching the 

same two actors playing a scene and each individual within the crowd will have quite 

different perceptions or experiences of the event. No crowd or audience member has the 

same perspective on an activity that is valued by all. These individual perspectives can 

be generated by our positions in the viewing areas, the reasons that have brought us here 

or the people with whom we are attending. 
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In Homo Poeticus and The Art of Culture Sharpe uses the example of a book reading 

club to explore the concepts of currency and value in terms of its operation and 

meaning. His example begins with the author who, in a “sustained use of the 

imagination” (2007, p. 10), constructs a book which is an amalgam of ideas, concepts, 

experiences, arguments, characters, situations and words that have individual and 

collective meaning for the author. S/he has crafted this material into a cohesive whole. 

The readers of a book group then respond to the book individually with their particular 

range of experiences, attitudes and interpretations. Again these are sustained uses of 

imagination on the part of these members. All of the individual responses are then 

brought into the forum of the book group where each person shares their responses and 

collectively builds a conversation from these individual opinions and responses. This 

sharing of responses and discussion-building is a further exercise in sustained 

imagination in response to the book, as their individual responses are then tempered by 

the collective discussion. The success of the group will depend on the connective 

quality of this exchange and how it supports the meaning that each group member 

brings to the book and the value they place on being a member of the club. 

 

Another view of this exchange of value comes from Taylor who states that “all value is 

co-constructed” (2006, p. 4). For Taylor a powerful experience in the arts requires the 

collaboration of both the artist and the person engaging with the art work. 

Consider any powerful, transformative moment you’ve had with an act or 

artifact of creative expression. That moment required at least TWO lifetimes 

to form its value – your lifetime to that moment and the artist’s. There was a 

resonance between your experiences or emotions and the expressive voice. 

The moment required them both. The value was co-constructed. (Taylor, 

2006, p. 4) 

 

Taylor cites John Dewey’s 1930’s Art as Experience lectures as being an influential 

discussion about the “invocational and communal qualities of expression” (2006, p. 4). 

A similar communal process of co-construction occurs between the members of the 

book reading club. 
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Sharpe notes that the quality and significance of the conversation, or experience, can be 

only amplified or maximised through exchanges that connect to the values that the 

members hold individually and collectively. The ecology of the book club is created by 

the members and it is a system whose health is maintained by the choice of books and 

the conversation that emerges (2007, p. 10). 

 

If, however, the author becomes aware of the responses of the club members and 

considers these comments as being very useful in marketing the book and uses them for 

that purpose then something has changed. The value of those comments begins to alter, 

as indeed does the club’s, if the author attends the book club meetings with the 

expectation of harvesting useful comments with which to market his/her book. Or if the 

author begins to hold special meetings with book club members with the express intent 

of gathering material that will help with the sale of the book (Sharpe, 2007, p. 11). 

 

If the book reading club gets together for reasons other than those that maximise the 

values and meanings the members draw from it, or – to return to the original metaphor – 

if the forest’s capacity to regenerate itself is damaged through it being managed for 

other purposes, then the initial conditions become unsustainable and the actual 

experience becomes something else. This is not to say that all book clubs and forests are 

the same, or that they should not have anything to do with potentially exploitative 

authors or logging companies but as Sharpe states “the issue really is one of ensuring 

that the relationship between different uses does not damage the integrity of the 

systems” (2010, p. 11). All of these situations show more than one ecology or economy 

coming together. The task is one of now managing the resource so that its original 

activity, the ‘what it is’, is maintained while managing the new value that the author or 

the forestry company, the ‘what it’s now for’, brings to its processes. 

Why is it helpful to view this as an ecosystem? Because, in the account we 

have just given, the meaning both enriches and is enriched by the encounters 

of all the actors in the system; it circulates amongst them. (Sharpe, 2007, p. 

10) 
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In all of these examples the maintenance of system ‘integrity’ is essential. Whether it is 

the capacity of the forest to continue to produce the original timber, the capacity of the 

coffee shop to maintain the quality of coffee and service that first attracted customers or 

the capacity of the book group to maintain the integrity of the conversation that gives 

the book club the experience and meaning that its members value. 

 

2.4.6 Ecology, Economy and Society 

A further ecological consideration is how the arts, in particular theatre, can be 

understood to function as part of a community, region or city. Ivey’s concept of an 

‘Expressive Life’ can be interpreted as an ecological framework because it describes a 

more inclusive, interconnected network of individuals, organisations, histories and 

philosophies in which the arts are seen as a necessary component of a community by the 

majority of its members. For Ivey: 

…the concept of a ‘vibrant expressive life’ can be likened to the accepted 

notion of a ‘healthy environment’. When viewed as a whole, expressive life 

encompasses many interconnected elements critical to quality of life in the 

same way the confluence of air, water and wildlife gives an inclusive 

character to the policy regime engaging environmental protection. (2009, 

pp. 27-28) 

 

Ivey (2009) advocates that arguments about the value of the arts need to go beyond the 

usual binaries of the intrinsic versus the instrumental. In ‘Expressive Life’ he provides 

an inclusive framework that connects the arts in community beyond its usual discipline 

boundaries and, significantly for my research, it opens up pathways to explore the 

relationship between the amateur and professional parts of the theatre. In many ways it 

is similar to the spectrum of engagement that Finnegan (2007) writes about, in terms of 

all the different musicians who have the capacity to participate, to contribute and to be 

part of a much larger group of people for whom music is a significant and valued 

activity. Ivey breaks the concept of ‘Expressive Life’ into two halves, the first is 

Heritage and the second is Voice.  
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Heritage is about providing a sense of “belonging, continuity, community and history; it 

is expressed through art and ideas grounded in family, neighbourhood, ethnicity, 

nationality and the many linkages that provide securing knowledge that we come from a 

specific place and are not alone” (2009, p. 26). 

 

This half of ‘Expressive Life’ connects to, as Finnegan put it, “the quality of people’s 

pathways in modern urban life” (2007, p xiii). It is the place where the arts, and theatre, 

most directly reflect and are shaped by the interests, experiences, aspirations and 

composition of a community. In this mode, theatre seeks to accurately reflect, and 

affirm, those interests and experiences. This is not the place where innovation and 

excellence will be the key values; they will have a part to play, but more significant will 

be the many linkages that provide securing knowledge that we are members of a 

specific community. Art and theatre is looked to, by its audience and creators, for 

affirmation, for solidarity, for encouragement and for entertainment. 

 

The practical research phase of my study showed that the ‘heritage’ half of ‘Expressive 

Life’ speaks to the important role and service that amateur theatre provides to the 

community. Amateur theatre is where the line between the audience and the stage is at 

its thinnest and it is where, as Cochrane describes it, “the audience wants to clamber 

into the performance space” (2001, p. 235). 

 

Ivey defines the second half of the ‘Expressive Life’ concept as Voice and says it is 

“quite different: a realm of individual expression where we can be autonomous, 

personally accomplished and cosmopolitan – a space in which we can, at times, even 

challenge the conventions of community or family heritage” (2009, pp. 26-27). 

 

In explaining the two halves Ivey cites folklorist and Professor of English and History, 

Barre Toelken who noted that he saw “all arts as existing along a kind of spectrum, 

ranging from expressions in which community values and aesthetics impinge upon the 

artist to expressions in which the artist impinges upon the culture” (Toelken, 2003, p. 

196).  
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Again the concept of a spectrum emerges with ‘heritage’ at one end where an artist is 

responding to and making art that the community recognises, and ‘voice’ at the other 

end, where the artist is not primarily focused upon the community or responding to its 

attitudes but seeks to craft her/his own work according to her/his own interests. This is 

usually referred to as ‘finding their own voice’. 

 

This connects to the study in the activities of the professional theatre and its relationship 

to the community and to the amateur. The professional position is the place where the 

making of theatre begins to move away from its direct relationship with and reflection 

of the community via amateur theatre and begins to define a different, less personally-

connected relationship with the community. This is where the theatre begins to listen to 

its own voice and the professional context becomes a distancing and aesthetic factor. 

 

Toelken’s (2003) statement and its use of a spectrum to discuss the relationship between 

the artist and the community in which they are working, highlights the way an artist’s 

work changes from reflection and acknowledgment to providing an alternative view. It 

connects to statements that Eric Booth, an associate of Ivey’s, made at a conference in 

Brisbane in 2009 during my research for this thesis. Booth described “entertainment as 

the known” and that “art is the unknown” (Researcher’s Personal Journal, December 8, 

2009). 

 

Ivey’s discussion of the heritage aspect of ‘Expressive Life’ connects with Toelken’s 

statement about art at the end of the spectrum where “community values and aesthetics 

impinge on the artist” (Toelken, 2003, p. 196) and aligns with Booth’s definition of 

entertainment as the known. ‘Voice’ and its more individual expression connect with 

Toelken’s description of the change “to expressions in which the artist impinges upon 

the culture” (Toelken, 2003, p. 196) and seeks a more autonomous, more cosmopolitan 

position that is less bound by the community’s aesthetics and values. This connects to 

Booth’s description of art as the ‘unknown’. This spectrum would see amateur theatre at 

the ‘heritage’ end and professional theatre at the ‘voice’ end. 
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Ivey’s discussion provides a more detailed view of the nature of a theatre spectrum or 

continuum and accommodates a wider range of information about the amateur/heritage 

and professional/voice ends. It enables a more complex view of various theatre 

activities and where they might fit into the continuum. It also allows for a revaluing of 

the notion of heritage as a more dynamic concept. 

 

‘Expressive Life’ reframes our concepts of what ‘the arts’ are and seeks to bring the 

elite arts, the larger arts institutions and organisations together with the amateur, the 

popular, the small independent practitioners and the arts education providers. It reverses 

the position that the professional arts community has argued for itself as being 

sacrosanct. The “arts community has positioned itself as uniquely valuable and uniquely 

entitled to public largess, at times by denigrating popular and amateur (unincorporated) 

art as inferior” (Ivey, 2009, pp. 29-30). For Ivey, the arts has been unsuccessful in its 

arguments for a more significant place in the community because “the metaphors and 

instrumental arguments that have validated the arts as a destination for public largess 

appear increasingly inadequate given shrinking resources and challenges from 

competing sectors like education, health care and the environment” (2009, p. 25). 

 

Ivey’s strategy of “Reframing art and reforming arts organisations as components of the 

broad ecology of expressive life” (2009, p. 29) goes to the whole point of adopting 

ecological thinking. As with Finnegan’s (2007) work, this strategy seeks to make the 

invisible visible and to reveal relationships between arts organisations, individuals and 

the community. The ‘Expressive Life’ concept, as does Finnegan, makes use of a 

spectrum when thinking about the arts and how groups and individuals engage with it. 
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2.5 Ecology and Theatre 

2.5.1 Towards a Theatre Ecology 

Theatre ecology, as a term and as a description, has been used in a number of ways. It is 

often used in journal and theatre articles to express concern about the health of the 

broader theatre sector. It has been used increasingly as government funding programmes 

have been tightening and anxiety is expressed about the impact on the broader theatre 

ecology. An example comes from the Guardian newspaper at the time of major funding 

cuts in the UK in 2006: 

Currently the big subsidised companies, regional theatre and touring theatre 

see themselves as rivals for limited resources. But it's time to pull together 

rather than allowing the brawniest companies to get to the table first and 

carve out individual survival plans. In the end, it all comes down to the 

same fight because in theatre's delicate ecology a small-scale touring 

company has quite as important a place as the National Theatre, and you 

can't have one without the other. (Gardner, 2006, para. 8) 

 

The word ecology emerges as an antidote to the individual competition for funding and 

the appeal is made for the companies to work together in a more connected manner. As 

Robinson (2010) notes, the word ecology has replaced others such as ‘industry’ and 

‘sector’. In its Theatre Sector Plan 2010-2012 the Australia Council refers to “The 

Australian Theatre Ecosystem” (Wallis, 2011, p. 4) and provides a large chart that maps 

its overall involvement with the theatre sector, identifies current issues and outlines 

short and medium term goals and priorities. In its Queensland Arts and Cultural Sector 

Plan 2010–2013 Arts Queensland also takes a holistic view and states that “The 

structure of the arts and cultural sector mirrors the diversity of a natural ecology” 

(Turner, 2010, p. 9). For the organisation there are: “Five vital signs for a healthy arts 

and cultural ecology: 1. Vitality… 2. Connectedness… 3. Public value… 4. Viability… 

5. Resilience… (Turner, 2010, pp. 24-25). “The five vital signs are a barometer of a 

strong and sustainable arts and cultural sector” (Turner, 2010, p. 14). 



THEATRE ECOLOGY OF THE GOLD COAST OF AUSTRALIA     95 

A further example of the developing use of the concept of a theatre ecology is the work 

by Paul Makeham, Bree Hadley and Joon-Yee Kwok, whose A "Value Ecology" 

Approach to the Performing Arts (2012) develops on Baylis’s (2009) value chain 

approach to mapping Queensland theatre by describing a ‘value based’ ecology. In their 

essay, Makeham, Hadley and Kwok state that Baylis’s report “provides a linear image 

of a local performing arts sector in which there are individuals and institutions with 

potential, but specific gaps in the production-distribution-consumption chain that make 

it difficult to deliver work to target markets” (Makeham, Hadley & Kwok, 2012, para. 

17). The move to a ‘value based’ ecology is considered because a ‘value chain’ does not 

provide a full enough picture of the whole system and its context. 

 

When considering a broader approach to the composition of a performing arts ecology, 

there are factors outside of that ecology that can affect its wellbeing and the natural 

cycles, the ebb and flow over time, need to be seen as influencing factors. The word 

‘ecology’ is utilised because of the need to acknowledge the complexities and the 

rhizomic nature of the arts ecology. The constitution, or membership, of the local 

theatre ecology and its particular character was a driving question for my research and 

practical guidance was gained from examples like California’s Theatre Bay Area 

organisation. The Theatre Bay Area’s president, Brad Erickson (2009) states that “as 

members of the theatre community, we are part of another larger environment, a 

dynamic system that might be understood as a theatre ecology”. Erickson says that: 

Our local theatre ecosystem has staggering diversity, complex relationships 

and vital interdependence. We are a network of large LORT theatres, 

commercial houses, small nomadic companies, midsize houses, educational 

institutions and community theatres. We are thousands of artists--actors, 

directors, playwrights, designers. We are technicians, administrators, critics 

and teachers. We are the patrons, donors, foundations and public agencies 

who support the work and our organizations. And we are theatregoers--

schoolchildren and college students, subscription audiences, out of town 

visitors, Gen Y club kids and agricultural laborers. We are real people in 

real communities. (2009, para. 2)  

http://journal.media-culture.org.au/index.php/mcjournal/article/viewArticle/490/0
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The act of inclusivity of this listing resonates with the participation themes of Ivey’s 

(2008, 2009) concept of ‘Expressive Life’. Inclusivity and broadening participation is 

one of the complementarities that emerge from the ecological perspectives that have 

been explored in this chapter. Leicester and Sharpe (2010), Finnegan (2007), Ivey 

(2008, 2009) and Silicon Valley’s Creative Community Index (2002, 2005) all 

emphasise a shared artistic life that far more people can and are able to participate in 

and contribute to. Rather than focus on the circular debates about the intrinsic or 

instrumental values of arts, Leicester and Sharpe think more is to be gained by 

examining “the role everyone in society plays as co-producers of every sort of value, 

and helps us focus on enhancing the artistic potential of every individual in our shared 

cultural life” (2010, p. 12). 

 

A significant usage for theatre ecology comes in its capacity to respond to the various 

ecological perils that confront the planet in the new century. In Theatre Ecologies 

(2007) Kershaw expresses his concern about the looming disaster that is climate change 

and the challenges and opportunities it provides the practice of theatre. However, theatre 

in terms of its mainstream practice is not only increasingly irrelevant, it has become 

divorced from its immediate surroundings and Kershaw sees theatre in particular as 

having been brought to “the end of its tether” (2007, p. 55). Further to this, Kershaw 

sees much theatre practice as contributing to and promoting the circumstances whereby 

ecological disaster becomes unavoidable. He asks “how might ecological 

understandings refigure the natural virtues of theatre and performance?” (2007, p. i). 

 

Chaudhuri and her 1994 essay There Must Be a Lot of Fish in That Lake: Toward an 

Ecological Theater has been described as “the first to advance a thorough theorising of 

the awkward conjunction between dominant Western theatre traditions and ecological 

thought” (Kershaw, 2007, p.26). Like Kershaw, Chaudhuri is greatly concerned with the 

looming ecological challenges that confront the planet and its inhabitants. For 

Chaudhuri, theatre’s embrace of “naturalism (and then, more tendentiously, realism) hid 

its complicity with industrialization’s animus against nature by proffering a wholly 

social account of human life” (Chaudhuri, 1994, p. 24). 
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Chaudhuri writes of the rupture between nature and culture and considers responses and 

resonances to the ecological problems in plays that range from Chekhov’s The Seagull, 

Ibsen’s An Enemy of the People through to contemporary works such as Kushner’s 

Angels in America. Indeed the title of the essay comes from The Seagull which “pictures 

the rupture between nature and culture precisely through the image of a stage, thus 

identifying the theater as the site of both ecological alienation and potential ecological 

consciousness” (Chaudhuri, 1994, p. 25). She argues for a theatre that: 

by making space on its stage for ongoing acknowledgments of the rupture it 

participates in the rupture between nature and culture, forests and books, 

sincere acting and real fish, the theater can become the site of a much 

needed ecological consciousness. (Chaudhuri, 1994, p. 25) 

 

Chaudhuri draws links from Ekdal’s loft in The Wild Duck to the 19th century Crystal 

Palace as symbolic and practical examples of how humanity has organised its contact 

with nature within a western, industrialised society. Chaudhuri connects this capacity to 

continually separate ourselves from nature with the ability to create replicas of the 

natural worlds we are no longer part of, or new artificial worlds that we want to be part 

of. 

The simulated worlds of contemporary mass entertainment the theme parks, 

world showcases, safari parks, tropical shopping plazas, and so on become 

ever more uncanny as they become more perfect. As the technologies of 

representation approximate ever more closely to techniques of reproduction, 

the world that is being recreated so precisely recedes ever more quickly 

from our grasp. (Chaudhuri, 1994, p. 30) 

 

Fuchs, in Play as Landscape: Another Version of Pastoral (1994), writes of a theatre 

where the landscape, whether real or imagined, becomes significant in a play. By this 

she means that the setting of the play is not just a backdrop, there purely as a benign 

frame for the activities of the characters through the actors. 
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Fuchs describes a theatre of “a pastoral vision of human blending into nature, and nature 

on a continuum with gods and magic” (1994, p. 46). This concern reflects the separation 

between nature and culture and Fuchs writes of a theatre where we are “interested in the 

entire field, the whole terrain, the total environment of the performance, both as 

performance and as imaginative construct. I experimentally suggest that a genre has 

emerged that encourages and relies on the faculty of landscape surveyal [sic]” (1994, 

p.51). Fuchs says her concept of: 

the new pastoral draws on a perceptual faculty not unlike that developed by 

ecology, a systems-awareness that moves sharply away from the ethos of 

competitive individualism towards a vision of “the whole,” however defined 

in any given setting. In this sense we are becoming ecologists of theater. 

(1994, p. 51) 

 

The notion of ecology being central to the understanding of the structure and the content 

of theatre has indeed developed into a mainstream practice. For example, Australian 

writer Andrew Bovell’s 2009 play When the Rain Stops Falling seems to bring the ideas 

of both Chaudhuri (1994) and Fuchs (1993, 1994) together. The structure of the play is 

mirrored in the physical settings and landscapes of the scenes. Sliding between 

continents and generations the landscapes envelop and shape the human characters. This 

concept, of people being changed by the environment they are in, is a common theme in 

literature about cities. Sally Breen argues this most clearly “I see and position the cities 

of Los Angeles, Las Vegas and the Gold Coast as texts – as new frontier cities where 

the language of signs, simulation and consumption permeates the cultural and urban 

fabric in intriguing ways” (Breen, 2004, p. 2). 

 

This brings to a close the chapter’s exploration of the use of ecology in relation to 

culture, the arts and theatre. The next section explores some of the Gold Coast’s 

qualities and offers a brief overview of the context in which theatre of the region is 

made. 
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2.6 The Gold Coast 

The Gold Coast is a region, a place and a story that attracts many attitudes and 

responses, both for and against but rarely neutral. It is a difficult place to identify and 

there is much discussion about whether it’s a city, a metropolitan or a regional zone. In 

many ways it can be described as an “entertainment machine” (Clark, 2004, p. 8) and 

like many tourism-based economy cities, the Gold Coast takes entertainment seriously. 

It is also for many a home, a place to work or a place to retire and often the two worlds 

do not intersect. Comparisons to cities such as Los Angeles and Las Vegas are often 

made. Breen (2004) describes all three cities as: 

…Highly visualised, fantasised and prophesied cities where the production 

and consumption of popular culture is often viewed as fadistic, shallow, 

fatuous or at best suspicious. These perceptions form part of the national 

social fabrics, and manifest socially in all manner of negative ways. (2004, 

p. 14) 

 

Paul Burton describes it as a young city that “displays many of these adolescent 

characteristics in the way it has grown and is now managed and led” (2009, p. 3). In 

some ways the Gold Coast seems to have become the definition of either great success 

or terrible failure in the building and development of urban Australian communities. Jim 

Davidson and Peter Spearritt write that the Gold Coast is often used by other 

communities as an example of what they don’t want to become. (Davidson & Spearritt, 

2000, p. 148) Patricia Wise conjures up a familiar image of the Gold Coast: 

Think of the great sweep of its famous beaches, its unrestrained emphasis on 

play, its ‘state of the art’ theme parks, catering for every family taste, its 

reputation for sun tans and sex, celebrities and sleaze, for glittering surfaces 

and shady undersides, and how it has regularly provided refuge to 

millionaire scamsters. (2006, p. 180) 
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For over five decades, the Gold Coast has been one of Australia’s most popular and 

rapidly expanding regions and for much of that time was “indisputably Australia’s 

greatest beach resort” (Davidson & Spearritt, 2000, p. 146). As at 2012, the population 

exceeded 500,000 people and had become a region that supported an enormous 

diversity of cultures, both visitors and residents. It has always been a place of 

opportunity and writing in 1986, Michael Jones predicted “the eventual decline of the 

Gold Coast as a tourist resort and its growth as probably our most cosmopolitan and 

interesting city” (1986, p. 7). 

 

The Gold Coast’s European history is built around a slow meandering river, beginning 

as an isolated source of easily located high quality timber. At the turn of the 20th century 

it began a steady transition from a seaside village into a popular spot for rich farmers 

from western Queensland to build holiday homes, and soon the train line was a 

delivering a growing stream of weekend tourists from Brisbane. The development of 

building technologies enabled a passionate and determined energy in the 1950s and 

1960s to transform the region and realise its capacity to become Australia’s most 

popular holiday, residential and retirement area. 

 

In an article about the enormous growth in population, Mary Coles, a staff writer for the 

Australian Women’s Weekly describes the mid-1950s deepening fascination with the 

Gold Coast. She claimed its appeal “lies in the ability to make the old feel young, the 

young confident, smooth and smart, and the not very well to do people feel rich…no 

wonder values are soaring” (1956, p. 18). Indeed Coles assessment of the fundamental 

attraction of the Gold Coast still holds true more than half a century later. Wise so ably 

describes what the Gold Coast has to offer in a different way: 

The Gold Coast’s ‘project’ has been to produce for visitors a sense of 

dislocation from ‘normal life’, where one takes ‘time out from 

responsibilities’, from the geographies of work and family usually 

connected with social and personal histories. (2006, p. 181) 
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The Gold Coast’s success has been driven by partnerships between local and state 

governments, between property developers, local government and by property 

speculation that for Jones “is the main industry at which Australians excel” (1986, p. 

149). Those who sought the ‘Gold Coast success story’ have seen the area as a place to 

be developed and so its beaches, its waterways, its coastal areas and hinterlands have 

been cleared and reshaped, canals have been dug and filled with water and from these 

have emerged new islands and an extraordinary urban skyline added to a spectacular 

coastline. Peter Newell states that “millions of cubic yards of earth were dredged out to 

form the artificial bays and inlets” (1969, p. 48). This was all to fulfil the vision of 

developers, of government, of tourists and residents who promoted this place as the 

stage for a new life. 

 

Many have seen the region as the territory of the entrepreneur, those persons full of 

industry, capable of seeing opportunities where others see none, able to bring together 

the people and resources to build structures, add new features to the geography that 

other regions and communities had not even begun to consider. Indeed, as Jones points 

out, the mantra of the Gold Coast could be “optimism and faith in the future, the main 

capitalist attitudes” (1986, p. 122). One eminent community member described the 

region this way: 

J: You have got to realise the Gold Coast is the bastion of private enterprise 

in Australia. If there can be a private ownership of a property or business ... 

you will find it in Surfers Paradise... and if it is successful in Surfers 

Paradise....you’ve got it made. (J.M., personal communication, November 

11, 2010) 

 

Bernard Salt, a commentator on cultural and demographic trends, notes there is “no 

other city on the Australian continent like the Gold Coast” (2005, p. 9). He points to its 

rapid transition, noting that “a motley collection of shacks in small beach villages and 

rural centres in the middle of the 20th century… blossomed into a thriving metropolis of 

half a million people” (Salt, 2005, p. 9). 
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That this transformation has occurred in just one generation emphasises, for Salt, the 

sheer energy and the dynamic capacity of the region. “The Gold Coast’s show business 

economy” (Burchill, 2005, p. 15) is the reason for its success according to developer 

and civic engineer, Geoff Burchill in his book Passion, Power and Prejudice. It is this 

sort of economy and opportunity which “attracted entrepreneurs and investors in 

amazing ways that produced never-before-seen development models, in tourism 

ventures to pioneer Australia’s commercial tourism industry, and master planned 

residential and resort community projects” (2005, p. 15). Burton sees the region as now 

caught in a divide between: 

 …whether it should strive to retain the remnants of its tranquil past (often 

expressed in contemporary debates as ‘relaxed lifestyle’), continue to trade 

on its louche and risqué reputation or adopt a more modern and 

sophisticated image as an international or global city. (2009, p. 11) 

 

2.6.1 The Gold Coast and its Culture 

Surf culture commentator Fred Pawle wryly commented “as a cultural centre, the region 

never stood a chance, although that never stopped Brisbane residents flocking there in 

search of summer fun” (2010, p. 37). 

 

Michel De Certeau in his influential essay, Walking in the City, says of New York: 

Unlike Rome, New York has never learnt the art of growing old by playing 

on all its pasts. Its present invents itself, from hour to hour, in an act of 

throwing away its previous accomplishments and challenging the future. 

(2001, p. 127) 

 

There is much that resonates with the Gold Coast in this description, where unrelenting 

growth is seen as the key to the past, present and future success of the local economy.  
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There are very few structures over 30 years old and no museums, other than a 

commercial visitor attraction, the Wax Museum, and a volunteer operated military war 

museum. Writing about the Gold Coast, Symes notes that it is a place not precious about 

its past and “indeed, it appears to be a disposable city which destroys its past through 

development. Its heritage is its very lack of heritage” (1997. p. 32). 

 

Initially there seemed to be a great deal of challenge in researching the theatre activities 

of a community that had a persistent and almost unshakeable reputation for being a 

“cultural desert” (Wise, 2006, p. 185). Pawle, writing about the work of Gold Coast 

artist, Scott Redford, says of the essential reputation of the Gold Coast: 

…this was not the kind of place where one was likely to find so-called high 

culture, or expected any deeply ingrained respect for authority. Rather, it 

was the type of place that attracted those who sought varying degrees of 

freedom, which slowly morphed into hedonism. (2010, p. 37) 

 

Breen writes of the challenge for local artists and their work as being seen in the context 

of a place that could not support a serious local arts industry or that the work cannot be 

understood unless it somehow manages to reference the place from which it emerges. 

She says that the visually dominant commercial tourism and leisure industries seem to 

preclude acceptance or awareness of an alternative cultural life. (2004, p. 18) For Breen 

“cities like the Gold Coast, Las Vegas and Los Angeles are granted permission to be 

obscene, eccentric, popular, successful and even innovative on the condition that they 

do not erode the cultural hierarchy” (2004, p. 18). She asserts that statements about the 

arts and their practice on the Gold Coast: 

…continue to be viewed as paradoxical or oxymoronic by the majority of 

those who comment on the validity of the cultural product because these 

territories have such powerfully pre–defined commercial purposes. Any 

assessment of a new frontier culture is affected by the populist reputation 

preceding it in the public imagination. (2004, p. 17) 
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During my research, one actor made reference to “Gold Coasti-itis”, a condition many 

non-Gold Coasters seem to suffer from and it comes from thinking that: 

J: it’s all a bit laid back on the Gold Coast, we’re all a bit casual on the Gold 

Coast, it’s all a bit ‘casual’ on the Gold Coast…it’s the whole cultural desert 

conversation which I have heard in so many ways…..it’s like there is not an 

economy here….there's not 500,000 people here: it’s a holiday place and I 

wonder whether organisations like the Australia Council think there is 

nothing there but Dream Wold, Movie World, and bloody SeaWorld… 

That’s where all the movie actors are. (J.A., personal communication, 

December 12, 2009) 

 

For Breen this reaction arises from a region where many local artists feel that the place 

where they choose to live and create art work is misrepresented or open to 

misinterpretation. She states that as a response “their cultural products are frequently 

aggressively self-referential, self-mocking or self-destructive” (2004, p. 18). These are 

provocative comments but speak of a region that has vigorously constructed a particular 

image and reputation for itself, a reputation that offers both stimulus and restriction. 

Burchill attributes the Gold Coast’s success to “its incredible persona – its public image 

– the very successful brand that has played a key role in the growth of a ‘magic’ city” 

(2005, p. 21). But this ‘successful brand’, also serves, as Breen states, to limit the 

perceptions of those outside the community and “points to misinterpretation of local 

cultural life against which resident artists, not surprisingly, cultivate a certain 

defensiveness” (2004, p. 18). 

 

In pointing to some of the extremities in the characterisations of the region, I wanted to 

emphasise the mercurial nature of this place, the largeness and the energy of local 

dreams and their expression, the constant fascination it seems to generate amongst 

visitors and residents. There is a passion and a sense of the entrepreneur that infuses its 

social landscape, its history, its characters and their expression as dramatic and 

deliberately staged, spectacular and desperately seeking attention all at the same time. 
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There is a theatrical quality to the region in terms of its capacity to fabulate, to create 

vivid or striking juxtapositions of geography and human development. Heterotopias 

have been created by the entrepreneurs who combine the magnificent authenticities of a 

stunning coast and hinterland with the constructed fantasies of the theme parks, the 

Casino, the shopping centres and the high-rise towers whose design indicate a 

counterpoint to the ocean that they face. Many businesses are built on the Gold Coast’s 

ability to arrest attention with vivid promises of extraordinary experiences and its 

striking offer of a ‘different life’. 

 

The theatre and performance that is made here is also affected by the concepts of reality 

within the façades of the Gold Coast. The attempt to define a relationship between the 

Gold Coast and its theatre resonates with the difficulties that Julian Meyrick (2005) 

refers to when describing ‘Australian theatre’. For Meyrick a single description cannot 

hope to encompass a theatre that ranges from “the upper-middle-brow-makes-you-

think-a-bit” to the “the orgiastic populism of a Lion King or the local triumphs of the 

Rockhampton Players” (2005, p. 8). 

 

Similarly the term ‘Gold Coast theatre’ might have difficulty wholly embracing all 

theatre and performance that can be found here. It includes spectacular and 

internationally sourced Casino shows, the vampire pastiche of Dracula’s 

theatre/restaurant to the large scale presentations at theme parks ranging from Warner 

Brothers Movie World to the Australian Outback Spectacular. Adding further variety 

are the plethora of amateur theatres, the independent theatres, the drama and theatre 

programmes in the schools and the touring performances brought in by the Arts Centre 

Gold Coast. 

 

The notion of a connection between this sort of community and its theatre was further 

encouraged by Maribel Alvarez and her 2005 study, There’s Nothing Informal About It, 

which explores participatory arts within the cultural ecology of Silicon Valley, USA. In 

one section of the study she writes of a project that San José State University ran for 

fourteen years called the Silicon Valley Cultures Project. 
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This project studied people of the Silicon Valley and “the ways in which work, family, 

and technology interact in people’s lives” (2005, p. 36). The report stated: 

One of the direct effects of this interaction, the research project has found, is 

a transfer of “engineering and entrepreneurial approaches to [people’s] 

understanding of the social world, such that efficiency, utility, 

instrumentality, and economic rationality become the philosophical 

underpinnings of the Silicon Valley worldview. (White, 2003 as cited in 

Alvarez, 2005, p. 36) 

 

Alvarez quotes cultural anthropologist Jan English-Lueck, who states that, “In Silicon 

Valley, people view the daily conflicts of life as ‘social engineering problems’ that can 

be ‘solved’ if given thoughtful and systematic appraisal” (English-Lueck, 2002 as cited 

in Alvarez, 2005, p. 36). 

 

Alvarez points to a strong connection between the ideologies of a place and the 

influence these ideologies have on how artists manage and frame their work. The Gold 

Coast story is often told in terms of being different to other places, of being 

independent, of being made on the opportunistic vision of the entrepreneurs whose 

values extend into the community, of being a place where things are done differently, 

where life is lived differently. Like Silicon Valley, it celebrates the individual, the 

maverick, the self-made person and is perhaps suspicious of regulation, of government, 

of collectivist approaches. But as Alvarez states, “this linkage is not premeditated or 

necessarily tangible; it is part of a complex process of social and personal negotiations 

around meanings and opportunities” (2005, p. 36). 
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2.7 Chapter Summary 

The focus of this chapter was on three topics – the relationship between the theatre and 

the place from which it emerges, the use of ecological thinking as an innovative 

framework for exploring this relationship and the Gold Coast as the specific site for this 

research. This chapter sought to bring forward concepts that construct a connection 

between theatre-making and ecological thinking. 

 

The chapter initially examined foundational concepts that saw art, creativity and theatre-

making as being much more collaborative than the traditional view of art and the artist 

has recognised. This collaborative process of art-making acknowledged the creative 

synergies between people, their experiences, aspirations, skills and the nature of the 

artistic ecology in which they are engaged. 

 

The next section brought the focus away from arts in general to theatre in particular and 

its relationship to the city. This approach was framed by Harvie’s (2009) study that used 

cultural materialism as a structure to emphasise the influence of location on theatre, the 

methods by which people engaged with it, the economies that shaped its practice and 

the ways in which the qualities of the city and its peoples found their way to the stage.  

 

While Harvie’s method opened a number of significant viewpoints in terms of this 

relationship, my particular research was focused more on the motivations and the 

experiences of individual theatre-makers, local companies in a particular community. 

 

This focus was amplified by examining the use of an ecological approach in the fields 

of culture, the arts, sustainability and resilience and as a way of managing/coordinating 

the relationship between art and the economy. Ecological thinking was employed as an 

underpinning idea for a reframing and reconnection of the relationship between the arts, 

its various genres, producers and the wider community. 
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Some key principles were explored further through the 2002 and 2005 published work 

of Cultural Initiatives Silicon Valley and their model for a healthy cultural ecology, its 

components and the actions needed to develop and maintain it. The Creative 

Community Index (2002 & 2005) identified and explored arts education, arts 

participation and professional goods and services as significant building blocks in 

creating a healthy cultural ecology. 

 

My research was guided by Robinson (2010) and Bronfenbrenner (1979) and the 

application of nested systems that emphasised the importance of understanding how the 

components of an arts ecology inter-relate and how the nature of their interdependence 

affects the functions of the system. 

 

Another important discussion was built around the concept of ‘social’ and its use by 

both Finnegan (2007) and Walker and Salt (2006). Finnegan wrote of music-making 

being both a social activity and a creative activity. She emphasised the importance of 

these activities being generated by the community through purposeful social action; 

Walker and Salt, in exploring the nature of resilience and inter-dependence, echoed 

John Muir’s philosophy of inter-connectedness. The link with ‘social’ resonates with 

Gablik’s notion of art being something that “calls us into relationship” (1992b, p. 51), 

with Becker’s (2008) ‘Art Worlds’ and the gathering of people around a project or art 

work. It also connects to Leicester and Sharpe’s conception that “art is the currency of 

experience, putting our unique individual experiences into motion amongst us as shared 

meaning” (2010, p. 12). These principles combine to illuminate the way a theatre 

ecology works. It follows Sharpe’s (2007, 2008, 2010) own work on the nature of this 

type of thinking with respect to the relationship between ecologies of meaning and 

exchange. 

 

A further level was introduced through Ivey (2008, 2009) and his concept of 

‘Expressive Life’. Ivey used ecological thinking as an underpinning idea to argue for a 

reframing and reconnection of the relationship between the arts, its various genres and 

producers and the wider community.  
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For these writers community participation was an essential element in all of the 

consideration that determines the health of an artistic ecology. The use of a spectrum or 

continuum as a way of bringing together the different members, such as amateur and 

professional theatre workers, of an arts community was also a common theme. My 

research employs Walker and Salt’s conception that “we exist in linked social and 

ecological systems” (2006, p. 32) and explores the notion of theatre as a creative social 

ecological system. 

 

The chapter’s final topic was the Gold Coast. This section provided a brief overview of 

the mercurial nature of the region and gave some sense of the local cultural context for 

its artists. This section explored the tension between the externally imposed and 

confabulated notions of the place with the lived experience of artists working in this 

region. 

 

The next stage of my research was to examine the practical nature of the theatre ecology 

of the Gold Coast and the following chapter describes the methodology used to explore 

the actual disposition of theatre and performance on the Gold Coast. 
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Chapter 3 

Methodology 

3.0 Introduction 

The previous chapters outlined the broad purpose of the present study and its theoretical 

and empirical basis. This chapter provides particulars of the methodology used for the 

study. The purpose of the methodology chosen was the gathering and analysis of 

research information on the nature of theatre and performance on the Gold Coast, 

Australia. I wanted to obtain a clear, practical insight into “how the place works” 

(Robinson, 2010, p. 6) and how the various theatre organisations and individuals 

situated themselves, formally and informally, in the community and in relation to each 

other. For these reasons the overall methodology applied was ethnography, the structure 

utilised was that of case study and ecological thinking was employed as an analytical 

tool. 

 

3.1 Research Question 

The research question that this study addressed was: 

What is revealed about the nature of theatre and performance on the Gold Coast 

and its relevance to the wider community when explored through detailed case 

studies and an ecological interpretation? 

 

My intent was to gain the community’s perspective and this approach draws strongly on 

the wider research framework of ethnography as it is commonly used to gather data by 

engagement with participants within their own activity and chosen local environment. 

This choice of research framework was particularly significant given that “choosing an 

ethnographic approach implies the researcher’s commitment to let the phenomenon 

under study become illuminated, understood, and felt from the point of view of those 

who are the subjects of the study” (Alvarez, 2005, p. 24). 
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The key data came from informants drawn from the Gold Coast theatre sector and they 

provided crucial insights into the experience, knowledge and the attitudes of those who 

were directly involved with the theatre companies, the productions and the 

performances. An overview of the history and research traditions that informed my 

approach comes from William Neuman: 

The interpretive approach is the foundation of social science techniques that 

are sensitive to context, that get inside the ways others see the world and 

that are more concerned with achieving an empathic understanding than 

with testing law-like theories of human behaviour. (2006, p. 94) 

 

This chapter will now move to an explanation of the research design, the research 

strategy and the particular research tools developed and applied to this study. 

 

3.2 Research Design 

The research design, or paradigm, for this study was based on two processes. The first 

was the provision of an empirical ethnography of theatre and performance in the Gold 

Coast region. The second was the consideration of this description and examination of 

this activity within the concept of ecological thinking. Using an ethnographic process I 

gathered core information about the practical nature of theatre and performance on the 

Gold Coast, and this material was examined using ecological thinking which places an 

emphasis on association and interdependence. Both processes were part of the 

development of a theory about the relationship between a theatre and the community 

from which it emerges. Sutton and Staw note that “theory is about the connections 

among phenomena, a story about why acts, events, structure, and thoughts occur” 

(1995, p. 378). 

 

Both ethnography as a methodology and ecology as an analytical tool or framework 

share a capacity to illuminate “what is” (Leicester & Sharp, 2010, p. 23). Both 

approaches stress discovery and engagement with what is actually happening in a 

particular place and what people are actually doing there. 



THEATRE ECOLOGY OF THE GOLD COAST OF AUSTRALIA     112 

Both approaches not only focus on what is occurring in a local research environment, 

they also do it in a manner which sees the activities of local participants as significant, 

useful and instructive and not something to be necessarily improved upon. As Robert 

Burns notes, it means “the purpose of ethnographic research is to uncover social, 

cultural, or normative patterns” (2000, p. 395). It is important to see these patterns in 

operation according to the local context rather than through imposed concepts from 

outside a community or region. 

 

This resonates strongly with an approach to generating organisational and community 

change known as ‘Appreciative Inquiry’. This approach as described by Sue Hammond 

“suggests that we look for what works in an organization” (1997, p. 7) or a community 

and work from there. ‘Appreciative Inquiry’ also takes an ecological approach that 

views organisations as organic, “which means that all parts are defined by the whole; 

thus, you cannot take an organization apart to study pieces” (1997, p. 7). The present 

research, encouraged by these approaches, began with what was ‘working’ in theatre in 

the Gold Coast region. 

 

Significantly, my study sought to establish an analytical ‘bridge’ in the research 

between ethnography and ecology based on the resonances or the commonalities 

between these research approaches. Gale Miller and Kathryn Fox also use the bridge 

metaphor to: 

Show how two or more analytic formations may be linked and made 

mutually informative, while also respecting the distinctive contributions and 

integrity of each perspective. The analysis is also intended to identify the 

areas of greatest complementarity between these distinctive perspectives and 

methodological strategies. (2004, p. 35) 

 

The ‘mutually informative’ quality of this relationship emerged from the focus that both 

approaches give to the significance of context and relationships in the making of theatre. 

 



THEATRE ECOLOGY OF THE GOLD COAST OF AUSTRALIA     113 

Ethnographers recognise that the things people say and do depend on the 

social context in which they find themselves. They urge, therefore, that 

social life be studied as it occurs, in natural settings rather than ‘artificial’ 

ones created only for the purposes of the research….Their aim is thereby to 

maximise the ecological validity of their findings. (Burns, 2000, p. 397) 

 

The concept of ‘ecological validity’ was valuable for this research in that it can be used 

to illuminate the nature and efficacy of the relationship between theatre activities and 

the physical and social contexts in which they are being made. Of theatre practice, 

Kershaw, in bringing together a range of definitions of theatre and ecology, maintains 

that “theatre and performance in all their manifestations always involve the 

interrelational interdependence of ‘organisms-in-environments” (2007, p. 16). This 

emphasis on ‘interrelational interdependence’ of theatre in this community encouraged a 

research approach for this study that was qualitative, observational and interpretative. 

 

The relevant data therefore was the range of experiences, the attitudes, the stories, 

aspirations, the beliefs and the activities of the people involved in actually making 

theatre on the Gold Coast ; this included consideration of the productions, the venues, 

and operating styles of the local theatre producers from the commercial, professional, 

amateur, or government-funded sectors. 

 

This strategy of using ethnography as the method and ecology as the analytical tool 

enabled an innovative consideration of the issues to be developed. It brought together a 

detailed, locally informed understanding of the practical nature of theatre activities on 

the Gold Coast through engagement with its practitioners and then considered this 

understanding through the lens of ecological thinking. This lens emphasised 

interconnection, and highlighted an interdependence, a sense that one’s activities and 

one’s well-being as being contingent on a range of elements large and small within the 

local environments. 



THEATRE ECOLOGY OF THE GOLD COAST OF AUSTRALIA     114 

The research task was to implement “a set of interpretive, material practices that make 

the world visible” (Denzin and Lincoln, 2011, p. 3) in a research site that was a series of 

‘Art Worlds’ (Becker 2008). Ethnography and ecology both enabled an invisible world 

to be made visible. 

 

3.3 Research Strategy 

To understand the nature of theatre in this particular region from the point of view of the 

local theatre practitioners meant spending substantial amounts of time with people in the 

places where the theatre projects were enacted. This is perhaps the most essential part of 

ethnographic research and Nicola Gale suggests “an advantage of ‘spending time’ in the 

setting is the opportunity to develop subtle understandings of the social environment” 

(2010, p. 210). The gathering of these ‘understandings’ very much aligned with Denzin 

and Lincoln’s general definition of the field of qualitative study which sees the 

researcher placing themselves in a particular site, or world, in order to study it. The 

practical side of the qualitative process has been described as the researcher working to: 

…turn the world into a series of representations, including fieldnotes, 

interviews, conversations, photographs, recordings, and memos to the self. 

At this level, qualitative research involves an interpretive, naturalistic 

approach to the world. This means that qualitative researchers study things 

in their natural settings, attempting to make sense of or interpret phenomena 

in terms of the meanings people bring to them. (Denzin and Lincoln, 2011, 

p. 3) 

 

To reveal the invisible world of theatre and performance in the ways that Denzin and 

Lincoln (2011) describe, I initiated a field mapping process that identified the 

constituents and ingredients of the ‘theatre world’ of this region. This was a process that 

evolved over several key phases. 
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These reflected the writings of Burns who posits that: 

Ethnographic projects can often be divided into three phases: 

1. The initial phase. Guided by broad research interests, the investigator 

collects data with a view to exploring a range of possible ideas. 

2. The second phase. Significant classes of events and persons begin to 

emerge leading to reformulation of initial guiding propositions. 

3. The third phase. The collection of data relevant to the reformulation 

occurs. (2000, p. 396) 

The second and third stages of this study followed Burn’s outline when the mapping 

process brought forward a number of influential interviewees whose involvement, 

experience and responses assisted in a charting of the region’s ‘theatre world’. Their 

contributions not only encouraged the use of case studies but also identified the subjects 

of those studies. 

 

Underpinning this process was the establishment of an on-going conversation about 

theatre on the Gold Coast that connected both the researcher and the participants 

involved in this study. Sharlene Hesse-Biber and Patricia Leavy point out that “the 

process [of in-depth interviews] is a meaning-making endeavour embarked on as 

partnership between the interviewer and his or her respondent” (2011, p. 94). Sharpe 

also uses a similar phrase for example “meaning is made,” when describing the nature 

of conversation in a book reading circle. He goes on to describe “each participant 

bringing their unique response… the meaning both enriches and is enriched by the 

encounters of all the actors in the system; it circulates amongst them” (2010, pp. 9-10). 

 

I saw the research conversation between participants and myself as having the same 

qualities. Therefore, to re-employ the Leicester and Sharpe paradigm, conversation 

became the currency of the research process in the same manner that we can see “art is 

the currency of experience” (Leicester & Sharpe, 2010, p. 12) and money as the 

currency of exchange. 
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There was a research ecology and the conversation co-ordinated and enabled the 

circulation of meaning amongst the participants. I was working towards participants 

being more informants than just respondents and for the formal interview process to 

open out into a wide ranging discussion, or conversation (Burns, 2000, p. 467). The 

difference was that, as informants, I hoped participants would strongly influence and 

direct the interviews with their own concerns that would lead to unexpected 

information, themes or concepts for the researcher. Indeed the importance of gaining 

trust and creating the opportunities for real exchange of ideas and revelation of opinions 

was vital for the validity of this research. The way that this occurred was through my 

attendance and participation at events over a period of several months to a year. Again 

Burns notes, this is a valid ethnographic technique for data collection. “For some topics 

there may be no other way than to observe through being involved as a participant. This 

also gives the opportunity to perceive reality from the viewpoint of an insider” (2000, p. 

467).  

 

3.4 Mapping Theatre on the Gold Coast 

This mapping exercise functioned very much as a pilot study in that, as Yin describes, 

“methodologically, the work on the pilot cases can provide information about relevant 

field questions and about the logistics of the field inquiry” (2009, p 94). The theatre 

mapping exercise identified and shaped all that followed in the practical research phase. 

It alerted me to the nature and scale of theatre and performance activity in the region, 

who was involved, where it was occurring, the various styles of theatrical presentation 

and connections to other activities. The mapping process also assisted the identification 

of the key people to interview at that stage in the research. Its results encouraged the use 

of case studies as a research approach and were valuable in identifying the participants 

for that next, more in-depth activity. 

 

In the mapping process I set out to gain a deep understanding of the breadth of activity 

and ambition of theatre and performance in the region. This impelled me to keep 

searching out people, ideas and I “sought to use as much evidence as was available” 

(Yin, 2009, p. 160). 
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Two approaches were used to gather material and the first was a series of semi-

structured interviews conducted with key members of the theatre-making community on 

the Gold Coast. 

 

I did not interview audience members for this research because I was particularly 

interested in the response of the makers, producers and performers of theatre and 

performance on the Gold Coast. The study sought their experiences and views on how 

their decisions and actions were influenced by the environment in which they worked. 

 

During the theatre mapping process I interviewed 27 people from all parts of the local 

‘theatre world’ including actors, directors, producers, theatre presidents, venue 

managers, technicians, high school drama teachers, three arts and cultural development 

officers from local and state governments, a former town councillor and property 

developer, a local art gallery manager, two journalists, a former producer of theatre 

restaurant and night club productions from the 1970s till the late 1990s on the Gold 

Coast and many other local community members with significant theatre experience 

gathered from the 1950s onward. Some of these participants had also been involved in 

theatre on the Gold Coast for over thirty years and there were other participants who 

had just begun their involvement. 

 

The second approach was attendance. To gather the information data I attended the 

following: 

 Show Performances x 25 

 Meetings x 5 

 Annual programme and subscription launches x 2 (2009 and 2010) 

 Award nights such as the annual Gold Coast Area Theatre Awards x 2 (2009 and 

2010) 

 Performance workshops x 2 

 Arts and cultural conferences x 3 

 Cultural funding information forums x 3. 
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I wanted to understand the viewpoints and practices of the people and groups who 

would be gathering to engage in a theatrical practice. (Alvarez, 2005) I was witness to 

many exchanges about successful and not so successful productions, the merits of 

various companies and their programmes, and of the challenges and benefits of making 

theatre in this particular community as opposed to others. 

 

The time spent in the field provided a balance between what participants were saying in 

interviews and the activities I observed in the field. This was not necessarily to look for 

any dissonances between the two but was more a desire to gain as broad a perspective as 

possible. Silverman has a concern about the over-reliance on interviews in qualitative 

research, and suggests that “instead we must simply focus on what people do” (2007, p. 

47). He encourages qualitative researchers to accept that they are not without 

preconception and that: 

Rather than seek to avoid ‘bias’ through the use of ‘neutral’ or ‘objective’ 

research instruments this programme treats all research contexts as 

thoroughly social, interactional occasions. Given this position, it follows 

that the default data source for such researchers are those contexts which 

societal members establish for themselves. (2007, p. 58) 

 

In this sense, interviews can be seen as somewhat artificial, unnatural – even – forced 

environments in which to conduct research. They become environments called into 

being by the researcher and are therefore potentially dominated by the researcher’s own 

interests, concerns and personality. In an effort to find a balance, I spent considerable 

time in places where theatre productions were being put together, where local theatre-

makers were active in particular theatre environments that they themselves had 

established, where they were meeting, talking and working in conditions and 

atmospheres that they themselves had devised. These were familiar and comfortable 

circumstances where they were the experts. It also meant sitting in theatres and 

performance spaces throughout the Gold Coast watching the local theatre companies 

engage with their various audiences. 
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Indeed on a number of occasions attendance at various performances, rehearsals and 

events enabled me to witness some unique exchanges that were pertinent to particular 

points of the research. 

 

In addition, I saw my presence at performances, meetings, forums, rehearsals, 

programme and production launches as a way of becoming a familiar and, hopefully, an 

acceptable face at Gold Coast theatre activities. Support for this strategy was taken from 

Valerie Janesick’s The Choreography of Qualitative Research Design: Minuets 

Improvisations, and Crystallization, where she states that by “establishing trust and 

rapport at the beginning of the study, the researcher is better able to capture the nuances 

and meanings of each participant’s life from the participant’s point of view” (2000, p. 

384). I wanted to be seen as something of a fellow traveller and as interested and 

engaged in making theatre as they were, and not just concerned with my own journey. 

This meant looking for active ways to show interest, engagement, of being about a lot, 

of having conversations that often began with people saying to me “oh you came back” 

or “you’re a glutton for punishment”. Robert Burgess states that research access, in 

common with ethnographic research, “depends on the relationships that are established 

between the researchers and the researched” (1991, p. 45). 

 

The mapping process revealed a more sophisticated, diverse and robust theatre sector 

operating on the Gold Coast than I had expected. There were a significant number of 

individuals who had a great deal to offer this research in terms of experience, 

knowledge and passion for theatre; quite a few had been resident on the Gold Coast for 

many years as well as being involved in the ‘theatre world’ of this region. There were 

occasions when there seemed to be a causal link between these two qualities, that one 

encouraged the other. By this I mean that theatre not only provided a way into the social 

life of the community for newcomers but also enabled residents to build strong 

connections that sustained them over long periods. This theme or thread could be the 

base for further research following this current study. 
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While the initial research propositions did not change, certainly a broader awareness 

caused by the mapping process, encouraged the use of case studies in order to dig 

deeper into activities of which I was not initially aware. Through the mapping process I 

was alerted to the significance of the amateur theatre sector and I created the 

opportunity to engage with it through a case study approach. This process also informed 

the framing of the second case study and its participants. 

 

3.5 Ethnographic Case Studies 

Robert Stake asserts that the “qualitative case study is characterized by researchers 

spending extended time on site, personally in contact with activities and operations of 

the case, reflecting, revising meanings of what is going on” (2000, p. 445). This mode 

of case study was critical in getting as close as possible to the people, the activities, the 

processes, the aspirations and being a witness to the nature of what people were doing, 

the thoughts, ideas, experiences and attitudes that were shaping their actions in making 

theatre. 

 

The theatre mapping exercise indicated that the relationship between this community 

and its theatres was a complex one. It showed that a discussion about the relationship 

between the practice of theatre and the Gold Coast was not a particularly 

straightforward interaction to have with interviewees. From the answers I received in 

the theatre mapping process, it was clear that I had asked a number of participants to 

reflect upon local theatre, its place and their own involvement in ways that they had not 

necessarily considered previously. For Yin the case study becomes useful when the 

boundaries between what is being studied and the context in which it is occurring are 

not distinct (2009, p.18). The case study process allowed me to explore the participants’ 

experiences, responses and understandings more deeply and carefully. Philip Dobson’s 

description of a case study’s purpose as being “to gain an ‘in-depth’ understanding of 

the concerned phenomena in a ‘real-life’ setting” (1999, p. 259) supports it as a 

constructive way of inquiring into the closeness and influential nature of the 

relationships between the participants and their environments. 
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Stake identifies a choice for the researcher between three types of case studies: (1) the 

intrinsic case study, (2) the instrumental case study and (3) the collective case study. 

Stake’s definition of these differing types guided my choice of what type of case study 

to employ:  

 the “intrinsic case study if the case study is undertaken because, first and last, 

one wants better understanding of this particular case” (Stake, 2000, p. 437). 

Stake recommends the “instrumental case study if a particular case is examined 

mainly to provide insight into an issue or to redraw a generalisation” (Stake, 

2000, p. 437).  

 Stake’s third type is the collective case study, essentially described as the 

expanded instrumental case study. Stake says that “it is instrumental study 

extended to several cases...They are chosen because it is believed that 

understanding them will lead to better understanding, perhaps better theorizing, 

about a still larger collection of cases” (2000, p. 437). 

 

For the current study, the instrumental case study approach was the most worthwhile, 

given that the research focus was ultimately about the region itself rather than the 

participants of the specific case studies themselves. 

 

Two separate activities were chosen as the subjects for case studies because both had 

important qualities that made them of great relevance to this research. One case study 

involved three large scale amateur musical theatre productions and the second study 

followed the development of a small, independent theatre company and its operations 

over a 12 month period. 

 

Both case studies had important individual qualities and differences in terms of length 

of operation on the Coast, types of people involved, financial and managerial status, 

artistic ambitions and operational characteristics. Both studies represented a range of 

practices in terms of theatrical operations, genres, contrasting theatre cultures and 

values.  
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They attracted different audiences and both were challenged to find ways to continue to 

operate and grow, to be sustainable in a region not known for its capacity to support 

theatre and cultural activities. There were also plentiful personal connections between 

these operations, their activities, related individuals and organisations across the Gold 

Coast. This illustrated the inter-dependence of the local theatre ecology. 

 

Ultimately the study comprised field mapping interviews, two case studies, and a survey 

of the participants in the first case study, which together gathered information on the 

Gold Coast theatre sector in operation. Combined, these research tools provided a 

concentrated view of the region’s contemporary theatre practice that was developed 

from within its local real life context. 

 

This first section provided of an overview of the key themes and decisions made in 

terms of the methodology. The next section offers further and more specific information 

on the case study boundaries, key participants, methods of data collection in terms of 

the theatre mapping and case study exercises. This chapter closes with a description of 

the data analysis process. 
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3.6 Study in Detail – Case Study Boundaries 

Both Stake (1998, 2000) and Yin (2009) assert the significance of boundaries in 

defining a case and assisting a clear approach to it. The boundaries of these particular 

case studies were marked in the following ways. 

 

3.6.1 The Physical Boundaries 

The Gold Coast is the sixth largest city in Australia and one of its fastest 

growing regions. Covering an area of 1,400 square kilometres, the city's 

boundaries extend from south of Beenleigh to Coolangatta, including South 

Stradbroke Island and part of Moreton Bay and extending west to the 

hinterland of Mount Tamborine and the Lamington and Darlington Ranges. 

The current population of 515,000 is expected to increase to 730,000 by 

2026. (Positive Solutions, 2012) 

 

Unlike more traditionally designed cities that are built from a historic centre radiating 

out in a circle of growth, the Gold Coast is an edge city. It is a long strip of urban 

development that highlights design choices of newness prioritised over heritage. 

 

Wise points out that the modern Gold Coast can be “understood as operating in several 

bands, roughly parallel with the ocean, along a corridor some 75 km long and 50 km 

wide interspersed with waterways, country clubs and native bushland” (2006, pp. 177-

178). The bands that Wise refers to are the beachside strip with its high-rise hotels and 

resorts, including areas resulting when “the Nerang River and its wetlands were 

transformed into a network of islands and canals” (2006, p. 177). The next band or strip 

comprises the large outer suburbs with their “characteristically Australian low and 

medium-density suburban development” (2006, p. 178) and the final layer is the 

hinterland with its mountains and small townships. 
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3.6.2 The Artistic Boundaries 

The artistic boundaries were flexible and the study engaged theatre and performance 

workers from across the spectrum of professional, amateur, independent, commercial, 

theatre and performance art. Artists, producers and technicians were all represented in 

the study’s activities. 

 

The theatrical boundaries of this study were reinforced by the geographic ones, but were 

mainly influenced by the theatre locations map found on the back of the quarterly 

production information brochure published by the Gold Coast Theatre Alliance. The 

Alliance map shows its member companies stretching from the northern end of the Gold 

Coast down to the southern end including the border between Queensland and New 

South Wales. In 2011 the Alliance had a membership of 22 member-groups with most 

coming from the amateur theatre sector but also included music groups, choirs, two 

orchestras, a brass band and the local TAFE. 
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Figure 3.1 The Gold Coast Theatre Alliance locations map 2011  

(Beskin, 2011, p. 8) 

 

However, the Gold Coast Theatre Alliance and the above map do not include all the 

providers of theatre and performance on the Gold Coast. These include the major 

publicly-funded venue in the region the Arts Centre Gold Coast, and other major 

commercial venues such as Jupiter’s Casino, Dracula’s Theatre restaurant and the theme 

parks – all of which are providers of performance and interact with very large audiences 

and also provide employment opportunities. 
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3.7 Unit of Analysis and Embedded Cases 

3.7.1 Unit of Analysis 

The key unit of analysis was the Gold Coast and the theatre and performance making 

that occurs in that region. In this, I followed Yin’s definition of a “unit of analysis” 

(2009, p. 30) as being shaped by the initial research question. I was also guided by 

Stake’s (1998, 2000) definition where he describes a particular type of case study as 

being ‘instrumental’ in that its ultimate purpose is to have more to say about its context 

than itself. To do this I employed a single case study approach (Yin, 2009, pp. 47-50) 

and included two practical examples as embedded cases with which to explore the key 

features of theatre in this region. 

 

3.7.2 Embedded Cases 

The following are descriptions of the embedded case study units. 

 

3.8 Case 1: Amateur Theatre on the Gold Coast 

The decision to engage with amateur theatre on the Gold Coast followed a realisation 

gained through the field mapping interviews that the amateur, or community theatres as 

they now prefer to be known, were significant contributors to Gold Coast theatre. In The 

Pervasiveness of the Commonplace: The Historian and Amateur Theatre Cochrane 

describes the amateur theatres as being the place where most people gain their 

opportunities to participate and/or be an audience (2001, pp. 233-242). Three 

productions were chosen to represent the diverse experience of amateur theatre because 

of the very different character of each of the productions, the directors, the casts and the 

theatre traditions they worked within. 
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3.9 Case Study 1a: Showboat by the Gold Coast Little Theatre 

Showboat (the 1929 musical by Kern and Hammerstein) was produced by the Gold 

Coast Little Theatre, a theatre company that celebrated its 60th year of operation in 

2010. This production by the Gold Coast Little Theatre (GCLT) was chosen as an 

example of the type of theatre activity that is most common on the Gold Coast.  

 

GCLT is a traditional amateur theatre in terms of theatre style, production values, 

participation and engagement with the audience. Its performance style is very much 

based on the British repertory model with an emphasis on realism, well-made plays and 

a conventional actor-audience relationship in its theatre. Although GCLT mainly 

presented dramas and comedies it did, once a year, present a popular musical. 

 

This production was where I spent the most time in terms of interviews, observation of 

rehearsals and performance. During the research period I attended eight rehearsals (each 

averaged three hours in duration) and five performances that included a preview, the 

opening night and three other performances including the closing night. In addition, a 

survey of the production members was made to gather further information on the nature 

of their participation. 

 

3.9.1 Location of Performance 

GCLT is situated in the middle of the Southport business district and has been 

producing theatre in and around this site for over 60 years. Its establishment, continued 

operation and the development of its various buildings and facilities have been made 

possible through the substantial and sustained efforts of its members and their 

supporters in the community. 
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3.9.2 Those Informants Through Whom the Case is Known 

A key element for the whole study was the participation of the production’s director 

who brought vast experience to the research. This participant has been involved in 

amateur theatre for over 30 years as a director, producer, board member and performer. 

She was instrumental in gaining a government grant to support the building of a new 

theatre complex for GCLT in 1986. This participant was also engaged in professional 

theatre at the highest level via membership of the Queensland Theatre Company board 

of management for over 10 years. In addition interviews were conducted with four other 

key cast members: the musical director and three of the actors who all had substantial 

experience in amateur, independent and professional theatre. 

 

3.10 Case Study 1b: Sweet Charity and 1c: The Boy from Oz 

These two productions, in combination with Showboat, comprised the whole of this 

case and only the directors of both these productions were interviewed. I attended 

rehearsals and performances of both productions. The productions and companies were: 

a. The Boy from Oz (the 1998 musical by Enright and Allen) presented by the 

Spotlight Theatre Company, which has been producing musicals for 55 years on 

the Gold Coast. 

b. Sweet Charity (the 1966 musical by Coleman and Hart) presented by the 

Javeenbah Theatre Company, which has been producing dramas and musicals 

for 35 years. 

 

As with Gold Coast Little Theatre, these two companies are examples of the amateur 

theatre companies that have evolved from the British ‘little theatre’ model and represent 

an amalgam of professional and amateur approaches based on the experience and 

capacities of directors, production staff and casts. During the research period I attended 

four rehearsals (each averaged four hours in duration) and three performances of the 

Javeenbah production. With the Spotlight production, I attended three rehearsals (two of 

about three hours in duration and one all day rehearsal) and three performances that 

included a preview and the closing night. 
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These productions (Showboat, Sweet Charity and The Boy from Oz ) were sub-sections 

of the amateur theatre case study and were a part of the “concatenation of domains” that 

Stake (1998, p. 91) describes as being part of the wider ‘case’, in that they alerted me to 

other qualities that related to the amateur theatre on the Gold Coast. While all three 

productions were similar in terms of being large scale musicals, as a group they were 

representative of the types of theatre produced on the Gold Coast in the period 2009 to 

2011. There was a great deal of diversity in terms of production style, directorial 

approach and cast membership in terms of age, experience and aspirations. Showboat 

was an example of a more traditional amateur theatre production whereas Sweet Charity 

and The Boy from Oz represented different and alternate approaches to production and 

company building. Both the latter productions added significant information to the 

study of amateur theatre in terms of these companies being sites of generational change. 

They were also contributing to a variety of career pathways, they were offering 

experiences of different theatrical cultures, they broadened the participant’s theatrical 

literacy and assisted the discovery of significant new performance talent. 

 

3.10.1 Location of Performance 

Spotlight has its own theatre; in fact it has two theatres and runs a costume hire business 

that economically underpins its theatre activities. Spotlight theatre is situated in a 

commercial area which includes a shopping centre, a private hospital and various 

professional offices. 

 

Unlike GCLT and Spotlight theatre, Javeenbah Theatre is well away from any 

commercial area and is located in one of the large, outer suburbs of the Gold Coast. It is 

situated in an enclave, amongst a range of community organisations such as the Girl 

Guides and the Red Cross, and is surrounded by residential accommodation. This 

location presents a dilemma for the company in terms of the composition of its audience 

and whether it relies on its traditional amateur theatre audience or seeks new members 

from the well-populated suburbs surrounding it. 
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3.10.2 Those Informants Through Whom the Case is Known 

The key informants were the directors of the two productions. They were young women 

who have long associations with theatre beginning as child performers, becoming 

dancer/performers and developing as directors through a broad range of productions and 

experiences in amateur and professional theatre. Both have strong followings among 

young performers and developed reputations with casts and audiences for large, 

exciting, inventive and popular productions. Informal discussions were also held with 

various cast members at rehearsals and performances. 
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3.11 Case Study 2: Mercury’s Wings 

During 2010 two local theatre workers attempted to restructure their irregular, often 

unpaid theatre activity into a more cohesive and sustaining venture. Their practical 

experiences would bring a further practice-based ingredient to the research and provide 

a contrast to the amateur theatre case study. Their initiative provided this study with an 

opportunity to examine the region’s capacity to support a professional theatre company. 

 

This case study processes involved: 

 Frequently interviewing the key artistic staff about their aspirations, 

influences, strategies, ideals and experiences 

 As part of these interviews I participated in formal and informal planning 

activities as the two directors discussed and shaped their various projects, 

planned approaches to funding programmes for support and assessed their 

progress 

 Observing rehearsals, performances, play readings and other parts of the 

artistic programme. 

 

3.11.1 Location of Performance 

The company, unlike many of the amateur theatre groups, did not have its own theatre 

or venue and therefore had to seek rehearsal and performance space in other theatres 

around the Gold Coast. 

 

3.11.2 Those Informants Through Whom the Case is Known 

The key informants were the two directors of the Mercury’s Wings Theatre Company; 

more detailed information is provided in Case Study Report Chapter 5. 
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3.12 Final Thoughts on Case Studies 

These case studies were chosen to illustrate contrasting theatre practices on the Gold 

Coast and explore more deeply the relationship between these theatres and the region. 

This was very much in line with Yin’s reasoning that a researcher “may have 

deliberately selected your two cases because they offered contrasting situations, and you 

were not seeking a direct replication” (2009, p. 61). This motivation reflected my 

intention in terms of the choices I made about which cases to study.  

 

One case study represented a theatre company in its beginning stages searching for a 

pathway to build from an irregular operation to a fully functioning professional theatre 

company. The other case study represented examples of long running, successful, 

reasonably secure and resilient operations that were regenerating themselves through 

active engagement with people of a variety of ages, skills and aspirations. 

 

As Stake observes the “case study is not a methodological choice, but a choice of object 

to be studied” (1998, p. 86) and the activities of Mercury’s Wings and the amateur 

theatres offered significant opportunities to understand how two types of theatre and 

performance were managed on the Gold Coast. This process of choice also occurred in 

deciding whether Sweet Charity and The Boy from Oz were strong enough to be case 

studies on their own or whether they in fact offered complementary experiences to that 

of Showboat, and therefore the three amateur musicals should comprise a single case 

study. As I began the interview process I discovered that it was the latter and I reflected 

that I was very much interested in what the aggregate of these three musicals 

demonstrated about the diversity of the amateur theatre experience on the Gold Coast as 

opposed to these specific productions. It was this wider interest that led me to them in 

the first place. 

 

Each of these productions had a great deal to contribute to an understanding of the 

practicalities of making and presenting theatre on the Gold Coast and provided direction 

that could be applied to the operational aspects of a theatre ecology definition. 
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3.13 Data-gathering: Methods of Collection  

3.13.1 Introduction 

This section describes the range of methods used to collect data within the theatre 

mapping exercise. Using embedded studies of the four theatre companies previously 

outlined, I was able to create a single case-study of theatre of the Gold Coast. Gathering 

information was carried out in multiple ways and very much followed Michael Patton’s 

explanation that “qualitative findings grow out of three kinds of data collection: (1) in-

depth, open-ended interviews; (2) direct observation; and (3) written documents” (2002, 

p. 4). 

 

3.14 Interviews 

Yin states that “interviews also are essential sources of case study information” (2009, 

p. 106) and these formed the spine of information-gathering on the nature of theatre 

practice on the Gold Coast. He defines three different types of interview: an in-depth 

interview, the focused interview and a third type which is like a survey and entails more 

structured questions (2009, pp. 106-108). 

 

3.14.1 The Focused Interview 

The theatre mapping process was created by interviewing 27 people who were seen as 

significant in shaping the wider theatre and performance sector on the Gold Coast. 

These were people who could be seen as local ‘entrepreneurs’, who were involved in a 

number of theatre projects across the community and were known for pulling together 

casts, crews, productions and audiences. Also included in this interview group were a 

number of nationally experienced theatre performers and producers who were 

particularly able to offer historical perspectives on theatre on the Gold Coast and within 

the wider Australian context, that went back to the 1950s and 1960s. These members of 

the theatre community had a breadth of experience and could as, Yin states, “provide 

the case study investigator with insights into a matter and also can initiate access to 

corroboratory or contrary sources of evidence” (2009, p. 107). 
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Recruitment of interviewees for this theatre mapping exercise was conducted through 

my existing networks and suggestions were sought from relevant people and 

organisations. My own experience as Chair of the Gold Coast Regional Arts 

Development Fund was of great assistance, as were the suggestions of other committee 

members on who would be best to interview. 

 

The interviews generally lasted one hour, sometimes a little more or less depending on 

the interviewee. They were based on a standard set of questions that were put to each 

respondent. These were distributed beforehand to the participants in order to provide a 

structure and themes for them to consider in preparation. (See Appendix A for a copy of 

the guiding interview questions.) 

 

To discover how the theatre ecology of the Gold Coast was developed and maintained 

by its participants I sought answers to specific queries. Questions from these topics were 

put to all interviewees to gain a degree of continuity and to enable any comparisons to 

emerge. These topics were: 

1. How did the participants describe theatre on the Gold Coast? 

2. What activities did they regard as part of a theatre sector? 

3. What were their assessments of the state or quality of theatre in the region? 

4. Were there any unique characteristics of theatre on the Gold Coast? 

5. What were their particular observations about the culture of the region? 

6. Did the values and ethos of the Gold Coast have an effect on the making and 

production of theatre and performance? 

7. What possible avenues were there for growing theatre in this region? 

8. How might this growth be achieved? 

 

This initial interview process had a positive outcome as I discovered a good way of 

initiating the conversation was to ask the interviewees for their own theatre story and 

how they became engaged with the art form. 
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The request for their theatre story became a very good way of encouraging the 

interviewee to engage, to talk more easily and seemed to focus the discussion more 

directly onto the research themes. For most of the participants, the ‘triggering’ moment 

of why they became involved in theatre was still vivid in their memory and they could 

describe it passionately. At the start of the interview the participants often found it was 

much easier to answer a ‘how’ question than a ‘why ‘question, as Becker suggests 

(1998, pp. 58-60). 

 

3.14.2 In-depth Open-ended Interviews 

The theatre mapping process generated a series of themes that were investigated in the 

next stage of the research, which were the case studies of the theatre companies. It also 

introduced me to important people in theatre and performance in the region, who 

contributed strongly to the research. These themes included the reasons for local 

amateur theatre’s liveliness and longevity, the relationship between amateur and 

professional theatre and their differing practices, the significance of the relationship 

between amateur theatres and their community, the interests of the local audience, and 

how far the connections between the elements reach. These were investigated within a 

case study framework that utilised in-depth, open-ended interviews with participants. 

This approach was taken because “in-depth interviews yield large amounts of data in the 

form of interview transcripts… and this method is useful when the researcher has a 

particular topic he or she wants to focus on and gain information about from 

individuals” (Hesse-Biber & Leavy, 2011, p. 95). Many of the interviewees provided 

large amounts of information, stories, and anecdotes on the themes with the consent of 

the participants, all interviews were recorded then translated into transcripts, the 

quantity of information made the task of transcription and analysis much more complex 

than had been anticipated. 
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3.14.3 The Key Informants: 

In-depth, open-ended interviews were used with a group of people who emerged from 

the focused interviews as a way of mining a greater seam of information. This group of 

key informants gave me detailed information about how theatre operates on the Gold 

Coast currently and the historical context from which it grew. These in-depth, open-

ended interviews were conducted semi-regularly with these individuals and from this 

group I selected the individuals who would be the subjects for the case studies. 

 

The key informants selected for in-depth interviews were  

 The two directors of Mercury’s Wings Theatre Company  

 The director of Showboat 

This was due to the fact that the initial participation of the two directors of Mercury’s 

Wings Theatre Company and the director of Showboat evolved to the point where they 

were invited to be leading participants in the case studies. More information is provided 

on these participants in the case study section. 

 

 A local ‘theatre elder’ who had been a long time drama teacher, performer, 

company member, advocate, facilitator and key figure in the establishment and 

continued operation of the Gold Coast Theatre Alliance. An initial pair of 

lengthy interviews developed into fortnightly meetings that continued through 

until the end of the research programme. The interviews became forums for 

sharing information, the latest theatre gossip, ideas, and theories on the practice 

of theatre in the region. 

 

 A long-time independent producer/director of professional and amateur theatre 

shows at venues all over the Gold Coast; this participant was also a promoter, 

performer, advocate for theatre and arts writer/reporter of the Gold Coast 

Bulletin newspaper. She was an independent entrepreneur who regularly 

produced commercial shows for adults and for children on the Gold Coast. 
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 A nationally experienced Australian theatre director and performer; this 

participant brought much experience in the making of theatre in regional 

Australian communities and was particularly knowledgeable about the 

challenges of making new theatre in these communities. He had been involved 

on the Gold Coast as a theatre-maker, actor for television and film, an 

environmental activist and surfer and as such he brought a whole range of Gold 

Coast ‘worlds’ together. This participant had also been a key member of a 

professional theatre venture on the Gold Coast in the 1990s that managed to 

operate for two years. 

 

Each of these key informants had a deep knowledge and experience of the challenges of 

theatre-making in this region and beyond. (See Appendix L for a complete list of 

participants and the codes to identify their comments in this thesis.) 

 

These interviews provided a highly informed, broadly based, and at times provocative, 

insight into making theatre, in general, as well as on the Gold Coast. The in-depth, 

open-ended interviews generated conversations that connected to subjects that the 

participants had thought deeply about. It was these conversations, in particular, that I 

pursued so that they would evolve into a collaborative “meaning-making endeavour” 

(Hesse-Biber & Leavy, 2011, p. 94), connecting the participants and me. Sharpe’s 

analysis of the elements of exchange in a conversation is relevant here. 

The only inputs of importance were their own experience, their own webs of 

significance and the connections they could make between them and the 

conversation. Just as you cannot make the flower grow by giving it money – 

you must give it air, light, water – so you cannot make the conversation 

grow by giving it anything except the meaning from which it is formed. 

(2010, p. 10) 
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3.15 Structured Questionnaire/Survey 

This short survey was distributed to members of the Showboat cast during the case 

study. It was designed to add a further level of information on why and how people 

were engaged in amateur theatre and what value they placed on it. Whilst watching the 

Showboat rehearsals and seeing the rich gathering of people, skills, experiences, 

attitudes and diverse pathways that had brought the cast members to the production I 

was particularly concerned to engage with a wider cross-section of the cast. In order to 

gather a contribution from this large cast of Gold Coast theatre workers I invited them 

to contribute their thoughts through a short survey. I was able to utilise some of the 

material from the survey as supporting evidence in the case study report in Chapter 4. 

(See Appendix B for a copy of the survey questions.) 
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3.16 Observation: Field Notes Journals and Artefacts 

Three other methods of information collection were utilised during the research phase as 

I sought to record, as broadly as possible, Gold Coast theatre during 2009-2011. 

 

3.16.1 Field Notes 

Richard Knowles states that “traditional ways of analyzing drama and theatre have 

tended to focus on what happens on stage or in the script, assuming that theatrical 

scripts and productions ‘have’ universal meaning that is available for interpretation by 

audiences anywhere” (2004, p. 9). In this research activity I took note of the physical 

factors around theatre and performance in the region as these can give a strong sense of 

the interests and priorities of the company and the production. For Yin “observations of 

a neighbourhood or of an organizational unit add new dimensions for understanding 

either the context or the phenomenon being studied” (2009, p. 110). At all events 

observational notes were taken on the: 

 location of theatre buildings in the region and the nature of surrounding 

infrastructure 

 nature and types of audience members who were attending 

 manner in which audiences were ‘welcomed’ to the venues for performance. 

For example, Spotlight Theatre had a board member on duty at every 

performance charged with greeting audience members, particularly those 

new to the company 

 ‘atmosphere’ both in the foyers and auditoriums; from the small intimate 

foyers of the amateur theatres where everyone seemed to know everyone 

else, to the larger foyers of the clubs, the casino, theatre restaurants and Arts 

Centre Gold Coast which tend to be more formal and distant 

 conditions of the venues, foyers and rehearsal spaces in terms of whether 

they were in good repair and whether they were suited to the productions 

 qualities of the productions both as events and as performances in terms of 

their aesthetic and social qualities. 
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3.16.2 Journal Entries 

A research journal has been a critical implement in this study. I had been following a 

journal format suggested by Julia Cameron’s The Artist’s Way (1992) for some years 

and applied that format to this project as my personal research journal. It became an 

active and critical forum for recording experiences, observations, ideas, reflections, 

meeting notes, writing experiments, conceptual development, and discussion with 

supervisors, participants and people not directly involved with the research. It was a 

space that I wrote in every morning and was, consistently, where I developed a more 

reflective form of research material; it was also the place where I thought ‘out loud’ 

throughout the research project. This journal was the place where I wrote the notes from 

all of my meetings and interviews that then became the text for this thesis. 

 

3.16.3 Artefacts and Records 

An extensive range of documents and records were gathered for this research. These 

included theatre programmes, brochures, publicity materials, newspaper articles and 

other theatre-related material from within the local media. 

 

I conducted a consistent monitoring of local papers and their arts and entertainment 

pages for information on what theatre and performance was occurring on the Gold 

Coast, how and where. I also monitored the style in which this information was 

presented; what images and content were used to inform and engage the general public 

in the theatrical and performance activities of the region. In particular this meant a close 

watch on the Thursday edition of The Gold Coast Bulletin which carried an 

entertainment section with regular theatre articles and performance listings. Of regular 

examination was a section called Dressing Roomers, a gossip style overview of local 

theatre written by one of the key informants of this study.  

 

The Gold Coast Bulletin consistently ran articles on the nature of the Gold Coast 

community, what the economic, social and political challenges were, as the makeup of 

the community and economy fluctuated.  
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For example, during my research The Gold Coast Bulletin ran many articles about the 

potential development of new arts precinct in the region. In one article entitled “Art 

World” Robyn Wuth wrote that the only the way the local council and community 

would support it was for the arts facility to be turned into a theme park (Wuth, 2008). 

 

While the ephemera collated became a body of evidence about how theatre is presented 

and created on the Gold Coast, and was an important research tool for this study, I did 

not use these items as part of my thesis writing. These artefacts and records served as 

fertiliser for the growth of my own awareness of the theatre and performance sector on 

the Gold Coast. 

 

3.17 My Role as Researcher: Participant Observer 

In the process of data-gathering I found that my role as researcher moved between that 

of both an observer and participant. Observer in the sense of being present at the places 

where theatre productions were being rehearsed and presented and participant in 

working to be an active and an engaged witness to relationships and processes. The 

‘opportunity’ of participant observation “is the ability to perceive reality from the view-

point of someone “inside” the case study rather than external to it” (Yin, 2009, p. 112). 

It was very much an opportunity to gain a deeper understanding of the context of the 

companies, the productions and the attitudes of the participants within. 

 

With the amateur theatres, in particular, I was concerned to get a deeper and more 

complex understanding of what drove people to want to be part of amateur productions. 

I had little experience of this theatre culture and wanted to comprehend the range of 

attitudes, skills and experiences that people would bring to the event and how they 

would deal with the intense and escalating demands of large cast productions as they 

hurried towards opening night. 
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With Showboat I was introduced to the acting company as a researcher and then “he is 

writing about us”, which made the task slightly more challenging as company members 

became initially more cautious around me. I found that this distance dissipated the more 

I attended rehearsals and demonstrated a sincere engagement and interest in what they 

were doing. I also took on a range of practical tasks to demonstrate support and that I 

was able to be of some use to the production tasks. These tasks included script prompter 

and acting coach during rehearsal. This engagement also had the calculated added 

benefit that by engaging with the company positively within their own environment I 

was able to become a trusted member of this group (Burgess, 1991, p. 45; Burns, 2000, 

p. 467; Hesse-Biber & Leavy, 2011; Janesick, 2000, p. 384). 

 

3.17.1 Script Prompter 

In the role of script prompter I was able to move from the back of the theatre during 

rehearsals and engage closely with the performers and the director. In this way I was 

able to get a stronger sense of the sorts of theatre traditions that underpinned the 

rehearsal, the style of direction, the preparation and skills of the performers and 

technical crews and the theatre literacy of the cast and crew. 

 

How performers responded to the prompt and the need for a ‘line’ said a lot about the 

culture of the particular production and the experience of the performers. It also gave an 

insight into the preparation of the different types of performer, who ranged from the 

disciplined and prepared to those who spend quite of bit of rehearsal time giving 

approximate versions of the script and the stage choreography to a couple of people for 

whom it was quite a struggle to get any of the correct lines out. Further information 

about this process can be found the case study for amateur theatre Chapter 4. 

 

3.17.2 Acting Coach 

After I had been attending Showboat rehearsals for two weeks I was asked by the 

director to provide some intensive acting advice for one of the lead performers.  
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The director determined that this performer’s constant need for prompting stemmed 

from a lack of certain performance skills. I spent two sessions with him and worked on 

some of the dramatic challenges that this inexperienced performer was having. I gained 

insights into the types of people who were engaging in community theatre, what they 

were experiencing, the social and theatrical challenges they faced and what this 

engagement meant for them. 

 

During the interviews with the directors of Mercury’s Wings my role as a 

participant/observer became more complex as these interviews often evolved into 

forums where the company’s plans were discussed and their activities, plays, 

productions and funding applications were analysed. There were some interviews, or 

parts thereof, that seemed to be as much strategy meetings for the theatre company as 

they were data-gathering activities for me. There were also times when the successes 

and failures of their current venture became the dominant focus of the participant’s 

engagement in the interviews. My relationship with the participants was very much that 

of an insider/outsider in that I was developing an understanding of their position 

alongside my own established knowledge of the broader theatre industry that they were 

seeking to engage more deeply with. The research relationship was marked by what 

Silverman describes as a constant process of distinguishing the right distance or degree 

of impartiality in the orientation of engagement between the researcher and the 

participants. This was not to diminish the importance of being “attentive to the 

expectations and role projections of the people being observed” (2003, p. 12). This was 

not only in terms of being sympathetic but, more significantly, I paid particular attention 

to the interrelations between the participants and the researcher, what they were doing, 

the events that confronted them, their responses to these and, finally my own reactions 

to them. Martyn Hamersley and Paul Atkinson underscore the role balancing required of 

the researcher in situations like this by saying “all social research is a form of 

participant observation, because we cannot study the social world without being part of 

it” (1998, p. 111).
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Ithiel de Sola Pool’s view that “every interview is an interpersonal drama with a 

developing plot” (1957, p. 193) was particularly pertinent to this process with the 

Mercury’s Wings interviews as the year unfolded in terms of their plans, their activities 

and the various moments of success and failure that they experienced. This was a very 

complex relationship and there were a number of times when I was affected by the 

distressing emotional turmoil that the Mercury’s Wings directors experienced. 

 

I needed to exercise some caution when my role moved beyond that of an observer into 

potential roles as advisor/participant in their processes or activities. To counter this I 

discussed possible strategies and their outcomes but always articulated that the final 

decision lay with them. I was often aware that one of the difficulties of my being a grey-

haired experienced theatre practitioner was that participants might seek advice from me 

whom they considered a ‘theatre elder’, without my intentionally positioning myself to 

fulfil the role of advisor or sage. I had to ensure that the relationships I had with the 

participants was one of honest exchange, but that I did not allow preconceived notions 

of expertise to create a barrier to my gathering accurate data. 

 

While it was important to be part of the world that I was researching, my relationship 

with the two company members became more complex as I observed and experienced 

the ‘highs and lows’ of their attempts to build their company. As Silverman describes it 

“the observer establishes a sort of parallel between what s/he feels and what the people 

observed feel, or the phases they pass through” (2003, p. 13). Here is a quote from my 

research journal which demonstrates some of the complexities they confronted, which in 

turn affected my changing role as a ‘learning’ insider and or an ‘experienced’ outsider: 

I have been spending quite a deal of time responding to Claudine and James 

as they move the company from its present operation to new terrain and do 

whatever they have to do become part of this new level. The new level has 

them mixing with the industry as it stands; facilities, bureaucracies, funding 

policies, programmes and officers, government policies and so on. 

(Researcher’s Personal Journal, May 6, 2010) 



THEATRE ECOLOGY OF THE GOLD COAST OF AUSTRALIA     145 

3.18 Ethical Considerations 

All participants were approached with a standard informed consent package which 

explained the aims and the methods of the research as well as their rights to withdraw 

from the project without any penalty. All participation was on a volunteer basis. 

Interviewees agreed in writing to having their names and what they said included in this 

thesis. 

 

An ethical risk lay in the fact that for a period of time during the research I was 

Chairperson of the Gold Coast Regional Arts Development Fund (RADF). The risk 

would be manifest when applications for funding came from people involved as 

research participants in this project. This situation became particularly acute when the 

committee received funding applications from Mercury’s Wings and I needed to 

manage my support for their work with making sure I did not provide any unfair support 

in the committee decision-making process. I always declared my research interests to 

the RADF committee at each committee meeting. When Mercury’s Wings applications 

were discussed at the committee meetings I always excused myself from these 

discussions, declaring a conflict of interest. In terms of advice requested by research 

participants such as Mercury’s Wings on whether applications could be made and the 

approach that they might take, I would always refer them to other members of the 

committee. 

 

These types of interactions with case study participants also raised concerns in terms of 

objectivity and security of information. I needed to be circumspect with participants 

about what was said in and beyond interviews. This was particularly so in situations 

where one participant had a complex working relationship with another participant. An 

example of this was the relationship between Mercury’s Wings theatre company and the 

Art Centre Gold Coast. The details of this are covered in Chapter 5. 
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A further example arose when interviewees expressed their opinions of other people’s 

productions and performances. An ethical risk in these exchanges lay in confidentiality. 

Interviewees were being asked to comment on activities occurring in their community 

and a number of interviewees were forthright in their comments on the standards of 

theatre and performance. By sharing perceptions of fellow theatre practitioners and their 

work, the interviewees may expose personal biases not shared by others in the 

community. To combat personal bias that did not reflect an interviewee’s work 

practices, I excluded data that was personally negative. 

 

3.19 Ethics Approval 

The Griffith University Human Ethics Committee gave the research ethical clearance. 

The protocol number was EPS/41/08/HREC. 

 

All participants in the theatre mapping phase, the two case studies and the survey were 

individually given copies of an information sheet, which detailed the research project’s 

basic concepts and information pertaining to the participant’s involvement in the 

research, their rights and contact details for all the research team. See Appendices C, D, 

E, F and G for a copy of these information sheets. 

 

All participants in the theatre mapping phase and the two case studies signed a copy of a 

consent form, which detailed their acceptance of the conditions of their participation in 

the research study. See Appendices H, I, J, and K for a copy of these consent forms. 

 

A consent form was not required for the participants who filled in the survey, as their 

contribution was both voluntary and anonymous. Their engagement with, and return of 

the survey signified their consent. (See Appendix B for a copy of the survey questions.) 
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3.20 Data Analysis 

Through the interviews and observational activities, I gathered a large amount of 

research material. The theatre mapping process gathered 27 interviews traversing nearly 

all styles of theatre in the region. I developed two case studies, one involved three 

amateur theatre productions and intensive interviews with the directors of those 

productions. On the production of Showboat I also conducted in-depth interviews with 

four leading cast members and a written survey was returned by 25 other cast members. 

The second case study ran over 18 months and was based on a concentrated and regular 

engagement with two theatre workers as they sought to establish a local professional 

theatre company. The two case studies generated 22 formal interviews, 11 of which 

were with Mercury’s Wings and 11 with the amateur theatre participants. There was 

also a range of observational data to be considered as part of the analysis process. 

 

Silverman states that in order “to make your analysis effective, it is imperative to have a 

limited body of data with which to work” (2006, p. 8).David Thomas notes that the 

most useful way to obtain meaning from raw data is to develop a summary of themes or 

categories from the raw data. Thomas further elucidates that “the primary mode of 

analysis is the development of categories from the raw data into a model or framework. 

This model contains key themes and processes identified and constructed by the 

evaluator during the coding process” (2006, p. 240). This then was the first stage of the 

data analysis; working with the data and turning it into a series of frameworks or themes 

or key ideas that were drawn down from the large data collection 

 

The process of transcription, the development of codes and the identifying of themes 

began when the bulk of the mapping interviews were complete and continued until the 

Mercury’s Wings interviews were completed. The usual length of the interviews was 60 

to 90 minutes each, and so transcription was a major task given the large number of 

interviews and their length. Rather than outsource the transcription process, I took on 

the task myself to gain as much familiarity with the data as possible. 
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The transcription process had two phases. The first was very much a mapping of the 

material designed to see what was there; to gather initial impressions or early emerging 

trends. The Nvivo 8 transcription and coding program was used in this exploration of 

the material to get an overall sense of the material. A series of codes were developed 

through which the transcribed research material was analysed and further overall themes 

identified. The codes were developed from the research question, the sub-questions and 

“a direct reflection of your initial study propositions” (Yin, 2009, p. 34). These were 

outlined in Chapter 1. The exploration of the data and searching for ways to code was 

very much a further exercise in analysing and understanding the research material. As 

Matthew Miles and A. Michael Huberman note “coding is analysis. To review a set of 

field notes, transcribed or synthesized, and to dissect them meaningfully, while keeping 

the relations between the parts intact is the stuff of analysis” (1994, p. 56). 

 

The second phase was a slower working through of the transcripts, using the codes and 

the initial themes as ways, or frames, against which to test and examine the material. As 

part of this process I continually considered the appropriateness of the codes I was using 

and their relationship to the material and the themes. This was an on-going process that 

continued through analysis and also throughout the writing-up phase. Janesick notes that 

“qualitative design requires ongoing analysis of the data” (2000, p. 386) and this was 

very much the case with my study. 

 

The themes and issues that emerged at this stage were the key data set in terms of 

understanding the practical nature of theatre and performance on the Gold Coast and 

were the basis for the writing of the case study reports. Through this process, links were 

increasingly made between the research materials and the ecological qualities explored 

in the frameworks presented in Chapter 2. Diagrams, mind maps, graphs and 

comparisons were heavily used as I considered the resonances or connections between 

both sets of information. This process echoed Miller and Fox’s approach in searching 

for what was complementary between the theatrical and the ecological. Miller and Fox 

put this in terms of “where possible, bridges are also built to span the shortest distance 

between the land formations” (2004, p. 35). 
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3.20.1 Data triangulation 

In this study I used triangulation in both data-gathering and methodology to bring 

together a deeper pool of research material so as “to clarify meaning, verifying the 

repeatability of an observation or interpretation” (Stake, 2000, p. 443). I was working in 

an area where little research had previously been done and, while I had significant 

experience in theatre-making in other communities, I had little knowledge of the 

complexities, the makeup and the history of theatre-making on the Gold Coast. I was 

concerned to gather as many views and go to as much depth as my resources would 

allow. 

 

These motivations drove both the interview recruitment process, the various ways I 

engaged with local theatre and performance-makers in the case studies and through 

attendance at related activities and the recording of those experiences. 

 

Janesick states that triangulation is an important part of the qualitative design process 

and cites Norman Denzin (1978) as defining four basic types of triangulation, of which 

two were employed in this study. 

 Data triangulation: the use of a variety of data sources in a study 

 Methodological triangulation: the use of multiple methods to study a single 

problem (Janesick, 2000, p. 391) 

 

In terms of data triangulation I brought together as wide a variety of people to interview 

as time and resources would allow. There was a diversity of theatrical backgrounds 

ranging from professional, commercial, and independent through to amateur theatre-

makers. The survey of the Showboat cast members demonstrated diversity also in 

occupation, experience and aspiration. 

 

The use of triangulation proved particularly valuable when looking at amateur theatre 

because the study benefitted from having not one viewpoint but three perspectives from 

the directors of the three companies.  
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These directors had very different approaches to theatre-making, to casting productions 

and building relationships with the performers. They also had different yet intersecting 

networks and different ways of reaching out to the broader community. While there was 

a sense of generational difference between them, the directors shared similar views on 

the significance and usefulness of amateur theatre to the Gold Coast region. 

 

As a further step in gathering a variety of sources, I interviewed at length two theatre 

workers who were trying to establish a type of theatre company that, to that point, did 

not exist on the Gold Coast. This was a significant and long-term engagement in the life 

of the company and continued over the course of 18 months. 

 

This enabled me to have a detailed and growing understanding of their situation, their 

approaches and the consequences of these. In terms of methodological triangulation, I 

used different interview styles ranging from ‘focused interviews’ to ‘in-depth, open-

ended interviews’ to surveys, and I interviewed certain participants regularly and in-

depth. I also took field notes on a range of theatre productions, meetings and related 

events. A daily journal was maintained throughout the study and brought together 

observations, thematic material, artistic and personal responses to what I saw and heard, 

newspaper and book references and various experiments in theme development. 

 

Given the nature of this sort of research where “no observations or interpretations are 

perfectly repeatable, triangulation serves also to clarify meaning by identifying different 

ways the phenomenon is being seen” (Stake, 2000, pp. 443-444). These measures 

described seemed the most useful method of developing as comprehensive an 

understanding of the region’s theatre sector as possible. 

 

Throughout the data analysis, the data was continually examined for its capacity to be 

considered in an ecological framework. In this I was encouraged by Miller and Fox’s 

assertion of “the analytic potential of qualitative research by considering how it may be 

used to construct bridges between different approaches to social life, particularly 

perspectives that focus on macro- and microscopic issues” (2004, p. 35). 
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3.20.2 Construct Validity 

To increase the construct validity of this study I followed Yin’s advice in using data 

triangulation, or “the use of multiple sources of evidence, in a manner encouraging 

convergent lines of inquiry” (2009, p. 42). The theatre mapping exercise, the case 

studies and the variety of participants and interview styles allowed for multiple and 

different methods of engaging with participants their experiences of theatre and 

performance in the region. 

 

A further approach that Yin recommends “is to have the draft case study report 

reviewed by key informants” (2009, p. 42). Fifteen months after the formal research 

programme was completed, I met with the directors of Mercury‘s Wings to discuss their 

reactions to the draft case study report. The outcome of this meeting is detailed in 

Chapter 5. 

 

3.21 Chapter Summary 

This chapter has described the gathering and analysing process of research material on 

the nature of theatre and performance on the Gold Coast. This data was drawn from the 

experiences and shaped by attitudes of theatre-makers in the region. The research design 

and strategies were developed by bringing together an ethnographic methodology with 

an ecological framework to create an analytical tool. 

 

These two frameworks focus on what is actually happening in a community or 

environment, not what should be, and working with the existing personalities, their 

knowledge and the activities in these settings (Leicester & Sharpe, 2010, p. 23). From 

this concern, my research strategies were built around interviewing and spending time 

with local theatre practitioners in their places or surroundings. The practical approaches 

or tools used to realise this goal were formal in-depth, open-ended interviews and these 

were utilised in both the theatre mapping process and the two case studies that emerged 

from the findings of the mapping process. 
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This chapter also outlined the additional research materials from observation of theatre-

related activities, a short survey of a production cast and an extensive compilation of 

journal notes, theatre programmes and copies of newspaper articles and other published 

materials. Underpinning this process was data and methodological triangulation where a 

variety of sources was used in both phases to assist in the clarity and reliability of the 

research data. 

 

This current chapter detailed the analysis process which involved transcription, the 

development of data coding for the interview transcriptions and the drawing out of 

themes pertinent to the study. It also pointed to the application in the analysis phase of 

ecological ideas and concepts that resonate with this material. 

 

The details of the two case studies are reported in the following two chapters. The 

studies describe key elements of the region’s theatre ecology and are intended to 

provide a deeper understanding of theatre-making on the Gold Coast and the impact of 

ecological thinking on perceptions of theatre and performance. 
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Chapter 4 

Case Studies: Theatre on the Gold Coast 

4.0 Introduction 

Chapters 4 and 5 present exploratory, complementary case studies that depict two 

particular aspects of the region’s theatre ecology and provide a deeper understanding of 

the environment for theatre-making on the Gold Coast. One study investigated the 

extensive amateur theatre sector and its qualities and relationships. The other followed 

the fortunes of two local theatre workers as they attempted to bring the necessary 

resources together to transform their small, part time theatre company, Mercury’s 

Wings, into an on-going professional company. 

 

The analysis of the case studies revealed significant themes or observations that were 

particular to each, but there were also important, if unexpected, similarities, or ‘threads’, 

which resonated across both the studies. Educationalist Jean Clandinin describes 

“resonant threads” (Researcher’s Personal Journal, June 8, 2010) as not being themes, 

but more what may emerge in one account and connect with similar concerns in 

another. She further explains that they may occur when accounts are laid down side by 

side and there are resonances that are seen to emerge. These relate to noteworthy 

singularities that become more obvious upon closer examination. In another sense, the 

function of the resonant threads is to render the invisible visible. 

 

The balance of this chapter is an account of the amateur theatre case study and the 

research themes that emerged through interviews with participants and my observations 

through attendance at rehearsals and performances from one end of the coast to the 

other. During the practical research phase I attended 25 different productions, many 

rehearsals for four separate productions and related events such as the annual Gold 

Coast Area Theatre Awards on two occasions. 
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This concentration on amateur theatre was inspired by the contextual mapping process 

outlined in Chapter 3 and explores a significant element of the local theatre sector. 

Woven through the case study reports is ecological analysis that connects the experience 

and the findings to the ecological frameworks explored in the first chapter. 

 

4.1 Case Study 1: Amateur Theatre on the Gold Coast  

…what if the audience wants to clamber into the performance space? 

(Cochrane, 2001, p. 235) 

4.1.1 Amateur Theatre: An Overview 

Amateur theatres have long been part of Australian communities. Kerry Kilner writes 

that in the first thirty years of the 20th century repertory, or amateur theatres as they 

came to be known, “were established in many of Australia’s major centres” (1995, p. v). 

She defines these theatres as “committed to producing a variety of plays using an active 

amateur base for both acting and production” (1995, p. v). These companies emerged as 

a counter to the commercial producers who were not interested in producing Australian 

drama and a local response to the success that repertory theatre was enjoying in Europe 

and the UK with the realist writers such as Ibsen, Chekhov and Shaw. 

John McCallum states that amateur theatres, or little theatres as they were also known, 

maintained the serious theatre repertoire from the 1920s to the 1950s. (2009, p.15) In 

the 1960s and 1970s Government subsidy to cover theatre production costs became 

available and competition for this financial support seriously undermined the status and 

value of amateur theatres (Kilner, 1995, pp. v-vi). The situation for amateur theatre was 

further complicated in that, as Cochrane describes, “throughout the twentieth century 

advanced capitalism brought with it a rapidly escalating emphasis on professionalism 

both in the economic sense and in the sense of enhancement of specialist skills” (2001, 

p. 234). This shift in values has had a significant impact across work and leisure 

activities and she suggests that “‘Professional’ now carries with it connotations of ultra-

competence. The amateur is non-professional and by implication incompetent” (2001, p. 

234). 
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Donella Meadows puts this view even more harshly when writing of “society’s 

paradigm, or deepest set of beliefs about how the world works”; she states that “money 

measures something real and has real meaning (therefore people who are paid less are 

literally worth less)” (1999, p. 17). This comparison has been applied to professional 

and amateur theatre, much to the latter’s cost. 

 

The word amateur seems to be used in two ways in a theatrical context. One is that it 

refers to the financial status of the participants who volunteer their time, abilities and 

labour to create a theatre performance. Its other usage is to describe theatre work that is 

of low standard, not skilfully put together or performed. Both usages of the word mingle 

when exploring the work of amateur theatres. Participants in this study also used the 

word amateur with both meanings. One of the challenges for me was to be clear about 

which meaning the informants were intending when they used the word amateur. 

 

This study did not seek to make particular judgements about the quality or the aesthetics 

of theatre-making used in this region. I was more interested in the ways that theatre is 

made in this community and how it is sustained by the efforts of those makers. 

Underpinning this study’s process was Leicester and Sharpe’s exploration of 

“ecological thinking to understand how the arts work in society and in the economy” 

(2010, p. 10) and the description of the value transition from an ecology (what is) to an 

economy (what it’s for). The ‘what it’s for’ is a complex query for amateur theatre 

because it is the site of much value exchange. 

 

For a key informant in this study, “it’s a magnificently transforming activity, regardless 

of whether, you know, the thirty pieces of silver ever change hands” (J.S., personal 

communication, December 15, 2009). 

 

4.1.2 Amateur Theatre: On the Gold Coast 

In terms of the broader themes of the research this case study explores the activities, the 

qualities and some of the significant relationships of the amateur theatre sector of the 

Gold Coast region. 
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These emerged from the study’s focus on three particular amateur theatre productions 

and utilised the “ethnographers focus on how different people define an event through 

their actions, perceptions, interpretations and beliefs” (Burns, 2000, p. 398). 

 

The research began with the intention of investigating a particular case, Gold Coast 

Little Theatre’s production of Kern and Hammerstein’s musical Showboat. It was 

through meeting local theatre workers during the rehearsals of that production, that I 

was invited to observe Javeenbah Theatre Company’s production of Sweet Charity by 

Coleman, Fields and Simon and Spotlight Theatre Company’s production of The Boy 

from Oz by Enright and Allen. Seeing these three productions provided a real sense of 

the complexity, the diversity and the significance of amateur theatre on the Gold Coast. 

There is a great deal more to this sector than the usual characterisations of amateur 

theatre imply. 

 

These three companies have demonstrated great resilience in having navigated the 

various growth and development cycles that the Gold Coast has experienced since the 

1950s. For example, the Gold Coast Little Theatre has for 60 years, continuously, been 

selecting plays, recruiting casts and producing theatre to audiences of sufficient capacity 

to generate enough box office income to survive on the Gold Coast. It regularly presents 

up to six productions a year and offers many opportunities for community members to 

participate on stage or in the audience. “I have been around for 30 years and seen a lot 

of people come down the lane” (J.S., personal communication, December 15, 2009). 

 

4.2 Key Themes from This Case Study 

Through the course of this study certain key themes emerged regarding amateur theatre 

and its place in and value to this community. The first three themes explore the benefits 

or the opportunities that amateur theatre provides for its members, its audiences and the 

wider community. The last four themes focus on the relationships that shape or inform 

the capacities of amateur theatres, their members and their productions. 
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Theme 1: Diversity and Complexity of Amateur Productions 

There were real challenges in the nature of the productions that the companies sought to 

stage; in the mix of people who were involved in the production and the performance 

tasks of each of the productions. These observations were not unique to these particular 

productions, or to the Gold Coast theatre, but serve as an emphasis and reminder of how 

complex a task it is putting together a theatre production. 

 

Theme 2: Amateur Theatres as Pathways to the Social, Creative and to the 

Meaningful 

The capacity to engage with a group of people who have a specific combined goal is a 

key component in a resident’s commitment to and satisfaction with their local 

community (Alvarez, 2005, Finnegan, 2007, Ivey, 2009, Putnam, 2000). Amateur 

theatre, often called community theatre, encourages interconnections in the community 

and provides significant pathways for community members to live more meaningful, 

engaged, fulfilled lives. 

 

Theme 3: Amateur Theatres and Young People  

The theme of young people and their relationship to amateur theatre arose directly from 

observations of the three stage productions, and showed community theatre to be a 

pathway in career and skill development for young people. 

 

Theme 4: Amateur Theatre and its Professional Counterpart 

Amateur theatre provides a particularly vigorous context for the discussion of value; 

both to the community and the legitimacy of this theatre experience in comparison to 

the professional version. 
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Theme 5: Amateur Theatre and the Commercial Imperative  

While amateur theatres do not have the wage pressures that either commercial or 

government-funded professional theatres have, they still face significant financial 

pressures which impact on the shaping of their artistic programmes and their capacity to 

service their membership. 

 

Theme 6: Amateur Theatre and The Arts Centre Gold Coast 

With regard to the capacities of a theatre ecology on the Gold Coast, a key point in 

many conversations with the participants was the role that the government-funded 

performing arts venue had played in the region. 

 

Theme 7: Amateur Theatre and the Gold Coast 

A key concern of the research was whether there was a discernible relationship between 

the amateur theatre sector and the region or community from which it emerges. 

 

The balance of this chapter is an analysis of the material from the interviews, my 

observations and the survey that explores these themes in detail. The three productions 

are used to lead the discussion of certain themes. Showboat is the production focus for 

Theme 1: Diversity and Complexity of Amateur Productions; Sweet Charity is the 

production focus for the section on Theme 3: Amateur Theatres and Young People on 

the Gold Coast; and The Boy from Oz production is utilised in the Theme 4: Amateur 

Theatre and its Professional Counterpart. 

 

Direct quotes from interviews are used extensively to amplify the themes that emerged 

from the research, and are designed, as Alvarez suggests, to “let the phenomenon under 

study become illuminated, understood, and felt from the point of view of those who are 

the subjects of the study” (2005, p. 24). 



THEATRE ECOLOGY OF THE GOLD COAST OF AUSTRALIA     159 

4.3 Theme 1: Diversity and Complexity of Amateur 

Productions 

It is possible to be unaware of the complexity of theatre; to miss the critical elements 

and the effort that must occur in a production for it to move through rehearsals to 

performance. As Brisbane points out, theatre constructs illusions and often the audience 

is supposed to see only the artifice and not the work and the preparation that goes into 

its production. 

The view from the front stalls is an illusion. That is the point of theatre. The 

reality is the backside of the scenery, the mechanics in the flies, the 

production workshop, the training schools, the marketers, the ticket sellers, 

the struggle, the hopes, the necessary failures that make the triumphs. What 

we see from the front stalls is only the magic. And yet that magic dictates 

the policy of arts subvention, not only here but in most first-world countries 

since the end of the Second World War. (Brisbane, 2006, p. 5)  

 

Becker’s (2008) concept of an ‘Art World’ encourages consideration of all the people 

who participate and activities that must occur before and during the presentation of an 

art work to an audience. In a theatre space, the audience receives the final version after 

the complexities have been worked out and all the questions that a production might ask 

of its performers and producers have been resolved in rehearsal. Becker’s is an 

ecological framework because he invites us to reconsider the final result, the 

performance, in relation to the efforts of the performers, the producers, the audiences 

and the materials and processes to which Brisbane refers. The art work is dependent on 

the work of particular people at a particular time in particular conditions. As Becker 

says, “it seems obvious to say that if everyone whose work contributes to the finished 

art work does not do his part, the work will come out differently” (2008, p. xxiv). 

Adopting this view is like being asked to sit backstage and, keep one eye on what is 

happening on the front stage, whilst making sure the other eye is on the many different, 

apparently unconnected activities going on backstage that eventually coalesce into the 

single vision being presented to the audience. 
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It is a system that could be described as being autopoietic in that the backstage and front 

stages involve separate, distinct and almost unrelated processes yet are completely 

dependent. Thinking ecologically prompts a valuing of what is happening backstage as 

much as on the front stage. 

 

Theatre is a complex and adaptive system. Kershaw points to the intricacy of making a 

theatre work by saying that “every tiny element of a production, including audience 

responses, must click into just the right place at just the right time to create a magically 

complete event” (2007, p. 58). Rehearsal is about making the relationships between the 

script, the cast, the director, the production team and the theatre space known and a 

working system established between them that enables that ‘complete event’. It is an 

adaptive system in that these elements, collectively and individually, will be changed by 

the interaction between them. The performance will be a result of their interactions and 

will change again as the performers and the performance adapt to another distinct 

element in the play’s ecology, the audience. It is these complex and adaptive processes 

that enable theatre to be seen as an ecology. 

 

It was these processes and complexities that were on display in Gold Coast Little 

Theatre’s production of Showboat. It is a renowned and dramatically complicated 

musical that covers a considerable period of time and deep social change in American 

society at the turn of last century. Theatrically it utilises large scale musical and dance 

pieces, contains songs that became standards for singers in the 20th century and is filled 

with a large cast of colourful stock characters. The challenge for the Gold Coast Little 

Theatre was twofold: the first was to make these songs and stock characters fresh and 

engaging for a 21st century Gold Coast audience; the second was to bring together the 

challenges of the script with the skills and capacities of its cast and present it within the 

confines of a physically small theatre. 



THEATRE ECOLOGY OF THE GOLD COAST OF AUSTRALIA     161 

4.3.1 Diversity 

Showboat at the Gold Coast Little Theatre seemed to be what one would expect from a 

traditional amateur theatre experience. A very well-known script presented 

conventionally with a diverse company in terms of age, physicality, ability and 

experience. In casting the many roles, the director sought not only the best lead 

performers but also used the opportunity to cast widely amongst the membership, from 

amongst those people who might not normally be cast because of their physicality or 

age or talent. In this she sought a balance between the production’s artistic needs and 

the social agenda of the company in providing theatrical opportunities for its members. 

 

The director described the production in these terms: 

J: well this [Showboat] was a classic sort of… example of… it  was 

probably an unusual example because there were so many of them… but 

these 41 people… that is a lot of people… at one end of the spectrum we 

had children… there were 7 or 8 children who were all high achieving… 

high achieving in their private lives and performed magnificently with as 

much discipline and aplomb as anybody else in the play… they ranged from 

12 to 15 which is usually a pretty ordinary age group… adolescent and… 

they never missed a beat and performed beautifully and the whole thing. I 

think what we say about them is that they’re people who have a high degree 

of talent and they in their own lives are being trained in this area… they do 

it as an area of excellence and this was just another experience for them… 

and… we benefited greatly. Right over the other end we have got the elderly 

who were struggling with physical disabilities so you have… well we had 

one who has been diagnosed with terminal cancer… and we are now not 

sure what he's got… he is now getting a second opinion. I never thought he 

would live to see the play. We have another old fella with serious physical 

disabilities but they really stepped outside what was their ordinary life 

and… had a lovely time but in between life changing events occurred. (J.S., 

personal communication, May 25, 2010) 
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The director describes this cast as “a classic one” in its cast mix and this emphasised the 

situation that for amateur theatres, their productions are often marked by a need to 

balance diverse, mixed casts and different generations in ways that professional theatres 

do not have to. Theatrically this production brought together performers who saw the 

production in vocational terms alongside those who approached the production from an 

avocational point of view. Charles Leadbeater and Paul Miller’s description of the 

emergence of the ‘Pro-Am’ and its membership has application here. They describe a 

spectrum that includes people “who are serious and committed amateurs, who take part 

in public competitions, performances and displays. Skilled amateurs can be 

distinguished from amateurs who do not compete or perform. The continuum then 

stretches back to devotees, fans, dabblers and spectators” (2004, p. 24). All of these 

were found in the Showboat cast and it stretched back to include the audience. 

 

There were also various literacies in terms of theatre knowledge, experience and attitude 

to the theatre process amongst cast members. Some people had never participated or had 

only a little experience of contributing to an amateur theatre production. They were 

working alongside those with extensive professional and or amateur theatre experience. 

Another group within the cast were the highly motivated young performers who brought 

a theatre culture gained from their high school drama classes, large-scale school 

productions and specialist training in dance and performance. In addition there were 

people who were not strong stage performers but committed to working on the show, 

gaining from the social and creative experience and who became a necessary part of the 

network of “cooperative activity” (Becker, 2008, p. xxiv). 

 

The varied reasons among the cast for being part of this production and merging those 

attitudes into a cohesive performance group also seemed to be an agenda that 

underpinned and flowed through the rehearsals. A survey of the 41 members of the cast 

conducted during the latter part of rehearsals revealed that there were lawyers, 

engineers, social workers, accountants, university lecturers, retirees, chemists, teachers, 

high school students and career consultants making the Showboat cast a broad 

representation of the local community. 
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When asked “What does doing this production mean to you?” the survey revealed that 

cast members’ reasons for participation included: gaining performance experience and 

training to “break into the Australian theatre industry” (survey Showboat Cast member); 

through to fun; significant creative experiences; stimulation and social engagement; 

benefits for the audience; personal challenge; “self-aggrandisement… I love being on 

stage” (survey Showboat Cast member); a sense of personal achievement; confidence 

building; self-fulfilment and accomplishment and maintenance of friendships combined 

to make for a successful production experience. In a professional production this variety 

would not be as evident. 

 

This variety provided a major challenge for the director and production team to create a 

unified composition utilising these different cast members, their different personalities 

and varying capacities to work collaboratively. Their different theatre and social 

backgrounds affected how they understood performance directions; how they related to 

other cast members and responded to the demands of the ensemble pieces; to theatre 

etiquette and production strategies and they all had different expectations of the 

theatrical process and the production. 

 

The task of the director during the rehearsal period was to somehow weave these 

individuals together at a systemic level, into the unified and cohesive all-singing, some-

dancing world of this musical. The regular and on-going frequency of gathering 

together to rehearse this show over five months gradually enabled the 41 individuals to 

create the particular culture of this production, its characters on and off stage, its 

settings on and offstage and its particular way of telling its story, merging with the 

qualities of this particular company. 

 

Becker’s emphasis on conventions as key elements in the organising of art-making 

resonates in this process. “Conventions regulate the relations between artists and 

audience, specifying the rights and obligations of both” (2008, p. 29) and theatre 

production and performance conventions shape rehearsals, the relationships between all 

the members of the company and then with the audience when the production is 

presented to them. 
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Leicester and Sharpe’s observations about those elements that coordinate the different 

views of a horizon or of a football match resonate here also (2010, pp. 24-29). 

Conventions become the currency of a theatre activity and coordinate the differing 

views, experiences, understandings and aspirations of the various cast and production 

members. One cast member described something of the journey and value of 

productions like Showboat that seek to combine large and diverse casts in a successful 

production. 

F: A whole group of disparate people…come together at an audition and 

eventually you sort out what is going to be...and all of sudden those 40 odd 

people… and you gradually ... you are going to build… and you have your 

private opinions about what’s going to happen... most of mine are 

pessimistic... and they all come together and you think ‘Ah yeah okay...It’s 

fun’. You are not going to spend three months of your life in hard and 

agonising times...it’s the fun. (F.C., personal communication, May 17, 

2010) 

 

There was not only the more general theatre conventions coordinating the rehearsals and 

performances, there were also conventions or customs, more personal in nature, that 

existed or had developed within this particular production. Observation of rehearsal 

showed these to exist between the director and the musical director who were long-time 

collaborators, and between performers and crew members who had been part of those 

collaborations in other productions. These conventions shaped, and informed the 

running and atmosphere of rehearsals. 

 

Complicating all of this was the production’s use of a tiny stage that was never designed 

for large musicals. Here was a cast of 41 people entering, exiting, changing costumes, 

moving props and accommodating each other in a hidden process backstage while all 

must look organised, timely and purposeful onstage. The tiny wing spaces of the theatre 

were packed with cast members moving in every direction, a band playing instruments 

large and small, stage crew and set pieces that needed to be moved smoothly on and off 

the stage at regular intervals. 
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The production’s resilience was further stretched as membership of the band changed 

nightly, as did the technical crew members whose expertise and knowledge of this 

production varied from performance to performance. Again this certainly is not a unique 

experience in amateur theatre but it speaks to the singular complexities of presenting 

this particular show with this particular cast at this particular time. 

 

As an observer it was a remarkable experience to witness the slow blending of 

personalities, skills and capacity which created the production and its ultimate 

intersection with a very strong audience response. 

S: Is it the best show I have ever seen on the coast? No, no it isn’t but it is 

the best ticket booking show on the Coast that I can remember…96% over 

the season. It is unbelievable… it means that there are 100 seats left unsold. 

GCLT has a season capacity of 2,500 seats. (S.C., personal communication, 

May 11, 2010) 

 

As this interviewee suggests, the production was not a success in every aspect. 

Artistically it suffered from variations in performance qualities, skills and energies. The 

links between the musicians and the performers were not always strong and the 

capacities of the technical support varied regularly. 

 

For the director of Showboat the production had a chance of success because “if you 

start with a great piece you are so far ahead before you even get off the ground.....it is 

truly a great piece” (J.S., personal communication, December 15, 2009). The production 

was carried by the adroit casting of some strong performers in the key roles and a 

company that, whatever the diversity of skill and experience of the cast and crew overall 

– and there was a great deal – the team was well drilled and committed, serious in its 

tasks and its attitudes to the performance. The production and its success became 

significant element in the lives of the company and this translated into its appeal for the 

audience. 
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Ecologically, this diversity was a source of strength and resilience for this production. 

There were many points of connection for an audience. It gave the performances a 

human, a universal appeal in terms of the range of people on stage, the variety of faces, 

bodies, their varying skills and capacities to tell the story. This variety extended the 

production’s reach out into the community to the friends, the families and the networks 

of all those involved in its production. 

 

4.3.2 Complexity 

Richard Eyre describes Showboat as a story of the lives of performers who worked on 

the Mississippi River showboats from the 1880s to 1920s – “the period in which there 

was a huge migration from the country to the cities, and a maelstrom of expansion” 

(2000, p. 165). One of the key complexities of this production was how the company 

would accommodate the script’s exploration of the bitter African American experience 

of turn-of-the 20th century United States. 

Instead of a line of chorus girls showing their legs in the opening number 

singing that they were happy, happy, happy, the curtain rose on black dock-

hands lifting bales of cotton, and singing about the hardness of their lives. 

Here was a musical that showed poverty, suffering, bitterness, racial 

prejudice – and of course show business. In ‘Ol’ Man River the black race 

was given an anthem to honour its misery that had the authority of an 

authentic spiritual. (Eyre, 2000, p. 165) 

 

Radically for a musical of the 1920s it showed not only “poverty, suffering, bitterness, 

racial prejudice” (Eyre, 2000, p. 165) but also a major plotline was sexual relationships 

between Black and White people, and the show featured love stories that ended 

unhappily. 

 

The script stipulates that these roles, where possible, should be filled by African 

Americans. The director had attempted to cast persons of suitable ethnicity in the 

African American roles but had attracted only one such person to the audition. 
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Despite being cast, he decided to withdraw from the production, due to timetabling 

conflicts with his employment. The director then cast all the African American roles 

from the group of people who had auditioned and asked them to wear body makeup to 

represent African Americans. Gold Coast Little Theatre did not usually provide stage 

makeup for any of its performers. However, in this instance, makeup was bought and 

made available to those cast members playing the African American roles. 

 

The director described the careful way she managed this potentially controversial 

process: 

J: Well, I deliberately managed it. I did not allow any photographs of the 

black people to appear in the press....because I did not want to start any sort 

of whispering. When I was doing radio I was asked if I wanted to talk about 

it and I said no. I put the piece in the programme that said that we attempted 

to get African American people... and ....I think that people accepted them 

[the performers]. It was not like they were black Mamie types and there was 

a deliberate push to make them as real as possible.... and give them real 

personalities. (J.S., personal communication, May 25, 2010) 

 

The rehearsal and performance process in fact saw the ‘blacked up’ performers move 

from uncertainty and a lack of sureness in their roles to a position where they were seen 

to be very confident and working as an ensemble by the end of the season. Their 

confidence was an important success of the show. 

 

I asked one cast member who played an African American role for her comments on the 

experience.  
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I was unprepared for the complexity and thoughtfulness of her remarks in terms of the 

experience: 

V: I felt it a lot personally and that could have been because of where I was 

at…or experiences...of that sort of thing because I had come through an era 

where there was a huge demarcation between that which was gender-based, 

as in that this role belongs to males and this role belongs to females. I came 

through the inclusive language, the gender inclusive language stage, The 

Female Eunuch stage… all these sorts of things... and that was male and 

female...and this black and this was white...so I felt the same sort of thing. 

Researcher: That experience of being other... other than that…what’s 

expected... other than what was wanted....you saw that occurring in the 

rehearsal? 

V: But I felt all those things and… just in the words and the language that 

was used....the characterisations and I did because I had had those 

experiences....not where it was racial prejudice... not where it was racial but 

it was male and female…because they were the days of equal pay for equal 

work....that did not come in until 1972, that sort of thing. For females to get 

a loan, for females in gender-specific roles...you just did not see them....and 

of course that wasn’t me. (V.T., personal communication, June 16, 2010) 

 

Sharpe describes how “the move to ecological thinking is one that sees the properties 

and behaviours of parts as determined by the pattern of the whole” (2007, p. 3). This 

Showboat cast member describes a complex integration of knowledge and meaning. Her 

experience of this production moved through many stages; from audition to casting and 

then finding herself unexpectedly playing one of the African American characters. She 

then found herself part of a group whose experience, for her, was akin to her 

understanding of the feminist movement of the 1970s and 1980s. 
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This cast member was engaged in a ‘making of meaning’ of her experience of the play, 

her place in the social network of the production company, the physical application of 

the makeup and the sense of difference it caused. She was affected by the script’s 

strategy of very rarely mixing the White and Black characters on stage at the same time. 

 

The rehearsal and nightly presentation of songs that dealt with profound suffering and 

forbearance caused her to reflect upon her experience of being part of a group that 

experienced a separation and a sense of difference and therefore looked to each other for 

support and guidance. 

 

Naturally, this is not to say the cast members had experiences that directly replicated the 

scale of oppression as historically experienced by African American people, but within 

the context of this production these cast members perhaps began with the 

disappointment with the roles they were given, a concern about how they would be 

played, a sense of being isolated by role and by the physical changes brought by the 

makeup and therefore looking for solidarity from others in a similar situation. 

 

Adding further complexity to the experience was the fact that some of the members of 

the group were profoundly ill and their determination to remain within the production 

added a real poignancy to the experience of the larger group. This echoes Sharpe’s 

(2007, 2010) description of the book reading club and how the range of experiences, 

attitudes and interpretations of each member contributed to the quality of the wider 

experience. 

 

This complexity of experience and response was not what I expected from an amateur 

company doing Showboat on the Gold Coast. I had underestimated the impact that non- 

professional theatre participation could have on its participants and audiences. I had to 

move beyond the usual aesthetic assessments and comparisons of amateur theatre and 

see this production as a creative and social activity in its own right, to be engaged with 

on its own terms. 
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There was an extraordinary moment in the last performance of this production. It was 

during the interval and I was sitting in the theatre writing some notes and looked up to 

see a cast member in black make up coming into the auditorium via a side door to adjust 

some props. At the same moment an audience member who actually was the ethnicity 

that the actor was made up to be, stood up from her seat. 

 

The audience member then made for an exit on the other side of the auditorium and the 

two did not appear to see each other. But there was one moment when they were both 

standing, still, but about to move on, together, but unaware of the other. 

 

This ‘meeting’ or coming together of audience and cast member emphasised anew all 

the complexities of doing a musical such as this with its politics, its messages and this 

amateur theatre company’s particular capacities for the realisation of it. The diversity of 

those participating, their approaches to the experience and the variety of ways that they 

engage with and interpret that experience, is a key quality of amateur theatre. This 

quality diminishes the gap or the line between the audience and those community 

members on stage. The gap between audience and performers is at its thinnest in 

productions like this. The gap or distance, that in the professional theatre is enforced by 

training, by skill and a theatre culture that celebrates the professional and the expert, 

was not evident in this production.  

 

The amateur theatre is perhaps where the performer and the audience member meet on 

the most equal of terms. It becomes an important element of a theatre ecology, where 

there is a direct interaction, an interdependence and a shared experience between the 

two key elements of theatre. It is the moment when the audience ‘clambers on stage’. 
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4.4 Theme 2: Amateur Theatres as Pathways to the Social, 

Creative and to the Meaningful 

“I am passionate about the community aspect of it” (J.S., personal 

communication, December 15, 2009). 

 

This study of the Showboat production demonstrated that engagement with the local 

amateur theatre company can provide experiences that brought a sense of meaning, of 

achievement, of purpose and engagement to participants, even a sense of ‘tribalisation’ 

as one interviewee put it.  

 

This meant that for the period of that experience, being a member of this particular 

group brought “benefits are that…are more than just the production, there is a 

community and that plays an important role” (K.H., personal communication, October 

15, 2009). 

 

4.4.1 Value of Amateur Theatre 

Questions as to the value and significance of the theatre experience were put to 

directors, to cast members and production staff. The participants were asked to discuss 

their reasons for being involved with amateur theatre companies and what they saw as 

the benefits to themselves and the rest of the community. Responses placed emphasis on 

the capacity of amateur theatre to provide opportunities to lead an expressive or creative 

life, experience social connectedness, engage with experiences that were meaningful in 

terms of participants’ senses of worth and value. A survey of the Showboat cast was 

implemented to explore these themes further with the company beyond the key 

informants. (See Appendix B for a copy of the survey questions.) 

 

Of the 41 Showboat cast members 25 people responded and their responses 

corroborated what was reported in the interviews. For members of this cast, engagement 

with theatre has had a positive and a profound impact on their lives. 
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M: I did not do well at school, did not do much at work when I worked, I 

got married very young and had babies. For me it [theatre] was enormous 

recognition of “my goodness, I am doing something well and I am getting 

all this positive feedback.” And I knew I was doing it well. And for me it 

was a huge boost to my self-esteem... huge. (M.C., personal communication, 

May 17, 2010) 

 

For another company member theatre also became a critical element in their lives. 

V: When I got the opportunity. I took it and grabbed it wholeheartedly. Of 

course as with most people when you get a taste of theatre you don't want to 

leave it alone...and it’s something that connects... and it’s really hard to do 

without... you get lost. (V.T., personal communication, June 16, 2010) 

 

There were very often strong events that were influential in why interviewees became 

involved in theatre. In many of the interviews I asked participants about their theatre 

stories, the experiences of theatre that initially engaged them. In almost all situations 

when the interviewee spoke about that experience, their body language altered, passion 

came into their voices as they talked about their memories. Theatre seemed to offer 

ways for aspects of their character to be released and engage with the world around 

them. 

I had always enjoyed singing and dancing but done nothing with it. Then a 

friend invited me to do some singing around a piano one night which led to 

an audition for a part in the show. I nearly got the lead and was bitten 

totally. (M.C., personal communication, May 17, 2010) 

 

Indeed this interviewee got so involved in theatre on the Gold Coast that her husband’s 

mother told her son that he had better get involved as well or risk losing the marriage.  
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One interviewee explained her path by speaking of her daughter planning to audition for 

a production at Javeenbah Theatre but when…. 

V: She looked at the dates and she discovered that she would be away at that 

time but said “don’t worry, mum you audition" ...I went… Oh…okay… and 

I did and there were only six characters in the play and I was one of them 

and it was absolutely brilliant…and I became immersed, there was that love 

and passion for taking on character roles that would not have been me at this 

point...and that was wonderful. It allowed me to go out of myself and to use 

my skills. (V.T., personal communication, June 16, 2010)  

 

The participants quoted here are all long-term actors and directors in community and 

professional theatre and their initial introduction to theatre not only triggered their 

determination to be involved, but continues to inform and energise their participation. 

For example the director of Showboat began participating in theatre in a small regional 

town in Queensland, then work and marriage saw her move from one regional 

community to another and continuing to engage in theatrical activity. She was proactive 

in promoting theatre in her local community “if there was not a local theatre group to 

join, I called a public meeting and started one!” (J.S., personal communication, 

December 15, 2009). What follows is an experience of theatre that continues to energise 

her involvement. 

J: Two dramas that stay in my head, that I saw in Cunnamulla, that will 

forever stay in my head. One was an actress from Brisbane that played the 

mother....in Man in the Moon Marigolds which was fantastic and the other 

one was Gloria Dawn in A Taste of Honey...that was stunning.....I saw it in 

Cunnamulla. I was like blotting paper. I was like 22 years old and I could 

describe it to you…the play…the set...the dramatic moments. I can still see 

it. It had that dramatic… and that was in Cunnamulla! (J.S., personal 

communication, December 15, 2009) 
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For a number of interviewees the activity was a legitimising process in terms of gaining 

support from their community, their family or friends. The secretary of the Gold Coast 

Theatre Alliance, a long term theatre worker on the Gold Coast, when asked about why 

theatre companies such as GCLT, Spotlight and Javeenbah had lasted for so long, 

pointed to families and the engagement of family members in productions. There were 

instances of generations of family members being involved with parents handing on the 

passion and engagement in theatre to their children. 

J: I can speak for both GCLT and Spotlight theatre and at Spotlight there is 

a continuation of families. In Spotlight theatre there are third and fourth 

generations who are involved, those who were there in 1955, their children 

and grandchildren and they formed a youth theatre for young people and 

you cannot get more community than that. (J.B., personal communication, 

October 29, 2009) 

 

During a rehearsal of Sweet Charity I was watching the band set up in a makeshift 

orchestra pit at the front of the stage. The director pointed out that up until a week prior 

to opening night the show had neither keyboards player nor drummer. This situation 

was resolved by one of the cast members who managed to get his mother in to play 

keyboards and his grandfather to play drums. So there were now three generations all 

engaged in this production. This was not the only occurrence of multi-generation 

engagement as this show also had the director working alongside her son as a junior 

performer in the show and her mother, who was the president of the theatre committee, 

was also heavily involved in this production. 

 

Many of the respondents to the survey wrote of the importance of their particular 

communities, families and friends attending the performances. Cochrane writes “in the 

case of amateur theatre the viewing public may well have entirely different expectations 

of performance predicated on entirely different relations with the performers” (2003, p. 

170). This is a critical point in understanding the purpose, the benefit and place of 

community theatre.  
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The secretary of the Gold Coast Theatre Alliance describes the relationship between the 

Tugan Theatre and its audience as being one “where the audience books almost 

regardless of the play because the audience has a commitment to the company. People 

will book, almost without knowing what the play is” (J.B., personal communication, 

October 29, 2009). 

 

In a later discussion with the secretary of the Gold Coast Theatre Alliance (June 19th, 

2012), he described the audiences at the southern end of the Gold Coast as being quite 

different to those of the northern end. He described the southern end as much more 

social, more community oriented and perhaps less concerned with the aesthetics of a 

theatre performance. 

 

The shows are presented in cabaret mode with tables and chairs set up around the stage. 

Audience members arrive early with their dinner, sometimes an hour before the show 

begins, and share food and conversation with friends. For the secretary of the Gold 

Coast Theatre Alliance it is theatre at its most communal. 

 

4.4.2 A Creative Life 

Amateur theatres on the Gold Coast provide the region with many opportunities to 

participate in and experience an expressive or creative life. The Creative Community 

Index (2002) and the follow-up document, The Creative Community Index (2005) point 

to key benefits for a community, where its members are creatively engaged, in terms of 

connectedness, creativity or innovation and contribution to enrichment of community, 

family and personal lives. For the director of Showboat similar concerns underpin the 

value of community theatre. 

J: I always think myself, that the most important thing is to give individual 

people an opportunity to experience a creative process. That is what I think 

is the most important and that is what I think does the most for the 

individual and collectively for the community. (J.S., personal 

communication, May 25, 2010) 
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Many of the responses to the survey emphasised a valuing of the creative experience in 

Showboat and productions like it. Responses included expressions such as: 

“It’s a creative experience of significance” 

“Opportunity to challenge myself” 

“Community theatre is my creative outlet” 

“Working with talented people” 

“Love singing especially old musicals” 

“Love being on stage, I feel it is part of my life” 

“I really love it… Creative experience certainly” 

“Great sense of accomplishment” 

“I enjoy the experience of working towards a performance and then achieving the final 

result” (Showboat Survey, 2010) 

 

The secretary of the Gold Coast Theatre Alliance described people’s decision to 

creatively participate in amateur theatre as having “sprung from an inner need to 

express themselves, to go beyond the daily duties, the daily lives and necessities, I call it 

the soul, it’s my definition of soul” (J.B., personal communication, October 29, 2009). 

 

For another cast member the amateur theatre has brought something back that had been 

missing from her life. 

V: The experience allows me to fulfil a part of myself which I did not 

continue to pursue previously. For example singing, speech and drama 

although I excelled in these…I chose a maths/economics and senior 

management pathway…I enjoy interacting with people from interesting 

backgrounds…I love to act and sing! (V.T., personal communication, June 

16, 2010) 
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The attitudes described in this last section echo very much Leadbeater and Miller’s 

depiction of emergence of the ‘Pro-Am’. In theatre the term ‘Pro-Am’ usually means a 

production which has both professional and amateur performers. Leadbeater and 

Miller’s description of ‘Pro-Am’ fits a number of people involved in amateur theatre. 

They describe them as someone who “pursues an activity as an amateur, mainly for the 

love of it, but sets a professional standard” (2004, p. 20). Like Leadbeater and Miller’s 

‘Pro-Ams’, the amateurs encountered in this study committed a great deal of leisure 

time to an activity that was demanding, creative and required a good deal of 

determination to engage over long periods. The survey and individual responses 

reflected “the intense experiences of creativity and self-expression” (Leadbeater & 

Miller, 2004, p. 21) that came with the ‘Pro-Am’ experience. 

 

4.4.3 Social Experience 

Productions such as Showboat not only offer creative opportunities but also important 

social experiences as well. This Showboat cast member speaks of arriving on the Gold 

Coast in the late 1960s to a very small, unsophisticated community at Southport and 

finding theatre adding a needed element to his life. 

F: It became an important and active social part of our lives. With that came 

new friends, constant theatre parties, all the social interests that follow from 

being in an active organisation. (F.C., personal communication, May 17, 

2010) 

 

The Creative Community Index (2002) asserts that “arts and cultural activities can play a 

critical role in connecting people across cultures and affinity groups, helping them to 

identify commonalities and value differences” (Kreidler, 2002, p. 6). Kreidler describes 

cultural activities, such as musicals or plays, as the “neutral meeting ground” (2002, p. 

8) where these connections can be made. This was very much the case for the group 

playing the African American roles in the production.  
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Alongside the particular dramatic challenges this group encountered they also faced 

significant differences in terms of age, experience, gender and world view. Some were 

also struggling with serious health problems and yet within these conditions they were 

able to construct relationships that allowed them to meet the various performance 

demands they were facing. “It was rough to start with... but as we grew and we did gell 

as a group. It was a very supportive group” (V.T., personal communication, June 16, 

2010). 

 

For a number of interviewees being part of a successful production provided an 

important impetus to the social connections between the various members of the 

company. 

 

One described the experience this way: 

F: For a normal person to walk on stage and hear the claps... and even if the 

claps if you analyse it, and I do but I’m a cynical old bastard, the claps are 

not necessarily really for them. Remember you walk out there and you are 

only 15th person on the left in the chorus, when the curtain opens and 

everyone is cheering and clapping, saying it’s a great show, you absorb all 

of that. You don't stand there and analyse “was that particular clap for me” 

when you are in it for the enthusiasm… “ooh we had a great night last 

night... they loved us”  You can say “they really loved it”. You might have 

had six words to say in the whole show “but they loved us!!” It’s that 

feeling of excitement and success which theatre can produce. (F.C., personal 

communication, May 17, 2010) 

 

Various survey participants wrote of opportunities to meet like-minded people of 

assorted ages, interests, backgrounds, cultures and diversity, of making social 

connections, strong bonds of friendship formed over the years. They expressed their 

ideas about theatre as a place for great social networks, and a way to meet new friends 

with common musical/theatre/dance interests. 
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Another Showboat cast member spoke of significance in terms of the theatre experience 

being like ‘tribalisation’. 

V: I guess with all of the shows…it’s the socialisation...it’s a tribal thing 

Researcher: Tribal? 

V: Yes, as in association and as a particular tribe or association they act and 

perform in a different way… Right, and that can be good and that can be 

bad, because of the connections that take place in the show. (V.T., personal 

communication, June 16, 2010) 

 

As with other comments through this section, interviewees described a more complex 

experience than might be expected in an amateur theatre context. For this interviewee 

the social aspect is very important and amateur theatre provides a more than useful 

place of engagement: 

V: The tribalisation serves an incredible need in society for those people that 

need to connect… because society can be very lonely if there is no 

connectedness… 

Researcher: And this production was a way of experiencing that 

connectedness? 

V: For the audience and also for the cast members. (V.T., personal 

communication, June 16, 2010) 

 

This last comment again points to the particular relationship that amateur theatres have 

with their audience. Through the three productions it was possible to see that the 

particular and more intimate relationship that an amateur theatre has with its audience 

was a key quality and asset. This capacity brings an audience that is already engaged 

and committed to the activities of that theatre group. As Diane Ragsdale asserts “there is 

no stronger argument for the value of the arts than an engaged public” (2011, p. 3). 
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In developing The Creative Community Index (2002) arguments on cultural and/or arts 

participation, Kreidler cites Putnam’s concept of ‘social capital’ and how arts 

participation can be instrumental in building the relationships that are at the centre of it 

(Kreidler, 2002, p. 6). Putnam states that the arts can be an important site for developing 

‘social capital’, observation of the growing confidence of the Showboat company during 

its performances seemed to provide the necessary impetus. “To build bridging social 

capital requires that we transcend our social and political and professional identities to 

connect with people unlike ourselves” (Putnam, 2000, p. 411). 

 

4.4.4 Meaning 

In discussing the relationship between art and community, Leicester and Sharpe 

describe the arts as being able “to relate us to each other in a way that allows us to share 

our unique experience of the world” (2010, p. 28) and while these experiences can be 

singular in the first moment, they are also part of the shared condition of being human. 

They suggest that “art is the currency of experience” (2010, p. 12) and it is a mode of 

exchange that allows us to share our personal and individual experiences.  

 

The experience of the performers playing the African American roles was a particular 

example of this. The secretary of the Gold Coast Theatre Alliance, felt very strongly 

that community theatre also offers participants ways of “practicing for life”, in that it 

offered important social, imaginative and creative opportunities. Participants also 

enjoyed regular artistic and expressive forums to exercise their imaginative and creative 

attributes in the service of a production. For him, musicals seemed to offer “a whole 

experience” in terms of singing, of acting and of movement. 
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This participant believed that amateur theatre represents for its members familiarity and 

security in a place as dynamic and constantly changing as the Gold Coast. 

K: I understand why people want to hang on to the Spotlights and the 

Javeenbah’s and keeping them relatively the same because in a landscape 

where everything else around us continually changes, that's one thing we 

can depend on…. to be the same. You are talking about really important 

things like identity, and if you get your sense of identity from regular 

meetings, regular auditions, regular interfaces with people involved on a 

more regular level, it’s a holistic perspective. (K.H., personal 

communication, October 15, 2009) 

 

This has resonances with Ivey’s ‘expressive life’ (2009, p. 26) and how one half of it, 

the heritage area, is concerned with providing an important sense of place and an 

affirmation of our being part of something larger. An answer which really brings all the 

responses together came from a local theatre worker who is strongly involved with a 

number of amateur theatres on the Gold Coast and has worked with several similar 

companies in Sydney. 

S: For me, it provides a creative outlet, a feeling of community spirit, a 

source of social activity and a place to belong. For example the ‘club’ 

experience, the basis of many long term friendships… a chance to develop a 

wide range of skills, a way to use my own skills to help others as well as 

learning from those more skilled than myself… the opportunity to be part of 

a group experience… the whole is greater than the sum of its parts… the 

chance to bring enjoyment to an audience… and somewhere to demonstrate 

my skills to a wider audience. Skills that I have learnt, or developed, as a 

direct result of my involvement include: people management, logistics 

management, sound design, singing, acting, dancing, directing, photography 

graphic arts, web design, and more. Whatever I put into community theatre, 

I get back 10 fold. (S.C., personal communication, May 11, 2010) 
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The breadth of these last comments highlights the opportunities that amateur theatre 

offers to the broader community. This participant not only writes of the creative 

opportunities but also the social experience, that amateur theatre can be a place where 

skills can be developed in a social and professional sense. It is an example of the value 

that the amateur form of theatre offers the community. It is these qualities, these 

intentions, these capacities that set it apart from the professional theatre but perhaps 

place it alongside in offering a different but equally worthwhile experience. 

 

4.5 Theme 3: Amateur Theatres and Young People 

A common description of amateur theatre on the Gold Coast is that it is essentially a 

retirement village, a haven for the over 60 year olds, and this was certainly an 

impression that I held at the beginning of the research. Although the survey of the 

Showboat cast found that a majority of the company were aged in their 50s and above, 

observation of the casts of Sweet Charity and The Boy from Oz plus attendance at other 

community theatre productions around the region demonstrated that there is a very 

healthy engagement by young people in the community theatres. 

K: Well musical theatre is cool now, you know Wicked and Legally Blonde 

are cool to young people now...and more young people are coming in. When 

I did Spotlight Youth Theatre we had 12 young people in our class, now 

Spotlight Youth Theatre has 200 and we have got 150 at NAPA. [National 

Academy of Performing Arts] (K.R., personal communication, May 23, 

2010) 

 

4.5.1 Learning How to Do Theatre 

R: I think community theatres have a couple of purposes and I think one of 

them is the training ground. This is how people get how it works… the 

rehearsals… how a theatre building works... the stagecraft… all of it. (R.N., 

personal communication, May 26, 2010) 
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It was Sweet Charity at Javeenbah Theatre that challenged my expectations of 

community theatre and who it was for in terms of the nature of the cast and the skills 

and the ambition that they were bringing to their work on this production. Amateur 

theatre can be seen as a training ground, as a significant incubator or even ‘hothouse’ of 

new and developing performers. Given that often the criticism is that amateur theatres 

ignores or do not seek casts under the age of 40, here was a contradiction. Sweet Charity 

brought together a much more homogenous cast in terms of age, experience and 

complementary skills than seen in Showboat.  

 

When I attended Sweet Charity rehearsals at Javeenbah I was stunned to find a room 

full of young people ready, energised and focused on their work. The majority were 

young theatre and performance graduates who all appeared to have had a good deal of 

theatre training through school and after leaving school. There was a shared language, a 

common literacy or experience (many had worked together before) and they were 

working with a director expert in training young people, with whom many of the cast 

had worked successfully before. There was less of the variety of attitudes, experiences, 

skills and physiques that I found in the Showboat cast. The Sweet Charity cast were 

people who saw engagement with this production as a further experiential step on the 

pathway to a career in the music theatre industry. 

K: Well in that cast that night…. we had two kids who are going over to 

study in America... two months after we close. They are going over to study 

...at a school in LA I think. Another boy has got a contract on a cruise ship 

as a dancer. So they are all here kind of here doing this for nothing to 

prepare themselves to do that. (K.R., personal communication, May 23, 

2010) 

 

The Sweet Charity director said of young people’s engagement in amateur theatre 

productions: “It puts them in front of an audience so that they get that essential 

theatrical experience: actor and audience in transaction” (K.R., personal 

communication, May 23, 2010). This director is also the co-principal of a local theatre 

training academy.  
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This school is annexed to a local high school and has over 200 students. There is a close 

relationship between the drama programme in the high school and the post-secondary 

theatre skills course. A number of students flow from one to the other. In addition the 

director had connections to the professional performance industry through her own 

performance experience at the local theme parks such as Movie World. 

 

A number of the performers were in or had completed various skills courses with the 

director and her school and this production was a continuation of their partnership that, 

potentially, was building them all towards a professional career. “I think all of the 

performers that I had with me in Cats could have done it at a professional level” (K.R., 

personal communication, May 23, 2010). 

 

In talking to Sweet Charity’s director and other local producers it became clear that 

there was great interest amongst young people in music theatre and they are attending 

classes and putting up their hands to be involved in productions at community theatres 

all over the Gold Coast. 

 

Another Spotlight director said: 

C: Generally if they are coming to my casts. They love musical theatre and 

this is where they want to be...and again they're younger but they are better 

trained. They are better trained because you know there is this phenomenal 

culture of dance schools on the Coast...these massive schools...who do 

outstanding work. (C.S., personal communication, June 28, 2010) 

 

Two long term members of the Gold Coast ‘theatre world’ described the changing 

nature of people getting involved in amateur theatre in the region. They observed that a 

lot of the people who were joining are younger, more talented and have been trained. 

They pointed to organisations like NAPA which was developing younger performers 

with strong skills and raising expectations and competition for places in the amateur 

sector. 
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F: I can remember doing shows years ago where honestly half the chorus 

were logs... nice people but they were not…..now some of the talent... I'm 

knocked by over the younger people that are coming through... 

M: And younger directors... for instance The Boy from Oz director... she has 

the criteria when you come to audition, you have to know your range, are 

you a soprano...can you duet... can you please come prepared...once upon a 

time…men can still do it occasionally...and not have a clue what the shows 

about… you know... really cold....well now you are expected… you can’t 

just walk in... 

F: I would just walk in…and they would say what range ….would you 

sing... I wouldn’t have a bloody clue…and can you dance... no I can't 

dance... right …well here's a major role for you! (M.C., personal 

communication, May 17, 2010) (F.C., personal communication, May 17, 

2010) 

 

Many cast members were considering a professional career if not already on that path. 

Some of them were working at the local theme parks or were auditioning for positions 

on other productions, professional productions in Sydney and Melbourne, on cruise 

ships or theme parks overseas. 

I know someone who is in Jersey Boys, someone in Buddy….a couple that 

have gotten down to the final auditions for Hairspray and when they were 

younger they did community theatre…..you know how to audition... how to 

perform and how it all works. (K.R., personal communication, May 23, 

2010) 

 

It worked the other way too with one Sweet Charity cast member, a professional 

performer employed at Movie World, doing her first community theatre production with 

Javeenbah and using the experience to gain some performance variety and broaden her 

social connections in the community. Again, this exemplifies the mix of value that 

amateur theatre provides in terms of the artistic and the social.
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A challenge with this popularity is that for one participant “the young ones who come, 

in my experience anyway....they come in because they want to perform in that particular 

show and do not have a particular interest in the company and then move on to the next 

one” (V.T., personal communication, June 16, 2010). 

 

It was comments like this that showed that the success an amateur theatre like Spotlight 

has, through engagement with musicals and younger, trained performers, was also 

creating a challenge to the traditional members. If people were joining purely to do a 

particular show and not to engage in the broader life of the theatre company then the 

culture of the company begins to change and becomes more professionally informed 

and is perhaps less sustainable for a community theatre. However, The Boy from Oz 

director saw that trend in a different way and was excited by the large numbers of young 

performers engaging with amateur theatre. 

R: There is a real core at the moment of young people who go and see 

everything on the Coast and in Brisbane, and they go and see everything 

that they can, whether it be community or professional. They're also doing 

their own shows....they're doing shows…they’re doing classes. This is what 

they want to do so they will go and they see everything and whether that’s 

because they want to have a bit of a gossip about what they have seen 

onstage or compare or do whatever. At least they are out and seeing things. 

(R.N., personal communication, May 26, 2010) 

 

Indeed during this study it was clear that amateur theatre was experiencing something of 

a generational change. New young directors were emerging and taking on significant 

production responsibilities in Gold Coast amateur theatres. Not only were they 

providing leadership, they were also building their own creative hubs, working with 

ensemble casts, crews and production teams. Each director brought a different blend of 

attitude and priority to their work, which reflected that of their companies but also their 

own understanding of the task of directing a production with amateur theatre personnel. 

There were a series of enthusiastic, talented and energetic ensembles that were 

beginning to grow and establish themselves in the theatre and performance sector. 
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Unlike previous generations, where people aligned themselves to companies and joined 

them like a club, these amateur theatre workers aligned themselves to either particular 

shows that they wanted to be a part of or to particular directors with whom they wanted 

to work. In this way they participate in theatre exactly like jobbing actors and 

technicians within the paid professional theatre industry. In this I saw examples of 

Finnegan’s (2007) continuum of participation at work. 

 

Here was a necessary aspect of the ecology in action, that of renewal, and certainly 

contributing to the capacity of amateur theatre to build a resilience and sustainability. 

The challenge for amateur theatres is to adapt the interests of the new members with 

their traditional culture in terms of the expected roles that members undertake. This 

tension between the older established performers and the younger members was 

particularly stark at The Boy from Oz performances where there were lots of young 

people on stage working alongside other performers with extensive professional 

experience. However the people in the box office, working at the bar and handing out 

programmes, collecting tickets and running the nightly raffle were all much older and 

more traditional amateur theatre members. The question for an amateur theatre company 

is who or what interests does it serve and what strategies and activities does it employ to 

meet those interests. 

 

4.5.2 The Training Ground: Pathways, Schools, Teachers, and Drama 

Programmes 

The Creative Community Index (2005) emphasises the importance of literacy and 

participation to the health of the creative ecology (Kreidler & Trounstine, 2005, p. 6). 

Its analytical framework rests on the capacity to develop an arts or cultural literacy and 

participatory opportunities as key elements in the health of a cultural ecology. The 

health of the professional goods and services sector relies on a functioning pathway 

between it and these sectors. 
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The Creative Community Index (2005) also points out the importance of amateur 

experience to a professional career and engagement with professional services. Amateur 

theatre companies can also be zones of innovation (Kreidler & Trounstine, 2005, p. 7). 

The three productions I observed ‘mapped’ the pathway from the schools to the 

community theatres and further to specialised training or work in the professional 

sector. 

 

A Spotlight production director who is also a school drama teacher emphasised the 

opportunities that amateur theatre offered young performers looking to develop a 

professional career. “You cannot learn just from a class room the sort of lessons you get 

from being involved in a large scale production that runs for 17 shows and rehearses for 

three months.”(C.S., personal communication, June 28, 2010) 

 

The secretary of the Gold Coast Theatre Alliance highlights the strength of the school 

drama programmes as being an important element in the activities of the community 

theatres. According to him, prior to the1980s there had been music programmes in 

schools but drama was limited to a visiting drama teacher who mainly taught speech and 

elocution. In the 1980s a drama curriculum was developed and now there is not a school 

on the Gold Coast that does not have a drama programme. Many schools have drama 

and dance as subjects. As schools’ populations got bigger, the schools have built 

auditoriums and started putting on major productions every year. Productions from most 

of the local high schools, public and private, are now significant annual events in the 

school and the wider community. 

 

There is also an annual drama competition between high schools and this has become a 

very important aspect of the drama year on the Coast, alongside eisteddfods, youth 

theatres and professional post school training opportunities. The secretary of the Gold 

Coast Theatre Alliance points to another important connection in that “you will find 

school teachers always amongst every group [theatre group], there would always be 

school teachers” (J.B., personal communication, October 29, 2009). The 

interconnectedness between drama teachers, schools, amateur theatres and the 

community provides pathways for students to advance along. 
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This is supported by Javeenbah Theatre Sweet Charity director when she says that 

“there are a lot of teachers working in community theatre as well… we have got what.... 

three or four high school teachers on the committee here. There is a link between those 

as well”(K.R., personal communication, May 23, 2010). One of the contributions that 

drama teachers are making in terms of their students is that they are “preparing them 

and most drama teachers are aware of what the students need to do to get there, they are 

very hard on them” (K.R., personal communication, May 23, 2010). 

 

When asked whether there was something of an ecological relationship between the 

schools and community Spotlight director and drama teacher C.S. initially said ‘no’ and 

then continued with: 

C: No… and yet… there is an interconnectedness. I work with current and 

ex-students when I do my shows outside of school. Whether as musicians or 

back stage or on stage. This time [her present production] my students came 

and saw it....umm it’s just that relationship... and some of them are up and 

comers part of that very tight theatre community which is a very positive 

thing. They have done three or four of these large shows which supports 

their work at school and I have a student who did Cats [at Javeenbah in 

2009]. A Chorus Line and those large shows last year and that has 

developed her as a performer which has lifted her grades and so on and that 

sort of connection is there. There are quite a few of us who are educators 

and have stepped into community theatre, there are quite a few of us who 

combine the two together…for want of a better word. (C.S., personal 

communication, June 28, 2010) 

 

This director/teacher’s commentary describes the training pathway so clearly between 

the high schools and amateur theatres, and the benefits that the student accumulates as 

they move from one to other. These associations are similar to the core dependencies 

that Sanderson (2009) describes in his work on the Muir web.  
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4.6 Theme 4: Amateur Theatre and its Professional 

Counterpart 

A constant query throughout my observation of these productions was how best to 

understand their qualities and merits as pieces of theatre. This raised the relationship 

between amateur and professional theatre because the standards and practice of the 

latter is held as the criterion against which the amateur always seems the lesser. 

Cochrane provides a view of amateur theatre that she describes as the dominant critical 

perspective: 

Constrained by limited material resources and what may appear to be a 

wilful resistance to would-be agents of artistic progress, communities of 

amateur theatre (viewed from the dominant critical perspective) subsist on 

stores of reach-me-down texts and performance conventions from what, in 

this context, must be regarded as elite professional theatre. (2001, p. 234) 

 

Here Cochrane (2001) points to a confusion or contradiction that is central to how 

amateur theatre is assessed and valued. The dominant critical view is that amateur 

theatre, while it insists on trying to use professional theatre resources and standards, 

actually lacks the means to employ them effectively. Further it seems to those that 

would ‘help’ it, that amateur theatre obstinately ignores assistance that would help it 

improve artistically. This perspective is common in both amateur theatre and outside it 

with academics, theatre critics and the professional theatre sector usually ignoring 

amateur theatre. 

 

4.6.1 What’s in a Name? 

Early in the research I discovered that the many people who participate in Gold Coast 

amateur theatres now do not use the word amateur and now refer to themselves as 

‘community theatres’. This avoids the pejorative connotations in terms of competence 

and attitude as Cochrane (2001) noted, and engages with the more positive and 

constructive associations that come with the word ‘community’.
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This change strongly emphasises the desire that members of these theatres have for the 

theatrical legitimacy of their activity to be taken seriously. 

S: I have removed amateur from the picture so those members of the theatre 

fraternity who perform but do not get recompensed… they would be known 

as community theatre and the range of abilities in directors and performers 

is huge from way up here to way down here… its huge and I have seen that 

in professional theatre as well... (S.C., personal communication, May 11, 

2010) 

 

Andrew McKinnon states that in theatre "amateurism" is regularly used to imply 

muddled and botched work, low standards, lack of preparation” (2010, p. 2). He 

believes the name change is irreversible and it is necessary because “the word ‘amateur’ 

has simply become too seriously misused” (2010, p. 2). McKinnon also believes that 

“there is an equal misuse of ‘professional’” (2010, p, 2) and it is being “used like a wall 

or a drawbridge -- to keep people out” (2010, pp. 2-3). This has been very much the 

case with government funding guidelines that have the proviso that support will only go 

to professional activities and not their amateur equivalents. 

 

A local example of the divisive quality of these classifications came in September of 

2009 when, as part of my role as chair of the RADF committee I gave an overview of 

the programme and its activities at a public meeting. At the end of the briefing, 

questions were invited from those attending and the first question concerned one of the 

RADF programme requirements that only professional artists and/or professional 

activities could be funded with RADF money. 

 

The inquirer asked for a relevant definition of a professional and pointed out that there 

was so little professional work on the Gold Coast that this requirement made no sense. 

Later that evening I had a discussion with a noted professional actress who argued 

vigorously that the Gold Coast would continue to be an unsophisticated community 

until it got a professional theatre company. 
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These events led to my questions about whether a professional production was, by 

definition, always going to be better. Most of the interviewees thought so and gave 

reasons such as: 

S: The general level of talent in the cast would be much higher...your 

principals would be exemplary because your understudies would be 

exemplary. (S.C., personal communication, May 11, 2010) 

 

On a number of occasions in research interviews I asked participants if comparing 

amateur and professional theatre was like comparing ‘apples and oranges’ 

acknowledging the differing resources and perhaps different goals that each works with. 

A Showboat cast member stated very strongly that “We don't like that, because I think 

we do a professional show but we don't get paid” (M.C., personal communication, May 

17, 2010). Another felt such a distinction was a way of accepting poor standards: 

F: I cannot see an amateur show... and maybe this is just me....but I can't 

help looking at an amateur show and thinking.....oh God.....why couldn't it 

have gone that step further. I cannot believe people can be satisfied with an 

amateur show. ‘We didn't do too bad considering the leading actor had one 

leg and the female couldn't sing’. What sort of show are we putting on when 

we say that is our aspiration? (F.C., personal communication, May 17, 

2010) 

 

Amateur theatre, given the variety of levels of participation, experience and skills, can 

lead to large variations in the experience of the show for the audience. The director of 

Showboat acknowledges that “we have had productions where people were 

underwhelmed and that is the nature of amateur theatre plus the fact that our director 

pool goes from the sublime to ‘the cor blimey’ and so does our acting pool” (J.S., 

personal communication, December 15, 2009). 
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When asked how he viewed the variations in performance standards and the sometimes 

not so successful productions, another participant said: 

S: You might not have seen perfection but I can have a great night out 

without seeing perfection. There are a lot of things that go into making a 

night great. It’s the enthusiasm of the people on stage, and it’s the humour 

with which its delivered and it’s the integrity with which its delivered and 

you know in lesser costumes and in lesser sets, if they’re into it, boots and 

all, I can have a great night at community theatre and I often do. (S.C., 

personal communication, May 11, 2010) 

 

A further question I put to interviewees was to do with describing the differences 

between the two approaches to theatre. For the Showboat director: 

J: …I think it’s predominantly a personal experience at the community 

level. At a professional level theatre reflects society and it’s there to put up a 

mirror and I think that is much more where it’s at and I think for the 

performer the lines are, I mean and this is where I come from. I have seen so 

much professional theatre that is nowhere near the quantum leap better than 

the community theatre and it should be. On the other hand I have seen 

professional theatre that is just wonderful they are so skilled and I just know 

that we don't have anything in the ballpark like that. (J.S., personal 

communication, December 15, 2009) 

 

4.6.2 Why is There so Much Amateur Theatre in the Gold Coast Region? 

The theatre mapping process showed that the theatre sector on the Gold Coast is 

basically a mix of amateur and commercial theatre. The amateur theatres are strong in 

numbers, productivity and longevity with companies like GCLT and Spotlight 

demonstrating resilience in exceeding 50 years of continuous operation. For the Sweet 

Charity director, local theatre performers have no choice but to become involved with 

the local amateur companies. 
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K: I think the community theatre on the Gold Coast is so big because there 

is not a lot of professional places for us to go...you can either go to Movie 

World, Dracula's or the Casino...and the Casino is not building any shows 

there any more...so all of the talented performers that are here… kind of 

flock to the community theatres. (K.R., personal communication, May 23, 

2010) 

 

Another interviewee also considered the amateur theatre scene as being very strong and 

that there are a “lot of jobbing actors” on the Gold Coast, actors who make their living 

at the theme parks, or “getting 5 liners on a film or television show, and a lot of them 

are involved in the community theatre scene” (A.T., personal communication, October 

29, 2009). 

 

There were also a lot of very experienced people who have retired to the Gold Coast and 

have been in professional and amateur theatre in Melbourne or Sydney and continued 

that involvement on the Gold Coast. This interviewee felt that the amateur theatres were 

well resourced and therefore attractive to many theatre workers, “as at least four of the 

theatres have their own venues, they all have computerised lighting boards, three phase 

power access and dimmer packs which similar groups in Sydney or Melbourne would 

die for” (A.T., personal communication, October 29, 2009). 

 

It is clear that the amateur theatres are fulfilling a need for theatre workers across the 

spectrum from the strictly amateur; to those who are already in non-theatre work and are 

looking for artistic or social experiences and benefits, to the unemployed theatre 

professionals. 

C:  I think that ...on one level there is a lot of talent on the coast and not a lot 

of professional avenues. So community theatre benefits. I have noticed and 

this is just my opinion that since the Arts Centre haven't been doing the 

season of local shows those actors who were exclusively Arts Centre 

performers are coming back to the Spotlights and I think there are generally 
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healthy numbers at auditions. People are actively seeking to be involved 

because there is not, unless you go to Brisbane or unless you venture into 

film, there is not a lot of professional theatre work on the coast and 

community theatre does benefit from that because you have the aspiring 

performers who need to perform and this is where they gravitate to. (C.S., 

personal communication, June 28, 2010) 

 

Historically the Gold Coast provided a great deal of professional employment in theatre 

restaurants, showrooms, cabarets and clubs. A former production/stage manager saw the 

theatre and performance on the Gold Coast in the 1970s and 1980s as “unbelievable it 

was unbelievable, the number of people who were involved in show business up here. It 

was a show business Mecca of talented people” (D.W., personal communication, June 

19, 2010). 

 

This interviewee was asked about the source of the shows: 

D: They were born and bred on the Gold Coast. You see we had the biggest 

drag shows in Australia they were up here operating you see. Peter and 

Johnny Mosell (Les Girls) came up here and brought their big drag shows 

up here and they operated out of the big Grand Hotel in Southport and then 

down at the Coolangatta Hotel they had a big showroom at the Coolangatta 

Hotel. (D.W., personal communication, June 19, 2010) 

 

But many of these venues have disappeared, replaced by large developments such as 

Jupiter’s Casino in the 1980s. The introduction of poker machines into Queensland 

clubs in 1992 saw an enormous change in the way commercial venues attracted clients. 

Previously many clubs had provided performances, usually musical reviews, to entice 

people into their venues. Shane Homan informs us that throughout the 1990s the 

availability of paid work for professional performers decreased as the number of gaming 

machines inside clubs increased (2003). 
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When Jupiter’s Casino opened in 1986 it initially employed many local performers and 

technicians but in recent years that has decreased and now the casino imports all its 

productions and consequently a lot of professional theatre employment has disappeared 

from the Gold Coast. 

R: The opportunity to perform professionally is less than what it used to be. 

You used to have all your clubs on the coast that people could go and do a 

cabaret act. You had the likes of Peter Allan performing at hotels on the 

Coast aside from Twin Towns and now we really don't have a lot available 

anywhere. (R.N., personal communication, May 26, 2010) 

 

When asked about the possibility of a funded professional theatre existing on the Coast 

the director of Sweet Charity wondered whether “maybe we have too much amateur 

theatre so it’s easier for people to get around and see $25 productions and I saw the 

Little Shop of Horrors last night and most of it was of professional standard” (K.R., 

personal communication, May 23, 2010). The clear implication here is that the amateurs 

have expanded their operations to fill the space and resources available for local theatre-

making. Sanderson (2009) points to an ecological response where, if a particular species 

is removed from an ecology, then the species that remain can expand and the ecology 

reforms around the new arrangements to continue to function. 

 

When asked what impact the development of a professional theatre company may have 

on the region, the director of The Boy from Oz felt that: 

R: I think we would retain a lot of the talent, not just the acting talent, if we 

were able to give back something, whether it’s monetary or something like 

that. Then there is the whole philosophy of community theatre, because you 

then lose your community theatre if you get paid. (R.N., personal 

communication, May 26, 2010) 

 

In these comments there is a sense of exclusivity about the relationships between 

amateur and professional, and between community theatre philosophy and payment. 
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4.6.3 Professional/Amateur Production Relationships 

The most regular formal connection between amateur and professional theatre has been 

the occasional engagements between professional directors and amateur theatre groups 

or performers. 

There is a reciprocal, albeit often unrecognized, relationship between 

amateur/informal arts and formal arts places and professional artists. Not 

only do amateur artists continually aspire to improve their skills and are 

willing to sign up for art classes at museums, conservatories, and 

community colleges, but professional artists often find employment and 

leadership roles among aspiring and emergent artists in some of the same 

settings as well. (Alvarez, 2005, p. 16) 

 

This arrangement has been very popular in many communities in regional Australia and 

sees professional directors brought in to work with the local amateur theatre company, 

or chorale on a major musical. Through the 1990s and into the early 2000s many 

regional amateur theatre groups in communities right along the Queensland coast and 

inland were producing major contemporary musicals such Les Miserables, Jesus Christ 

Superstar, and Miss Saigon with the assistance of imported professional directors. 

 

In 2000 a project was implemented that had great potential for theatre in the region in 

the way it brought different elements of the theatre and performance sector together. 

Long-time theatre worker and academic SG described how in 2000 the local Gold Coast 

film casting agent, a significant figure for local performers, had seen many local actors 

profess interest in starting a professional music theatre company on the Coast. 

 

Assessing the establishment of a fully professional company as too difficult at that 

initial juncture, the agent decided to produce Thornton Wilder’s Our Town in 

association with Gold Coast Little Theatre. He felt the play was relevant to the Gold 

Coast in terms of its themes and the nature of its language and it could be done very 

simply and do away with some of the set conventions that the little theatres always 

seemed to use. 
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He wanted to audition broadly, but the GCLT said prospective actors have to be 

members, so the director got a lot of professional actors to join GCLT. There was a 

surge in membership, the GCLT was delighted and the director cast professional actors 

from the theme parks, street performers and Gold Coast-based actors alongside amateur 

actors from the community. The casting agent/director tried to build a bridge between 

the amateur theatres and the professional performers in this way. The show was booked 

out for a month and the company wanted to extend but GCLT was locked into its 

programme and refused to adjust, possibly feeling a concern that this production 

represented too big a change to its operations. The interviewee felt strongly that this was 

a missed opportunity for growth. 

 

This project seemed to recognise the unique nature of the local theatre and performance 

community in terms of its constituency and demonstrates that local companies like 

GCLT have the resources to be a base for this sort of work and offer a different type of 

partnership between the different sectors. This type of partnership was realised in the 

third production observed in this case study. The Boy from Oz was a bridge between the 

local amateur and the local professional sectors. “It was interesting to go to Spotlight 

and see a theatre culture in action. This is how Spotlight is evolving in a different way 

to GCLT. It’s a different approach and a different audience” (C.S., personal 

communication, June 28, 2010). 

 

The Boy from Oz at Spotlight Theatre was built around a cast and production that 

blended aspects of the two previous productions in terms of experienced performers 

with professional experience and aspirations, experienced and talented amateur 

performers, middle range amateur theatre types and a strong representation of talented, 

trained young performers. 

 

This production had two features that were unique in comparison to the other two. The 

first was the theatre’s collaboration with the Gold Coast TAFE. This tertiary facility has 

a one year course in lighting and sound design and the students work on each of 

Spotlight’s main house productions taking responsibility for the sound and lighting 

design and operation during performances. 
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This opportunity enables the students to develop a great deal of experience in practical 

situations. The presence of the students meant relief and support in an area of difficulty 

for amateur theatres and for the students it provided practical experience alongside the 

more theoretical aspects of their course. The students’ presence was an instance where 

the usual distance that is held between amateur theatre and tertiary institutions is 

reversed. 

 

My attendance at the Spotlight theatre rehearsals provided an opportunity to see a 

theatre ecology at work. The theatre was a rectangular building with a proscenium arch 

stage occupying one side. The rest of the space was full of different groups all working 

on separate projects that connected back to the main production. On the stage the 

performance company was rehearsing, the orchestra was in the pit supporting the 

rehearsal, on one side of the room were 8 technical students and their lecturer gathered 

around a table, covered in plans, lighting equipment and quite regularly different 

members would dart away from the huddle to hang a light, cut some lighting gel or run 

another cable; on the other side of the room were the costume makers cutting and 

sewing and right at the back some older members of the theatre were working on 

membership or just watching proceedings. The director, the production manager and the 

stage manager were moving between the groups interacting, advising and energising. 

 

This represents a microcosm of the broader theatre ecology because the different 

elements are integrated, they operate independently and yet they intersect regularly and 

at the points of intersection they change each other. Turney discusses the “‘philosophy 

of integration’ which states that it is necessary not only to study all the geospheres…and 

all the biogeochemical cycles… but to bring them all together” (2003, p. 141). While 

Turney is talking about mega systems of ecology this ‘philosophy of integration’ can 

equally be applied to other ecological systems. 

 

The systems of human interaction involved in the production of a play can be 

considered an ecological framework, as there are many individual and independent 

elements that transform as a result of interaction and subsequent cohesiveness. 



THEATRE ECOLOGY OF THE GOLD COAST OF AUSTRALIA     200 

The second feature of a theatre ecology at work was that the director had invited noted 

Australian actor/singer/dancer Dale Pengelly to run rehearsals for a weekend. The 

director’s intent was to encourage further depth and clarity in the company’s work, 

individually and collectively. Pengelly had been in the original professional production 

(1998) and was able to cajole, enthuse, inspire and energise the local performers in 

terms of the sharpness, the commitment, the verve and background knowledge that they 

brought to their work in the production. The young performers developed a much 

greater understanding of the theatrical and dramatic potential of the script and their roles 

within it. 

 

The introduction of Pengelly to the rehearsal was emblematic of the different approach 

to theatre-making that Spotlight as a company takes. Of the three companies observed in 

this study, Spotlight was the theatre that was bringing the amateur closest to the 

professional in terms of performance culture, of the blend of personnel and the elements 

being assembled to support its productions. The partnership with the TAFE was one 

strategy; another was the employment of professionally experienced theatre workers 

within its organisation who were providing the sort of assistance to all the company’s 

productions that Pengelly had brought to The Boy from Oz. It was blending the energy, 

the enthusiasm, the diversity of the amateurs with the preparation, the insight and the 

discipline of the professional. 

 

Another director spoke of the ‘professionalising’ nature of the way that Spotlight works 

in supporting its productions. She spoke of the great assistance that the TAFE and its 

staff were providing as well as the mentoring and support that provided her with access 

to theatre expertise of the Spotlight staff. 
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C: That certainly makes a difference to have that level of support around 

you and I think Spotlight probably is quite fortunate to have that in place. I 

think it sets them apart a little bit. They are starting to create a quality 

product and I think those gentlemen [indicating the technicians working 12 

feet away] have had a fair bit to do with that as well. (C.S., personal 

communication, June 28, 2010) 

 

The Spotlight experience aligns very much with Finnegan’s notion of the “complex 

continuum” (2007, p. 14) that brings together the amateur and the professional in varied 

and overlapping ways. Looking at the Pengelly-led rehearsal, the various performers, 

technicians, musicians, producers, company members and TAFE students could be 

positioned at different points along a ‘continuum’ given their different contexts as 

theatre participants and relationships to the production. 

 

While all do not have the same perspective or value things equally, a production offers 

opportunities for each company member to create ‘webs of significance’ by 

participating in this production. “Their different perspectives can be co-ordinated and 

related to each other in an economy” (Leicester & Sharpe, 2010, p. 24) this is, to engage 

with Leicester and Sharpe’s thinking, the economy of meaning as the production. Like 

their use of “horizon” (2010, p. 24) as a metaphor, this production does not exist except 

for the imaginations and hard work of the company. The story, its characters, the music 

and the performance allow their different perspectives and needs to sit alongside and 

engage with each other. Again this is an ecological perspective and it emphasises the 

complexities of theatre-making in situations such as the one I observed at Spotlight. 
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4.7 Theme 5: Amateur Theatre and the Commercial 

Imperative 

J: the pressure on both, the community and the professional is unrelenting in 

terms of economic survival …..It’s unrelenting... if anything they are not 

very far apart. (J.S., personal communication, December 15, 2009) 

 

In a number of interviews I was surprised by the strength of the financial imperative in 

amateur companies and its impact on their operations. There was a clear and urgent 

connection between a company and the sorts of productions they believed they needed 

to do in order to draw audiences. “The budget for a production can often be around the 

$20,000 mark for many productions. The key task is to get your money back somehow” 

(C.H., personal communication, December 02, 2009). 

 

4.7.1 A Delicate Balance 

Amateur theatres operate in both the artistic sphere, which is where they generate 

meaning and value for their members and their audiences, and the financial sphere 

where they are seeking to cover their production costs and also to maintain the facilities 

and services that keep these companies functioning. 

 

The theatre can operate, as Leicester and Sharpe describe it, “to maximise its returns in 

either money economics or meaning economics” (2010, p. 34). Too much of either will 

have implications for the sustainability of the organisation. A GCLT programming 

committee member explained that: 

S: In a five show season, we want to be sure that there are four certain 

“bums on seats” shows. We have to make sure the venue is kept up and we 

pay our bills and that we can afford to go on. The profits from the show go 

into keeping us running and if we were to have a number of failures that 

could bring us to the brink. (S.C., personal communication, May 11, 2010) 
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Another company director spoke of the sorts of programming strategies companies need 

to guarantee survival: 

If you want money coming through the door then you pick a well-known 

musical like South Pacific or The King and I. I have done The King and I 

three times. If I pick a show that’s not known then you would be lucky to 

break even. (C.H., personal communication, December 02, 2009) 

 

In an interview with a GCLT committee member, I questioned the strength of the 

economic imperative given the history of amateur theatres as places of innovation, 

where artistic precepts were of equal concern to the economic and social. Indeed Milne 

suggests they “could be described as the first ‘alternative’ theatres in Australia. They set 

out deliberately to perform a repertoire mainly avoided by the higher-profile 

commercial managements” (2004, p. 77). 

 

The GCLT committee member and Showboat cast member stated: 

S: That’s true but I do not believe it is the case anymore….. 

Researcher: What’s changed? 

S: The necessity of... when you are self-perpetuating... when you only have 

yourself to rely on for money I think that you cannot afford too many 

failures in any given period. So as production committee member I would 

be prepared to put on one outlandish show a year knowing full well that it 

would cost us money and would not make us any money. I am happy with 

that... but generally that’s the view that we can put on one ‘out there’ 

production per year. (S.C., personal communication, May 11, 2010) 

 

The same interviewee pointed out that “a study done by Griffith University a couple of 

years ago said ‘just do musicals and they will break your door down’ and they are right” 

(S.C., personal communication, May 11, 2010). 
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Two Showboat cast members spoke of the economic attractiveness of well known, large 

cast musicals: 

M: Children…put on Annie or Oliver....The King and I…you’ll get the best 

houses. 

F: yeah you get all the kids in the cast....what do you reckon you are going 

to get in the audience? Because you have got 40 something in the cast that 

means 80 grandparents, 80 parents. So look at what you have got. Look, the 

old story is...you want do a musical...get as many in the cast as you can. 

(M.C., personal communication, May 17, 2010), (F.C., personal 

communication, May 17, 2010) 

 

This conversation highlights a key quality of amateur theatre but also a dilemma. A 

defining feature of amateur theatre is that the performers and the audience are linked by 

relationships that go beyond the theatrical ones. These relationships encourage an 

engagement with the theatre by the families and friends of the cast. 

 

This can be seen as strength for amateur theatre in that the relational connections can 

mobilise a sizable and committed audience. Yet there is a tone in this conversation and 

others like it that implies that this appeal is one of the few that amateur theatre has. It 

can diminish whatever artistic faults the production may have and indicates that 

somehow the production does not need to survive on its artistic merits. 

 

This is a not a new complaint. Cochrane points to the long-time frustration of the 

professional with the amateur by quoting the complaint of a British professional actor 

touring regional communities in the 1930’s. 

In exasperation, in 1934, one spurned professional demanded whether these 

audiences were really interested in plays or ‘whether they go merely 

[Cochrane’s emphasis] to see their friends or their sisters or their 

sweethearts or brothers, performing in varying stages of perfection or 

imperfection’. (2003, p. 170) 
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This goes again to the nature of the relationship between a theatre, its audience and the 

community and how the particular relationship between amateur theatres and their 

audience contributes to the broader theatre community. 

 

For GCLT the musicals are their most economically productive activity, however the 

Showboat director acknowledged that while: 

J: GCLT would make $20,000 on a successful musical but if you have 40 

people in the cast there is no way in the world that you can pay anybody. As 

a model it just doesn't fit and you have to accept you cannot have that issue 

of paying some and not others. Some people do get an honorarium, but in 

the past we did not pay anybody anything. (J.S., personal communication, 

May 25, 2010) 

 

The issue of money is also a vexed one for amateur theatre in terms of who gets paid 

and why. Leicester and Sharpe make the point about money having the “natural 

tendency is to split systems apart” (2010, p. 30). It is the currency through which an 

exchange is made and money can introduce a different way of assigning value in a 

system. In the amateur theatre the possible dilemmas, division and points of tension can 

be seen from this conversation with the director of The Boy from Oz about the now 

common practice of musical directors and musicians being paid a stipend but no one 

else. 

R: None of us are getting paid but a lot of companies are paying musical 

directors and bands. I don't really have a problem with that but then I do 

have a little bit of a problem with…From a director’s point of view I spend 

a year or more on one of my shows and I do not get paid. I do it for the joy... 

I mean I do it for the enjoyment...but why can't I be paid? 

Researcher: And why are they? 

R: There are various answers. They are qualified, they give up their time. 

And I am like well okay...the cast are qualified, I am qualified and as far as 

giving up the time the band only comes in two nights before you open... the 
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cast have been at it for three or four months. The cast are there for the 

shows. It costs them money...costs them in petrol. If you give this amount to 

one person, and a different amount to another person you are approaching 

professional companies. You either go all the way or not. It’s a really hard 

one because... you know... if we all did… we would lose community theatre. 

(R.N., personal communication, May 26, 2010) 

 

In this conversation value as recognition by monetary payment is a key concern. The 

natural inequity of paying some people and not others does introduce the tension that 

Leicester and Sharpe refer to as having the capacity to split the system apart. There 

seemed to be no clear answer as to why this had become standard practice other than 

that there were fewer musical directors around so they had to be attracted in some way. 

 

However a decision to provide stipends illustrates the capacity of money to test the 

unity of a system and to possibly diminish it. From my own experience as a theatre 

company director, the issue of who gets paid and how much is also a tension point 

within any professional theatre company. 

 

4.7.2 Balancing the Needs of Members and the Audience (Value and Exchange) 

A question that came up regularly was how a theatre company that is established to 

fulfil the creative aspirations of its members is able to continue satisfying those interests 

while also seeking to balance the demands of the audience which drives economic 

success or failure. The core intent of a company must be synchronized with the practical 

need to keep the doors open. Spotlight is an example of a healthy cultural ecology in 

microcosm as defined by the 2005 Creative Community Index. Cultural literacy is 

provided by the youth theatre section which provides training to young people. 

Participatory cultural practice is provided by the main stage productions of the member-

based theatre company. Professional cultural goods and services are provided by the 

very successful costume hire business that delivers a reliable cash-flow for the rest of 

the organisation’s activities. 
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By diversifying into a provider of cultural goods and services Spotlight created an 

economic firewall in running a costume hire business that subsidised its main business, 

that of creating theatrical productions (Kreidler & Trounstine, 2005, p. 6).  

 

Basically the key question for all theatre companies irrespective of their classification 

within the amateur/professional continuum is: How do we create quality theatre that can 

(a) provide a challenging and entertaining experience for both cast and audience while 

(b) generating an income to (c) allow the company to do creatively what it was 

established to do? 

S: That is the constant tightrope we are walking...we want to give our 

performers and our directors a challenge... something that they want to 

do...and we want to give our viewing public something that they want to 

see. (S.C., personal communication, May 11, 2010) 

 

Amateur theatres are organisations for which their membership is their key resource and 

reason to be. The company’s capacity to meet its goals is dependent on the level of 

engagement of its membership at all levels of its activities from performing on stage to 

running the box office. The president of Spotlight saw the responsibility of the company 

to its members this way: 

D: So the challenge you have and it’s again the balance, is how do you get 

somebody who is … in their working lives so they do not have flexibility 

that I have to give all that commitment. They have to do a days’ work and 

then they come in and rehearse until 10.30. So it’s a big commitment from 

them. We have to make sure that the rewards are there because there are no 

cash rewards are there? The rewards have to be there, so they have to have a 

good experience. They have got to think ‘I want to be part of that company’, 

they have got to think that’ this is some opportunity’ and conversely at 

Spotlight we have got to think we are giving them a vehicle to show their 

best skills. If we were not there, where would they do it? So it’s getting that 

fine balance.  
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There are a really a lot of balls which you have to juggle. The way I see 

it....there's your answer. (President Spotlight Theatre – D. Sims, personal 

communication, May 26, 2010) 

 

The interviewees comment about achieving an environment where enough people say “I 

want to be part of that company” is critical. This is the situation in amateur theatre 

where the value of the experience is constantly being co-constructed between the 

individual and the production and the company. It is about something other than money 

and ‘trades’ in people being willing to exchange skill, energy and care for an 

experience. The casting of a play is a critical point in balancing the needs of the 

particular play, the company and the individual. The Showboat director addressed this 

dilemma by choosing a large cast production because “it allowed people who are not 

traditionally physically right for roles to be cast” (J.S., personal communication, May 

25, 2010). 

 

The decision to cast for reasons other than the best skill for the role can be a difficult 

one, given the artistic and economic imperatives that effect any organisation that relies 

purely on itself to generate the income to keep operating. It is another moment where 

Leicester and Sharpe’s point about finding a balance between the economies of meaning 

and exchange becomes relevant (2010, p. 34). In casting those who would not normally 

be cast, a number of the company who contribute in other areas could be a given a 

chance to do what they had joined to do. Various considerations gather in terms of 

compromising artistic quality, possible impacts on the production’s box office as against 

the social charter of the amateur theatre. In the case of the Showboat production, the 

director was clearly prepared to work for that balance. 
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4.8 Theme 6: Amateur Theatre and The Arts Centre Gold 

Coast 

The relationship between the community theatres and the Gold Coast’s only 

professional venue, other than the commercial ones, had been complex. A number of 

participants commented that the Arts Centre Gold Coast had been a disappointing 

element in the region’s theatre sector. 

 

Arts centres are often built with the passionate support and advocacy of the local arts 

community and they represent a significant cultural investment for the communities in 

which they are built. One local theatre worker described the arrival of the Arts Centre 

Gold Coast this way: 

F: Spotlight was at one stage really investigating , before it built its new 

upstairs theatre….when they had the old hall they were thinking well … 

maybe when it was first built they should move into the Arts Centre, which 

had been built by local theatre people on the Gold Coast…local 

people…..this was the reason it was being built… local people on the Gold 

Coast... but in effect what they did was they scrubbed all the local people 

and put in their own director and it became…above local people on the Gold 

Coast. It did not encourage local people on the Gold Coast... It actually went 

into competition with local theatre on the Gold Coast. (F.C., personal 

communication, May 17, 2010) 

 

“Arts centres are fiendishly expensive entities to staff, operate and maintain” (Milne 

2004, p. 322) and my experience has been that this means that once built they become 

financially inaccessible to local theatre groups. The amateur theatres “could not afford 

the fees so they decided to build their own little theatres like the Spotlight and the little 

theatre at Southport” (D.W., personal communication, June 19, 2010). 
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4.8.1 Changing Stages 

The Arts Centre Gold Coast established a music theatre course and production 

programme and for fifteen years employed a resident professional director to work with 

professional technical crews and amateur casts. This programme presented up to three 

music theatre shows per year. These musicals were often ones that the amateur theatres 

would be doing or considering doing themselves and so there was competition over 

audiences and also over programmes. Indeed during the research both Spotlight Theatre 

and the Arts Centre Gold Coast presented Disney’s Beauty and the Beast within the 

same year. These productions were highly regarded in both venues and a number of 

performers gained a great deal from them. 

 

For one Showboat cast member the Arts Centre Gold Coast productions were very 

successful and the venue was “the ideal place for the community to practice and see 

theatre” (L.E., personal communication, May 25, 2010). Another Showboat cast 

member describes the Arts Centre Gold Coast productions as being very good and they 

“verged on the professional” and left Spotlight and GCLT “floundering in their wake” 

(M.C., personal communication, May 17, 2010). 

 

However, these productions were seen by others in the theatre community as being a 

‘closed shop’, and inaccessible to performers outside an apparently select group. An 

amateur theatre director was of the view that the Arts Centre Gold Coast had benefitted 

by using actors who had gotten experience, developed skills and confidence by working 

at Spotlight; “quite a few of the leads [in Arts Centre Gold Coast] shows were people 

who had trained at Spotlight…Spotlight never got any credit for it” (C.H., personal 

communication, December 02, 2009). 

 

The disappointment, the inaccessibility in terms of cost and the sense of competition led 

to an antipathy between the amateur theatres and the Arts Centre Gold Coast. While the 

Arts Centre Gold Coast had little to do with local theatre, except that which it created, it 

was also not regularly bringing theatre work to the Gold Coast from the capital cities.  
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This meant frustrated local drama teachers had to not only ‘bus’ their students to 

professional theatres in Brisbane, it also meant that they were also paying more to bus 

companies than they were to the theatres they were attending. The Arts Centre Gold 

Coast’s limited theatre touring agenda also meant that local theatre-makers had little to 

aspire or compare themselves to beyond what it was they were already doing 

themselves. 

 

The dilemma for regional arts centres is the particular relationship that can be struck 

between their operations and those of the local amateur theatres. There are two choices. 

One is that the centre can hold itself apart from local activity; see itself as a professional 

venue and part of the national network, upholding national standards, presenting its own 

productions and only allowing local talent in through the filter of professional directors 

and technical crews, but more usually these were imported from elsewhere.  

 

In this scenario an arts centre would see itself as the professional venue in the region 

and would make sure that position was not diluted by association with the amateurs. 

The alternative position would be to engage and work with the amateur theatres and 

where possible to build on and develop their activities. This theme goes very much 

again to the relationship between amateur and professional and whether it is 

collaborative or competitive in the terms described by Sanderson (2009). 

 

One research participant asserted that while an arts centre could be an educator, the first 

twenty or so years of the Arts Centre Gold Coast’s operation seem to have taught the 

local theatre community that the venue was not theirs, that they were not capable of 

making quality theatre without the appropriate assistance, that it was accessible to local 

people except as audience. He stated that “you learn that you are a consumer. Not a 

practitioner” (J.A., personal communication, March 03, 2010). 

 

At the time of the research, a new management had taken over the Arts Centre Gold 

Coast and the rebranding was an important part of the venue’s attempt to forge a new 

path in the local community. The new management were keen to renegotiate and rebuild 

relationships with the local theatre community.
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A Spotlight director saw the Arts Centre Gold Coast as being an important force in the 

region and considered that “the Arts Centre bridged between the theatre and the non-

theatre audience....I think that it had the potential... it was our most main stream venue” 

(C.S., personal communication, June 28, 2010). This director identified the venue as a 

connecting or intersection point between the audience, the practitioners, the amateur 

theatres and the wider community. She saw that it would provide a pathway for the 

amateur theatre to a wider audience. The relationship spoken of here by the interviewee 

is very much what Ivey describes in his concept of expressive life where “arts 

institutions are harnessed to a set of cultural interests that boast broad popular support” 

(2009, p. 29). In this way of thinking the Arts Centre Gold Coast could engage more 

directly with the amateur theatres and devise supportive programming activities that 

would build on what the local amateur theatres were doing. 

 

4.9 Theme 7: Amateur Theatre and the Gold Coast 

In her study on the informal or participatory arts in Silicon Valley, Alvarez considers 

the links between Silicon Valley’s “idiosyncratic entrepreneurial ideology and particular 

modes of artistic engagement and disengagement” (2005, p. 30) and suggests that 

“informal arts practitioners in Silicon Valley pick up ideologies emanating from the 

Valley’s corporate discourse, and refashion them into proposals for individual and 

collective participation in the arts” (2005, p. 31). These ideologies shape the attitude, 

the spirit and the endeavour that art practitioners bring to their own work and their 

engagement with the broader community through this work. 

 

Alvarez describes these discourses as emphasising “a ‘break’ from tradition, and a 

tendency to be suspicious of ‘old school’ institutions” (2005, p. 31). They give 

emphasis to the primacy of the individual, the maverick, the entrepreneur, an impatience 

with standard practices and the desire to be different or unique. Participants in her study 

made connections between practice and attitudes in one area and seeing them as having 

the same source “as if the raw material that enables independent thinking in one arena 

were the same organic ingredient that feeds a similar singularity in the other field” 

(2005, p. 31). 
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4.9.1 A Creative and Social Response 

There are similar discourses to be found on the Gold Coast. These include 

entrepreneurialism, development as key to economic growth, the beach and surf culture, 

a sense that this is a place where things are done differently, where there are 

opportunities for all, of being different to other places and a commitment to constant 

change. 

 

Similarly to Alvarez (2005), my own study was concerned to ask if a particular way of 

seeing the world around us, in this case the Gold Coast, was constantly encouraged and 

given value, formally and informally, would expression of these values and experiences 

find their way into the activities of theatre-makers and their companies. 

 

Attendance at Gold Coast amateur theatre performances showed a theatre sector that did 

not reflect the world on their doorstep and practiced a form of theatre that relies on the 

conventions and customs of long ago imported theatrical traditions. A visit to any of the 

amateur theatres and their productions such as Arsenic and Old Lace, The Desert Song, 

Who Goes Bare, Move Over Mrs Markham, the Little Shop of Horrors or A Streetcar 

Named Desire would take audiences to places a long way from the Gold Coast and not 

the actual world just outside the theatre’s door. 

 

Kershaw believes that much of the theatre produced today is “an ecology that appears to 

be well connected to the world beyond itself, but which in fact is more or less 

pathologically abstracted from that world” (2007, p. 59). For him much of theatre 

practice, even that which appears in the street and is informal, is essentially influenced 

by practices drawn from elsewhere. 

 

A Spotlight theatre director linked theatre-making in the region to the Gold Coast as a 

place of entertainment and escape. 
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R: I mean you are in a place where we have got Jupiter’s Casino, Twin 

Towns, Seagulls, Draculas and Movie World and similar places and people 

want an escape....it’s one of those things…and if you want to cater to the 

main audience... and going by the last few years it is very hard to get 

audiences to any show but musicals bring people in and whether it is that 

escapism you know... I don't know… (R.N., personal communication, May 

26, 2010) 

 

Another participant saw the Gold Coast’s reputation as “being light and fluffy” and felt 

“this is reflected in the shows, in the types of shows…this is the holiday place” (N.M., 

personal communication, November 04, 2009). 

 

A number of interviews drew responses that demonstrated that the theatre-makers were 

not particularly interested in the world outside the doors of the suburban playhouses 

across the region. One interviewee, when asked if there was anything to exercise the 

theatrical mind about living on the Gold Coast, stated that: 

S: It’s like saying what the national Australian dish is and there sort of isn't 

one, and what’s the soul of the Gold Coast….you know...its strippers and 

drunkards and schoolies. You know people talk about the Surfer's mile and 

they say, ‘well that is what the Gold Coast is’ ….and in fact that small bit 

over there. It’s so not The Gold Coast. The Gold Coast is far more than that. 

It’s a relaxed, happy place with great facilities and great features and the 

traffic is not too bad and the housing is affordable and I could be anywhere 

in Australia, the Gold Coast is no different to anywhere else. (S.C., personal 

communication, May 11, 2010) 

 

For another interviewee when asked whether local people were interested in engaging 

with local stories he replied “What are the local stories? I don’t know if people are 

ashamed … it’s almost… as though the city becomes itself again every year and no one 

wants to know what came before” (J.A., personal communication, March 03, 2010).  
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This echoes Symes’ assessment of the Gold Coast as a place apathetic about its past and 

“Indeed, it appears to be a disposable city which destroys its past through development. 

Its heritage is its very lack of heritage” (1997. p 32). 

 

When asked about what audiences on the Gold Coast were interested in, the Sweet 

Charity director asserted that: 

K: I think we all think we are living in Hollywood. I really think that they 

think it’s LA and that they like to think that Movie World is Universal 

Studios and Warner Brothers Studios and you know Dream World is your 

Disneyland and we have got our beaches and we have got our studios and I 

think that a lot of people are living in ‘Dream-Land’, we are living in a 

mini-American society. The community theatres are trying to please an 

audience that wants to see what they see on TV, you know movies and 

American culture, and you do start doing your well known ‘bums on seats’ 

shows. (K.R., personal communication, May 23, 2010) 

 

Many of the interviewees had difficulty in seeing how theatre would directly reflect the 

Gold Coast. There were, however, two responses that did suggest a connection between 

this place and the function that amateur theatre was to fulfil here. The founding of the 

Gold Coast Little Theatre in 1950 was the result of various citizens taking action in 

response to their experience of this place and what they believed was needed in order to 

improve the quality of life. 

J: One of the founding people [a friend of the interviewee’s], was from 

Berlin, was educated, in fact almost a doctor when she ran away from Hitler. 

She had education and a cultural background, there was a lot of people like 

that here and they wanted to establish a cultural life here. No doubt she 

found herself with sun and surf and thought that ‘there must be more to life 

than this!’ So they called a public meeting – a hundred people rocked up 

and they said ‘let’s have a theatre’, so they did and they used to perform in 

the kindergarten near the fig tree in Australia Fair, then the Diggers Hall. 

(J.S., personal communication, December 15, 2009) 
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The founders of GCLT wanted to make a contribution to the quality of life, to find 

something more in life beyond the sun, surf and sand. This purpose continues to 

underpin the amateur theatre’s activities today in providing pathways to social, creative 

and meaningful experiences for its members. When asked about the connection between 

amateur theatre and its capacity to reflect the nature of the region, a local drama teacher 

and Spotlight director gave a response that explained that the important connection was 

recognition of local people who were making the theatre. 

C: The only connection is you know where you are because the people on 

stage are local. You recognise them as being local as opposed to being 

spectators of the activities of people you will never meet or engage with 

face-to-face. 

Researcher: Do you see any connecton at all? Is there something that you 

know tells you that you are seeing a Gold Coast show? 

C: No.... beyond the pool of talent that you recognise and that is very strong 

and that reminds you of where you are because it is small. And people know 

who they are, that defines it rather than any thing geographically. (C.S., 

personal communication, June 28, 2010) 

 

It was local people who were active in the making of the theatre and were not 

participating purely as spectators. The local theatre’s strength, and its sustainability, is 

informed by the lived experience of the people resident in this place. Their purpose in 

the making of theatre defines it, shapes it and makes it accessible to others in their own 

community. It is why theatre exists in this region. 

 

The only reason that the amateur theatre exists in the forms it does is because of the 

choices about form, content and purpose that local people make in response to the place 

and the needs that emerge from their interaction with its particular qualities. Theatre 

does not exist of its own volition but through the considerable efforts of local people 

that call it into being.  
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In the case of amateur experience it exists because local people decide they want access 

to particular sorts of experiences presented in particular sorts of ways. On the Gold 

Coast is a theatre culture that not only provides social and creative experiences but 

connects to the sorts of values that Ivey describes when he explores the heritage aspect 

of an expressive life as “the part that is about belonging, continuity, community and 

history” (Ivey, 2009, p 26). 

 

Indeed Kenneth Burke highlights the importance of the local situation when he writes 

“critical and imaginative works are answers to questions posed by the situation in which 

they arose. They are not merely answers, they are strategic answers, stylized answers” 

(1973, p. 1). In this way of thinking, theatre becomes a creative and social response by 

people to the nature of the community and the environment around them. The 

development of amateur theatre on the Gold Coast arose from the cultural and social 

needs of people living in a somewhat isolated community. 

 

It becomes ecological because there is a relationship established between this place, the 

people and this particular theatre that is made here. It is a relationship that loops 

between its participants and both enriches them and is enriched by them. A relationship 

between theatre and its host community does not have to result in productions set in and 

about the region. As Terracini writes: 

The culture of place, however, needs to be about a lot more than setting a 

play in a particular area, city or region. It should be about fundamentally 

understanding what resonates within the people who live there, left there, or 

died there; and about translating those deep local associations for the benefit 

of a much wider audience. (2006, p. 11) 



THEATRE ECOLOGY OF THE GOLD COAST OF AUSTRALIA     218 

4.10 The Value of Amateur Theatre 

I had attended rehearsals and performances at three amateur theatres on the Gold Coast. 

From each of the three amateur companies I gathered important understandings in terms 

of the nature, ambition and significance of amateur theatre to the Gold Coast. This 

experience of amateur theatre encouraged a much deeper appreciation of its qualities 

and achievements; of the values and meaning that underpin its member’s reasons for 

participation; and the service that it provides the region in presenting plays and musicals 

that it would not otherwise have access to. 

 

This study identified the networks and pathways that amateur theatre provides so that, 

as Finnegan says, “people manage and make sense of modern urban life or, more 

widely, for our experience as active and creative human beings” (2007, p. 4). Robinson 

describes the capacity of some arts organisations to achieve a sustainability and 

resilience in their operations when he writes of: 

Organisations that are persistent and cope with whatever changes come their 

way. They will be inventive in gaining support when it is needed, drawing 

on strong networks and a very strong identity. Their coping skills also mean 

that when reorganising they will cut their cloth according to available 

resources, but tend not to fundamentally alter their structures and ways of 

being. In a sector that prizes innovation, these organisations can be seen as 

either long-standing examples of good practice (even when their ‘heyday’ 

was some years ago) or as undervalued organisations that may not have 

moved with the times but have somehow survived to do what they do. 

(2010, pp. 33-34) 

 

The last sentence is particularly relevant to amateur theatres as not being particularly 

innovative in their activities but they have somehow managed to survive and provide 

services to the community. 
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Amateur theatre is a complex site for an examination of value because there are so 

many different sorts of value being pursued within this one activity. It provides what 

Leicester and Sharpe describe as “value constellations” (2010, p. 25). In this concept: 

Value is co-produced with the customer, who generates the value of a 

product by putting it to use. And the product will become more valuable if it 

can be placed in a complex array of relationships that will give people the 

opportunity to make more imaginative uses of it. In other words, the product 

can be seen as configuring a constellation of different kinds of value, and 

this value can be intensified by enhancing the variety of ways the customer 

can build relationships around it. (Leicester & Sharpe, 2010, p. 25) 

 

In this way of thinking, amateur theatre has as its ‘customer’ the theatre participant – 

actor, director, technician, student, front-of-house assistant, audience member – who 

puts the ‘product’, being the company and/or the production to a range uses.  

 

The themes that emerged from this case study show amateur theatre to be an active 

provider of value for both individuals and for groups. Value in amateur theatre emerges 

from a blend of the creative opportunity with that of the social and the developmental. 

All three companies can be seen as offering multiple opportunities for value creation in 

these areas through the involvement of a variety of people, choice of activity, use of 

capacities and support of aspirations. This is an example of the ‘continuum’ of 

engagement that Spotlight theatre encourages through its blend of amateur and student 

in a professionally informed environment. 

 

Leicester and Sharpe suggest that the concept of value or worth in the arts can relate to 

the value that an arts organisation can generate for itself, its members and for its 

community. It can be to do with how an arts organisation generates this value in 

practice; how it might increase this value and, importantly, how the community and 

institutions such as local government can support arts organisations as creative and 

complex ecosystems (2010, p. 10). 
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By reconfiguring our understanding of amateur theatres and seeing them as creative 

ecosystems capable of generating value for many different interests, the complexity of 

their activities can begin to be understood and the breadth of value they provide to the 

broader community can be appreciated. 

 

This reconfiguring, or reframing, has already occurred with the changing the name of 

amateur theatre to community theatre. This act of renaming asks us to take a second 

look at what is occurring in that activity and see it in a different way. The renaming is 

reminiscent of Finnegan’s assertion that “when no longer judged by the criteria of 

others, each emerges as in principle equally authentic and equally influential in shaping 

the practices of local music” (2007, p. 6). If the activities of these theatres are seen in 

their own right and acknowledged for the value they generate for the individual and the 

community then they can be assessed according to their own achievements rather than 

in comparison to other works particularly those of the professional theatre. 

 

One begins to question; could amateur theatres be seen, perhaps more complexly and 

usefully, as a kind of centre of ‘community action’ which seeks to support the social and 

creative aspirations and capacities of a community within the framework of making of a 

piece of theatre? It would then be possible to engage with the observation that the 

Showboat director made about the work of amateur theatres and people’s work within 

them as being framed by “the concept of pro bono publico or for the public good…that 

is a concept that people have not grasped yet” (J.S., personal communication, May 25, 

2010). The application of this principle to the contribution that members of amateur 

theatres make could fundamentally change how the individual members, the companies, 

the audiences and the community value that activity. 

 

Seeing amateur theatre in this way would certainly be provocative in terms of how we 

have understood this type of theatre and indeed the arts more generally, particularly if it 

was embraced as seriously as it is in legal circles. It would certainly contribute to an 

individual amateur theatre member’s sense of purpose and reinforce that they are doing 

something that is important and has a value in the broader community. 
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As the director of Showboat states: 

There needs to be more of an integration, where there is as much respect for 

the community theatre as there is for the professional theatre, and yes there 

will have to be some sort of bar that you have to leap over to get into the 

professional theatre. (J.S., personal communication, December 15, 2009) 

 

And in a statement that speaks to the role of engagement that amateur theatre plays in 

the community, the director of Showboat said that: 

If you are particularly lucky or exceptionally talented or the right shape, size 

and colour you may get to be in a professional role, but if you do not then 

you as a person are not diminished because you can share that with the rest 

of the community for the rest of your life. (J.S., personal communication, 

December 15, 2009) 

 

4.11 Chapter Summary 

This chapter examined the composition and character of the amateur sector of theatre 

and performance on the Gold Coast. Some attention was given not only to the broader 

historical and eminent role of amateur theatre as a committed presenter of serious drama 

in the first half of last century, but also to its more recent less complementary 

characterisations as a theatre of low standards, limited aspirations and achievement. 

This changing regard was seen as a consequence of the rise of professionalism and 

government financial involvement in the support of theatre and the arts in the latter part 

of the 20th century. 

 

Productions by three different amateur companies formed the basis of the case study 

and from these emerged seven themes that demonstrated the reasons why this form of 

theatre offers a range of opportunities for this community.  
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These themes centred on the capacity of amateur productions to offer and manage 

diverse and complex theatrical involvements, to provide a pathway to the social, 

creative and to meaningful experiences.  

 

This study revealed the surprising appeal and significance of amateur theatre for young 

people and some of the impact of the difficult relationship between amateur theatre and 

its professional counterpart. A theme explored, also, were the ways in which amateur 

theatre responds to the economic imperatives that all theatres face in attracting 

audiences and maintaining their operations. The final two themes considered, firstly, 

aspects of the relationship between the amateur theatres and the Arts Centre Gold Coast 

and, secondly, the nature of the connection between the activities of the amateur 

theatres and the distinct nature and culture of this region. 

 

The chapter closed with a discussion that acknowledged the nature and strength of value 

of amateur theatre to its participants and to the community. It argued for a reframing 

that centred on the application of the concept of Pro Bono Publico to the activities of 

amateur theatre and its capacity to contribute to the quality of life of people engaged in 

this activity. This study of the theatre on the Gold Coast centred on two case studies and 

this chapter presented an account of the first one, amateur theatre. The next chapter is a 

study of the attempted establishment of a funded professional theatre company on the 

Gold Coast and whether the region had the capacity and the readiness to support such a 

company. 
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Chapter 5 

Case Study: The Mercury’s Wings Story 

5.0 Introduction 

The second case study continued my research project’s concern with the efficacy and 

co-constructive nature of the relationship between a region or a community and its 

theatre from a very different perspective to the first study. This case study was on a 

much smaller scale to that of the amateur theatre study because it focused specifically 

on the practical experiences of two local theatre workers as they attempted to reshape 

their irregular, often unpaid theatre activity into a more consistent endeavour focused on 

creating professional theatrical work on the Gold Coast. In ecological terms they 

attempted the difficult process of introducing into the ecology a species that did not 

already exist. 

 

It is, unfortunately, the story of a theatre company that was unable to sustain a place for 

itself in the local theatre ecology for very long. This study examines their successes and 

tribulations along an 18 month journey and examines why the two theatre workers’ 

enterprise was often creatively successful but ultimately unsuccessful in its capacity to 

create a full-time income derived from locally created theatrical product. This case 

study also explores more broadly the reasons and the conditions that brought about that 

result. The research shows, that while the environment was not encouraging of their 

aspirations, the two theatre workers also did not find ways to successfully manage and 

accommodate the particular blend of artistic, economic, institutional and social factors 

at work in the theatre culture of the Gold Coast. These reasons and the conditions need 

to be considered in any future attempt to establish a funded professional company in the 

region. 

 

I collected a set of data from interviews I conducted with the two directors of Mercury’s 

Wings theatre company. 
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The interviews were usually 90 minutes in length, and I conducted one interview every 

four weeks over a period of 18 months from September 2009 to February 2011. These 

interviews always had a framing structure of enquiry about what had been the 

company’s activities during the preceding four weeks. 

 

This study is presented as a type of sequential narrative that developed as the data 

emerged. This narrative is further shaped by a series of issues that contribute to the 

structure of the chapter. 

 

5.1.1 Background 

One of the earliest questions asked in this research, given the resources of the Gold 

Coast, was why there was no government-funded professional theatre company active in 

the region. There were two attempts in the middle 1990s to establish local professional 

theatre companies but neither of these was successful in attracting the funding or 

sufficient audiences to sustain themselves. 

 

In 2010, the region’s theatre sector comprised a number of long term commercial and 

amateur theatres, some occasional work from independent theatre companies along with 

a performing arts centre operated by the local city council. Was there room for a funded 

professional company? At a very early stage in the establishment of this research I met 

two theatre workers who were attempting to build such a company. They called their 

company, Mercury’s Wings, and in 2010 they endeavoured to establish for it a “role and 

position of arts organisation in their locality and its systems” (Robinson, 2010, p. 25). 

 

The initial stages of this study were also appreciably shaped by considerable change in a 

significant element of the existing local theatre ecology. The region’s major publicly 

owned performing arts facility, the Arts Centre Gold Coast, experienced an almost 

complete transformation in its management personnel and programmes. For Robinson a 

key characteristic of an arts ecology is “what happens in one impacts on others” 

(Robinson, 2010, p. 24) and this personnel change at the Arts Centre Gold Coast 

reverberated through the broader arts and theatre ecology of the region.  
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Significantly these changes coincided with renewed interest from Federal and State 

Governments that was expressed through a new and well-resourced funding programme 

called Regional Stages. This programme was designed ‘to enrich local arts practice’ via 

the placing and support of an ‘established producer’ to develop new partnerships 

between the community, local artists and leading national and international 

practitioners. The nominated ‘established producer’ on the Gold Coast was to be the 

new management team at the Arts Centre Gold Coast. 

 

These changes afforded, potentially, a much more positive context for the ambitions of 

the two theatre workers and an especially dynamic milieu in which to study the 

activities of a theatre company at an embryonic stage in its development. 

 

The research methodology for this study was based on developing an empirical 

ethnography. The research data for the study was drawn from lengthy interviews 

conducted with the two theatre workers on a monthly basis from late 2009 through all of 

2010 finishing in the early months of 2011, and observation through attendance at 

company activities. The interviews explored the events, the successes, the failures, the 

challenges and the learning that emerged through the endeavours of the two theatre 

workers. 

 

Key themes, or issues in this instance, emerged that strongly resonated with the broader 

interests of this research. As with the previous study on amateur theatre, these issues 

were considered within the framework of ecological readings explored in Chapter 2. In 

particular, guidance was taken from Leicester and Sharpe’s approach in using 

“ecological thinking to understand how the arts work in society and in the economy” 

(2010, p. 10) and explored the capacity of a region’s particular theatre ecology to 

support a professional company such as Mercury’s Wings. 

 

The next section provides information on the two theatre-makers, the nature of the 

professional company they hoped to build and their initial sense of the opportunities and 

challenges they faced. 
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5.1.2 The Case: The Theatre Workers and What They Wanted to Do 

In 2010 two Gold Coast theatre workers, Claudine Stephen-Smith and James Anderson, 

set about the task of building their part time theatre company into something more 

artistically and financially sustaining. Stephen-Smith was a classically trained dancer, 

dance teacher/choreographer and emerging theatre director and Anderson was a 

professional actor and high school teacher in Gold Coast high schools. 

 

A married couple, Stephen-Smith and Anderson shared two children, a mortgage and a 

determination to create something professional in the region. An animating idea for the 

two in forming Mercury’s Wings was the desire to make theatre in the place where they 

lived, the place where they had become parents and had now been home for some 

considerable time. Mercury’s Wings was therefore very much a partnership and was, in 

some ways, theatre at its most socially fundamental. Here were a couple of theatre 

workers using their own home to rehearse, their own resources to produce and their 

kitchen table as the place to plan, prepare budgets and approaches to potential 

audiences, supporters and collaborators. 

 

Since 2005, as the Mercury’s Wings Theatre Company, Claudine and James had been 

presenting an ambitious set of independent theatre productions at various venues around 

the Coast. These productions were Michael Gow’s Sweet Phoebe at a theatre in 

Sanctuary Cove, Yazmin Reza’s Art at the Gold Coast City Art Gallery, an outdoors 

production of Shakespeare’s Much Ado about Nothing and Samuel Becket’s ‘Endgame’ 

at McIntosh Island. All are demanding pieces of theatre and due to lack of previous 

productions in the region were generally unfamiliar to local audiences. 

 

In terms of their place in the local theatre ecology, Claudine and James saw themselves 

as having a strong connection with the local amateur theatres through their previous and 

regular interaction as actors and directors in productions with these companies. Indeed 

they met while working on an amateur theatre production and for both this exemplified 

the important social role the amateur theatres play. 
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C: I think the companies are aspiring to fulfil a social need. That is how 

James and I met in a play at GCLT…you see it all the time. Cast members 

that have arrived on the Coast, make friends on the Coast. That’s how they 

meet, in plays, so socially they are great, but as far as artistic merit … I do 

not find that is a priority. (C. S-S., personal communication, November 16, 

2009) 

 

This social aspect encouraged many people to become involved with these companies 

but it was a quality that Claudine and James were ambitious to move beyond. They were 

concerned with ‘artistic merit’ and, although they considered the social aspect of theatre 

as being significant, they saw Mercury’s Wings as being there to “put on a play like 

Endgame that will hopefully make you think and also Art and things like that” (C. S-S., 

personal communication, November 16, 2009). 

 

The theatre company they envisaged would have a strong sense of craft, a focus on 

skills development and a commitment to appropriate remuneration for its artists. For 

Claudine and James a professional theatre company is one that “provides a salary, there 

is no anxiety about income, you are being paid to practice your craft, you are working 

with honour but it’s also your wage” (C. S-S., personal communication, November 16, 

2009). This approach was strongly influenced by their experiences in Europe, 

particularly in Germany, where Claudine worked as a professional dancer for over ten 

years. While professional dance was extremely competitive in Germany there was also a 

respect for the craft, an understanding of and commitment to the relationship between 

training, levels of achievement and financial remuneration. 

 

For Claudine particularly, in Australia that understanding of theatre and performance as 

craft was not as clear or as established as it was in Europe and their experience on the 

Gold Coast, so far, had been that everybody was paid but the artists. 
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C: Our aim is to be paid for what we do, I mean from working in Europe I 

had a contract, it was competitive, I had a contract and I did not have to go 

through six weeks to fill out an application for four weeks work, it’s crazy 

given the amount of work you have to do. (C. S-S., personal 

communication, November 16, 2009) 

 

In terms of their potential audience, they believed strongly that “the surfing, the meter 

maids, the Indi crowd are only a certain part of the Gold Coast and there is a large 

audience beyond these” (C. S-S., personal communication, November 16, 2009). They 

characterised this other audience as “like-minded people” whom Claudine saw as 

people “who have lived elsewhere, have lived overseas, people who have an interest in 

broadening the mind” (C. S-S., personal communication, November 16, 2009). 

 

When asked for a description of the opportunities for theatre in the region, Claudine 

described it as frustrating because there is an “enormous wealth of experience and talent 

on the Coast, from people who have worked in the professional theatre and been 

amazing, and if we could get a more substantial group of these people doing something 

together, that would be amazing” (C. S-S., personal communication, November 16, 

2009). 

 

A significant event for Claudine and James occurred early in their activities in 2009. 

This acts as something of a portent for what was to follow. 

 

5.1.3 A Prologue 

In late September of 2009 an unusual gathering occurred in the board room of the Arts 

Centre Gold Coast. In the room were representatives of the key government and local 

institutions that had influence in the arts and theatre life of the region meeting with 

representatives of a not-yet-formed professional theatre company. These institutions 

were Arts Queensland, the Gold Coast City Council and the interim management of the 

Arts Centre Gold Coast. 
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They were meeting with Claudine and James to discuss the support these organisations 

might provide for the development of Mercury’s Wings. This was a gathering not 

regularly seen on the Gold Coast. 

 

The meeting had been called by officers from Arts Queensland as part of a renewed 

engagement with the region by the State Government and in response to concerted 

efforts by Claudine and James to push their case for financial support during public 

funding information sessions with State and Commonwealth funding programmes 

earlier that year. This meeting came at a critical point for Claudine and James because 

they had committed the next 12 to 18 months to the development of their company. 

They had been talking to these organisations individually for some time, but to have 

representatives of each seated around the same table, listening and responding 

collectively to their proposals was potentially a significant turning point from which 

their aspirations stood some chance of being realised. 

 

Later in 2010 when reflecting on this gathering, Claudine and James felt it represented 

an important moment: 

J: I think then we realised that... that... we were all of a sudden, we were 

playing a bit bigger game than we were before. The game had become a 

little more serious and we were actually players in the game and at whatever 

level, we were in the game and so that gave us this rise of spirit. (J.A., 

personal communication, December 21, 2010) 

What follows are the key issues that emerged from observing and participating in 

Claudine and James’ attempt to establish Mercury’s Wings as a professional theatre 

company in the region. 
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5.2 Key Issues 

In examining the region’s theatre ecology and its capacity to support a professional 

theatre company through the endeavours of Mercury’s Wings, the following issues 

emerged. While these issues are named separately, they are not intended to stand alone 

and intersect repeatedly with each other. 

 

Issue 1: The complexities encountered in making the transition from amateur to 

professional in a regional theatrical environment that was well established, conservative 

and economically demanding. 

 

Issue 2: The necessity of having a compelling and transforming rationale that connected 

people, place and theatre. 

 

Issue 3: The challenge of engaging with the resources, the interests and the potential 

support of a significant local cultural institution, and yet not have their own concerns 

subsumed by involvement with those of this larger entity. 

 

Issue 4: The challenge of connecting local theatre practice with the arts and cultural 

funding ecology at state and national levels. 

 

Issue 5: The necessity of having sufficient, independent resources to support 

engagement with the opportunities that the theatre and cultural funding ecology may 

offer. 

 

What follows is a detailed examination of these issues and the experiences from which 

they arose. 
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5.2.1 Issue 1: Growing Pains 

The complexities encountered in making the transition from amateur to 

professional in a regional theatrical environment that was well established, 

conservative and economically demanding 

In discussing the challenges of building and sustaining complex creative ecosystems, 

Leicester and Sharp use the metaphor of a pot plant and putting money in the plant’s 

soil to help it grow. They assert that: 

If we really want the plant to grow we have to understand the complex 

system of which it is a part. We have to understand how growth occurs. We 

need to understand the system in its own terms. Then, and only then, we 

might be able to use money to provide what the system needs – some 

fertiliser, perhaps, or a larger pot. (2010, p. 20) 

 

In attempting to start a professional theatre company on the Gold Coast the two theatre 

workers needed to establish a site for their own growth that would also appreciate and 

respond to a theatre environment that was complex and diverse. The established local 

theatre ecology was already well populated, independent, and conservative both 

artistically and economically. The development of a local professional company such as 

theirs would need to respond to this particular ecology of circumstances if it was to find 

a place and thrive. 

 

An initial difficulty for Claudine and James and their endeavours was that they came at 

a time when the “policy and funding environment” for companies such as theirs in the 

small to medium sector had “diminished”, a common experience for smaller theatre 

companies according to Hilary Glow (2007, p. 4). In Arts Plus: New Models New 

Money Janet Clayton and Mary Travers argue that the “small to medium companies 

have often been the loser in the funding race” (2009, p. 26). Over the last two decades 

Australian Governments have concentrated their resources and responded to the needs 

of larger companies with increased support. 
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Over the same period “about a dozen smaller companies lost funding in the mid 1990s 

and again in 2008” and for Clayton and Travers this demonstrated that “finite dollars 

result in the smaller sector being squeezed in the face of the larger sector growth” 

(2009, p. 25). It had become much more difficult for new, small arts ventures like 

Mercury’s Wings to find any support beyond the possibility of that for single projects. 

 

Furthermore, they were attempting to establish a theatre company in a regional 

community when such companies had all but disappeared from other similarly placed 

regions. Milne describes government policy as having moved away from supporting 

regional theatre companies and had directed resources to the building of regional arts 

centres and touring programmes to satisfy the theatrical interests of regional 

communities. During the 1980s and 1990s there were some 25 theatre companies 

operating in regional communities providing significant levels of performance, 

engagement and employment. Many of these ceased operating as funding became less 

available during the late 1990s and for governments “regional arts development’ largely 

meant galleries, local festivals and touring into the bush of capital-city product, 

especially in the performing arts” (Milne, 2004, p. 333). 

 

Milne contends that although access to professional theatre emanating from the capital 

cities has increased for regional communities, through the activities of the national 

touring programmes such as Playing Australia and their partners the regional 

performing arts centres, there can “be little doubt that they have done considerable and 

irreparable damage to regional theatre infrastructure” (2004, p. 333). The result is that 

the capacity to produce professional theatre has been centralised away from regional 

communities to the capital cities. This means that in most regional communities the only 

sustainable providers of regular theatre and drama performances for local audiences 

continued to be the local amateur theatres, as in the case of the Gold Coast. 

 

Locally Mercury’s Wings encountered an established theatre ecology that had only ever 

supported commercial, amateur and some independent theatre. 
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Apart from the local Arts Centre Gold Coast, whose operations were underwritten by 

the local municipal council, all the other local producers of theatre and performance had 

developed economic frameworks that rendered their activities sustainable. For these, the 

business model was a conservative and very simple one, where, as the president and 

CEO of Non-profit Finance Fund, Clara Miller, noted “There is one business model: 

reliable revenue that meets or exceeds expenses. Any questions?” (Miller cited in 

Ragsdale, 2011, p. 3). The amateur theatre case study demonstrated that these theatres 

and their members had a clear and successful understanding of this equation. Long term 

sustainability had been gained through programming that blended the familiar with the 

entertaining and centred on musicals and well-known, popular plays. As Claudine noted 

“there are so many community theatres still operating…they work their patch and the 

audience goes to their patch” (C. S-S., personal communication, February 07, 2010). 

 

The Arts Centre Gold Coast employed similar programming and for fifteen years 

presented well known musicals relying heavily on mainly amateur or volunteer casts for 

their realisation. The Arts Centre Gold Coast only occasionally presented touring 

professional performances from the capital cities and so for local audiences and theatre-

makers their experience and understanding of theatre and performance was dominated 

by the productions, the theatre cultures, the attitudes and the economic values of the 

amateur, the independent and commercial theatres. These cultures and attitudes placed 

an emphasis on self-sufficiency, a determined competitiveness in terms of audiences, 

production personnel and quality. It was underpinned by an attitude which, as one 

independent producer put it, “It’s not show party, at the end of the day its show 

business!” (K.P., personal communication, November 09, 2009). 

 

The particular nature of the region’s theatre ecology meant there was unfamiliarity and 

a certain lack of sympathy with the sorts of theatrical policies and practices that 

underpinned the activities of government-funded theatres in other cities and regions. 

Julian Meyrick points out “In other words, ‘the theatre’ means government-supported, 

non-commercial, non-amateur theatre, usually in a state or territory capital” (2005, p. 8). 
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Cochrane describes amateur theatre as particularly problematic for the researcher due to 

the fact that each amateur theatre group is a unique changing entity, usually dependent 

on personalities for drive. This means that “theatre – in this case amateur theatre – 

experienced by majority audiences which does not fulfil the traditionally accepted 

criteria of artistic excellence or innovation” (Cochrane, 2003, p. 169) was a theatre 

agenda of little consequence to existing Gold Coast companies and audiences. These 

companies have their own criteria for marking excellence. Usually it is measured by 

sold-out houses and willingness of the cast and crew to re-engage with the company. 

This is unlike a funded professional theatre, whose policies and practices, even their 

artistic agenda may be focused on developing new work and fulfilling externally 

defined criteria of artistic excellence. 

 

In wanting to present a more challenging and ‘innovative’ style of theatre, Claudine and 

James did not wish to follow the experience and the popular programming choices made 

by the amateur companies but neither did they have the established audiences and 

resources of a professional company that could support their direction. As with many 

theatre activities there was clarity about the sort of theatre they wanted to make, the 

sorts of plays that they wanted to do but there was a lack of clarity about where the 

audience would come from and how they might actually be engaged. Cochrane’s (2003) 

argument about the difficulty of attracting and developing an audience, given the 

extraordinary amount of entertainment available to them, is particularly relevant on the 

Gold Coast which is a community with a highly developed and diverse range of 

entertainments and amusements. 

 

A further complexity with the transition from amateur to professional was the distance 

and antipathy between these two theatrical orientations. Historically many professional 

theatre workers in Australia, in the UK and the US had learnt their craft in the amateur 

theatres and if they were seen to be talented or persistent enough they would often move 

on to professional engagements. 
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However, as Hugh Hunt notes, the advent of specialist training at universities, other 

tertiary institutions, private schools and the availability of and attendant competition for 

government subsidy to cover the costs of theatre production severely diminished the 

interconnection between the two modes of theatre (Hunt, 1979).  

 

The practices and attitudes of the amateur came to be seen as antithetical to the 

professional and “mass participation in amateur theatre which, while not conducted for 

financial gain, clearly is not validated by professional status, also has come to be seen as 

an affront to professional standards” (Cochrane, 2001, p. 237). Meyrick describes it 

thus; “amateur theatre, the unmentionable relative in the attic, excluded from subsidy 

since its very inception” (2005, p. 57). 

 

Finnegan (2007) and Fotheringham (1998) point out that amateur and professional as 

terms are vague and ambiguous in the context of what theatre people actually do. 

Neither term “escapes the ideology of the other: amateur groups will talk about 

‘achieving professional standards’, commercial artists will appear regularly without 

payment in charity and benefit performances” (Fotheringham, 1998, p. 34). The 

economic and aesthetic realities of making theatre in Australian cities and regions see 

individual performers, directors and producers constantly moving in, out and through a 

theatrical spectrum that has amateur at one end, the commercial professional at the other 

and diverse variations in between.  

 

For example Mercury’s Wings Twelfth Night production later in 2010 was cast from 

across the theatrical ecology with a broad representation of actors who saw themselves 

as strictly amateur through the continuum to those who defined themselves as strictly 

professional. Their participation in Twelfth Night was driven not by economics but the 

value of the particular experience that Mercury’s Wings was offering in having a 

respected Australian director lead the production. 

 

The competition for government funding has seen the discourse of professionalism used 

to exclude the amateur theatre from being eligible for this support.  
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Concepts such as ‘theatrical excellence’ and ‘innovation’ have become powerful tools 

in a division over quality, worth and value. Cochrane (2003), Ivey (2009), 

Fotheringham (1998) and Brisbane (2011) all write of the deliberate marginalisation and 

critique of the amateur and the popular by the professional and high art organisations. 

 

Alison Croggon argues that the usage of these terms “has been about shoring up and 

reinforcing privilege of various kinds: economic privilege, to be sure, although the 

division holds out the hope for a gifted amateur to ascend to professional status, but also 

social and intellectual privilege” (Croggon, 2011). 

 

Something of a reverse attitude also played out amongst some amateur and independent 

theatre workers who saw reliance on funding as an unfair advantage, a sort of welfare, 

for theatres that seemed unable or incapable of surviving on their own merits. It was this 

researcher’s impression that there was no difference between the economic management 

employed in amateur theatre and that of any other business in the community. The 

negativity towards funding and attendant programmes was exacerbated by eligibility 

criteria that specified that only professionals would be supported to work within the 

community rather than the community itself. 

 

This placed Claudine and James in a somewhat isolated position as “everyone says they 

want a professional theatre company to happen and yet there are so many closed 

doors...it’s a very hard slog” (C. S-S., personal communication, November 16, 2009). 

 

In seeking to make the transition from amateur to professional, Claudine and James 

were also trying to build a bridge between what both modes of theatre had to offer them. 

These two theatre workers argued their connections with the community theatres gave 

them a ‘local legitimacy’ and were encouraged by a sense of ownership and 

commitment that certain key theatre people extended to them. 
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They can claim us as their own. We have had all this experience but we 

have come in at the ground level on the Gold Coast. We met on a show at 

GCLT. We’ve also stage managed and choreographed shows at Spotlight 

theatre. We say that we aspire to be a professional theatre company on the 

Gold Coast, but we do not say we are the professional company. (C. S-S., 

personal communication, December 12, 2009) 

 

They realised that they were different from amateur groups and needed to be aware of 

the sensitivities that words like ‘professional’ can generate in an independent or 

amateur/community theatre environment. The independent and amateur theatre groups 

were not sure what to make of Mercury's Wings. Unlike the other companies, Mercury's 

Wings did not have an identity in terms of a venue, did not promote themselves as an 

amateur theatre company and was yet to establish a substantive reputation through 

regular productions. They were seen as “styling themselves as a dramatically daring 

group but struggling desperately” (S.C., personal communication, May 11, 2010). 

 

In attempting to make the transition from amateur to professional they also became 

caught between the two positions. An increasing engagement with funding programmes 

and their criteria saw them receive advice like “if you do a production with the [Gold 

Coast] Little Theatre or in their theatre, people will think you are amateur simply 

because you will be guilty by association” (J. A., personal communication, November 

16, 2009). Advice like this and a concern about this association caused them to consider 

carefully their operations as a professional company in terms of engagement of 

performers, payment to performers, use of venues and “it is why we have been reluctant 

to do any sort of a co-production with any of the amateur groups” (J. A., personal 

communication, November 16, 2009). 

 

A critical feature of any arts-related ecology is a deep consideration of its components 

and the nature of the available resources, support and networks. For Robinson how a 

particular component, a group or an organisation, relates “to the whole of the arts, 

culture or society” (2010, p. 24) is important. 
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In seeking to professionalise their activities Claudine and James became increasingly 

isolated as they were no longer working with the amateurs but lacked the resources to 

operate as a truly professional entity. While they aspired to be a professional company, 

Mercury’s Wings’ limited resources meant its directors and performers consistently 

worked on a volunteer or small stipend basis. This contradiction became more difficult 

to sustain as 2010 wore on. 

 

5.2.2 Issue 2: Why the Company Exists 

The necessity of having a compelling and transforming rationale that connected 

people, place and theatre 

C: we certainly do not want every show to be about the Gold Coast and I 

think once we have some shows under our belt, I think we will eventually 

develop a voice and that is important to me, in that we have something to 

say in the community and to the community. (C. S-S., personal 

communication, November 16, 2009) 

This research was initiated by a desire for knowledge about the nature of the connection 

between people, place and theatre. The amateurs have a connection that is creative, 

social and familiar but for a theatre company that wishes to be funded it needs to make a 

clear argument about its ability to create high quality art and be responsive to the 

funding bodies’ agendas. Mercury’s Wings needed to establish a form of theatre that 

was developmental and deeply motivating in its connection to its audience and also be 

representative of the Gold Coast within their company identity. Mercury’s Wings 

needed to provide a motivating blend of people, place and theatre that stimulated new 

views and discussions about theatre and this place. It is more than just doing plays. 

 

In the understanding of an arts ecology and its processes, Robinson emphasises “the 

importance of how an arts organisation positions itself in its locality” (2010, p. 6) and 

its perception of “how the place works” (2010, p. 6). In this concern Robinson was 

exploring the orientation that a theatre company, like Mercury’s Wings, might take 

within an ecology. 
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Where it is best positioned in relation to the other organisations found there? Who it is 

similar to in terms of operations, aspirations and resources? Who can it look to for 

support and in turn who can it give support to? Who are its competitors for resources 

and who it might collaborate with? What gap in the ecology does it fill or is there 

another group or individual taking on a similar role and how does it relate to them? Who 

does it connect with and who does it not. These considerations are based on the sorts of 

questions that Robinson asked in putting to together his model of an arts ecology. 

(2010, p. 25) 

 

For Mercury’s Wings their initial priority was “to have some shows under the belt”, and 

therefore gathering the resources that would facilitate this was the focus of much of 

their energy and efforts. Their view was outward not inward. Their initial concerns were 

to do with process, with how they would make theatre, the conditions for theatre-

making they wanted to establish, the importance of connecting task with remuneration 

and how they would be different to the amateur theatres. The need to work on 

practicalities of process took the majority of their focus. They were not asking ‘why’ 

questions. They were concerned with bridge building into the community, to provide a 

theatre company that educated and challenged was their aim. James described the task 

as being: 

J: That we are in a way… educating, we have to start educating our 

audience, it is what we are about. That we’re positive in presenting to our 

community the idea of ‘this is where we live’... and ‘this is our voice’. That 

is what we are here for, and we can also put on a great play with Waiting for 

Godot next year as well, that’s got nothing to do with the Gold Coast. 

(Mercury’s Wings Director – J. Anderson, personal communication, 

November 16, 2009) 

 

Mercury’s Wings saw their role as being to both prepare local audiences for theatre that 

reflected the region but also theatre drawn from a wider contemporary and classic 

repertoire.  
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Some of the productions they were working on in 2010 were Wallflowering by 

Australian writer Peta Murray, Samuel Beckett’s Endgame, William Shakespeare’s 

Twelfth Night and Patrick Marber’s Closer. These are all strong plays but they are not 

reflective of a particular vision other than well-written scripts. None of the plays or the 

productions had particular resonances or connections to the Gold Coast. Toelken’s 

description of the role of the artist is useful here. He describes the artist moving along a 

spectrum which at one end has them making art that the community strongly influences 

and recognises, then at the other end the artist is less immediately cognizant of the 

community, has turned slightly away and is seeking to make art that influences and 

affects the community. This transition reflects that of the amateur to the professional 

and is the position of the artist that funding was intended to support. (Toelken, 2003, p. 

196) 

 

As funding was a critical element in their artistic and economic framework, they needed 

to define a compelling argument about why the emergence of a professional theatre 

company on the Gold Coast should be supported, establishing a connection between 

these people, this place and their theatre company. Since its inception, financial support 

from government in Australia has vigorously supported the development of a theatre 

that is definably Australian in terms of content, presentation and relevance to place. 

According to Brisbane, “public funding gave backbone to the determination” (2011, p. 

8) of theatre workers to develop and make theatre that directly reflected local stories, 

characters and situations. The conviction that drove Australian theatre-making, in the 

early stages of government support, was that “somehow what people did on stage could 

hold the key to community recognition of what it was to be Australian” (Brisbane, 2011, 

p. 2). 

 

The establishment and growth of professional regional companies throughout Australia 

in the 1980s and 1990s was inspired and driven by this same goal; that the nature and 

the particularities of the communities in which they were based would provide the basis 

of their theatre-making. Regional companies saw a unique and compelling opportunity 

to connect and enliven the link between people, place and theatre.  
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Examples of resilient regional companies include groups such as Just Us Theatre 

Ensemble (JUTE) in Cairns, Theatre South in Wollongong, the Mill Theatre in Geelong, 

the Murray River Performing Group (MRPG) now called Hothouse Theatre in Albury-

Wodonga and Northern Rivers Performing Arts (NORPA) in Lismore. These companies 

were established with the intent of not only bringing professional theatre to these 

communities on a regular basis but also creating theatre that directly reflected the life 

experience of their host communities in content and presentation. 

 

Milne (2004) identifies a concern with ‘locality’ as a defining quality of many of the 

regional theatre companies over the 25 years that these companies were operating 

around the country. He provides two examples of the intense focus and the meaning that 

regional companies drew from the influence of place on their theatre-making. In the first 

he quotes two original members of the MRPG as saying that “our community is our 

inspiration and provides the source for much of our work” (Paxinos & Thomson cited in 

Milne, 2004, p. 211). In the second he cites Mill Theatre’s aims as being to entertain, 

challenge, celebrate and critique the local community within the context of the larger 

Australian community utilising a contemporary theatre model (Milne, 2004, pp. 212-

213). 

 

The sentiments expressed in these statements were shared by many of the regional 

companies and give a very clear sense of the imperative of place as a key influence in 

the making of theatre in these regional communities. This purpose provided compelling 

arguments that caused local, state and federal funding programmes to strongly support 

these companies through 1980s and 1990s. As stated earlier, Government policy has 

changed with respect to regional arts and many of these companies have not survived 

these changes. Those that have, continue to draw attention to their locality as a key 

influence in their work. NORPA states that “as one of only a handful of producing 

theatre companies in regional Australia we carry a responsibility to tell the stories of 

regional Australians in unique and profound ways” (Clough, 2011, p. 23). JUTE speaks 

of itself inspiring and supporting local artists. 
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JUTE is a house of ideas and action that exists to fan the fire in the bellies of 

regional theatre artists, who are inspired and supported to create new stories 

that contribute to our regional identity, our social history and our future 

possibilities. (Maunder, 2011, p. 2) 

 

This connection to place provided a very clear argument, or mission, for these 

companies to come into existence and for funding programmes to support with them. In 

Leicester and Sharpe’s terms, this vision operated as a currency of meaning that ‘co-

ordinated’, or brought together professional regional theatre companies, such as those 

mentioned, who were supported by funding agencies, local government and major local 

institutions such as universities, TAFEs and schools for extended periods of time. 

 

What of the Gold Coast in this regard? In the previous case study on amateur theatre in 

the region no obvious relationship between theatre, people and place was found in the 

settings, content, characterisations, themes and productions of local Gold Coast theatre, 

commercial or amateur. A visit to the local Jupiter’s Casino’s show room, or Dracula’s 

Theatre Restaurant, or the artificial environments of the theme parks such as Movie 

World or the amateur theatres would take audiences to places a long way from the Gold 

Coast and not the actual world just outside the theatre’s door. Theatre in the region was 

little interested in theatre about place and much more interested in the popular, the 

entertaining and the familiar. Certainly locality was reflected in amateur theatre by the 

fact that the theatre was made by locals and reflected their particular theatre interests 

and capacities. This was important in terms of the personal experience for performers 

and audiences but the productions and the companies were not producing work that 

directly reflected the Gold Coast experience. 

 

The presentation of Australian plays has been irregular in the Gold Coast region and a 

number of local theatre workers felt strongly production of such plays was very much a 

box office risk.  
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One local theatre director spoke about the situation in this way: 

C: I went through a stage and decided that there was not enough 

contemporary Australian theatre on the Gold Coast...I did three or four in a 

row that were very contemporary and that was a hard sell but once people 

were there they were fine…but there is a hesitancy with unknown work, 

there is not a culture that supports that… particularly traditional plays. (C.S., 

personal communication, June 28, 2010) 

 

In some ways the state of theatre on the Gold Coast could be seen as that of Australian 

theatre before the emergence of government funding for the arts in the 1950s and 1960s. 

By this I do not mean that local theatre has not developed from this period, rather that 

theatre on the Gold Coast has been relatively unaffected by the policies and practices of 

government funding at state and federal level. Alongside the active and healthy amateur 

theatre ecology, the established and sustainable commercial sector, there is hesitancy – 

if not distinct aversion – to new Australian plays. 

 

Mercury’s Wings were caught between their need to establish a solid foundation for 

their operation through striving to establish a critical reputation for high quality work 

and beginning to build an audience, and the pressure from funding programmes to 

develop new work that was connected very strongly to the place in which they were 

working. 

 

One local arts project that does have a strong creative vision that connects people, place 

and art, and attracts funding from Arts Queensland, is the Swell Sculpture Festival. The 

annual Swell Outdoor Sculpture Festival is a weeklong event that presents sculpture in a 

spectacular beach-side setting at Currumbin on the southern end of the Gold Coast. The 

monumental art works are a response to the location, its physical nature and the 

experience of this setting. Set between Currumbin’s two headlands, Swell annually 

attracts crowds in excess of over 178,000 people during the 10-day exhibition period.  
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The Swell Sculpture Festival director, Natasha Edwards, describes the event in these 

terms: 

Swell is well established and recognised as a major cultural arts event in 

Queensland. The picturesque Currumbin Beach and warm weather makes 

for an ideal setting and backdrop for the extraordinary diverse range of 

sculptures on display. People attend the exhibition to soak up the 

atmosphere, photograph the moment and engage with the artwork in its 

natural setting. The artist talks offer an opportunity meet with artists, 

exchange stories and learn more about the artist behind the sculpture. 

(Edwards, 2011, para. 10) 

 

It is an art event that calls on people’s experience of this place. The art works in their 

environment, their design and their placement all connect to people’s physical and 

imaginative experience of the place where they live and visit. Leicester and Sharpe’s 

theory that “art is the currency of experience” (2010, p. 12) has connection here as the 

sculpture and the event are a response to the place and puts “our unique individual 

experiences into motion amongst us as shared meaning” (2010, p. 12). The success of 

Swell Outdoor Sculpture Festival is due to the wealth and diversity of meaning that it 

provides. 

 

This sort of event coordinates the engagement of a range of groups and individuals; 

from the organisations that fund it (including Arts Queensland), the volunteers who 

support it and the general public who attend it. Each of these supporters and participants 

recognise something that encourages their support. The concept of ‘ecological validity’ 

has been discussed in Chapter 3 of this study but I would like to redirect the phrase and 

use it to describe arts projects that are considered ‘home grown’ in terms of both content 

and practices. (Burns, 2000, p. 397) These arts projects are valid, relevant, and provide 

‘meaning-making’ artistic responses to the context in which they are made and/or 

placed. 
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At the end of 2010 Mercury’s Wings was developing a project that did have a strong 

ecological validity. The project emerged from the experiences of a local woman, Paula 

Stafford, the Gold Coast woman who from the 1950s until the 1990s ran a 

manufacturing & retail company selling swimwear. Stafford is credited with adapting 

and reinvigorating the widespread use of the bikini in Australia. This woman was not 

only a wife, a mother and often the sole provider for her family but also a very 

successful designer, entrepreneur and businesswoman. Her story not only brings 

together many of the elements and time periods that give the Gold Coast its classic 

reputation but it also provides a very human account of a local woman. Claudine and 

James had developed a production outline and had begun work with an eminent writer 

and were searching out options for support. They did initially seek support from RADF 

for project development but were not successful the first time. This and the fact that 

their own resources were very low meant that they were unable to continue with the 

project. 

 

5.2.3 Issue 3: Combining Expectations and Outcomes 

The challenge of engaging with the resources and the potential support of a 

significant local cultural institution, and yet not have their own interests subsumed 

by complicity with those of this larger entity 

Two living systems cannot interact without consequence. Their fields of 

meaning connect, and each now finds itself laying down a new path in the 

walking: will our paths merge, cross, diverge; is that for good or for ill, and 

who shall say? (Sharpe, 2008, p. 3) 

 

This issue explores the relationship that Mercury’s Wings sought to establish with the 

Arts Centre Gold Coast and the mutual benefits that Claudine and James hoped would 

accrue from this association. A changed and reinvigorated management at the Arts 

Centre Gold Coast represented a unique opportunity for developing a sustaining 

relationship that could assist Mercury’s Wings with their lack of resources and enable 

their transition into a more professional level of operation. The Centre and its staff 

could provide access to considerable skills, experience, facilities and resources. 
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The question was on what sort of basis a relationship could be formed. For Sanderson 

(2009) the two concepts of ‘dependency’ and ‘groups’ function as metaphors for 

explaining relationships between constituent parts of an ecology. He describes them 

having a long history in ecology and as ways of organising how we see and make sense 

of nature. According to Sanderson (2009) the use of the concept of ‘groups’ indicates a 

functional similarity between ecology members in their use of similar resources and, in 

human terms, can lead to such things as guilds, unions, partnerships, collaborations and 

hierarchies. 

 

Both the Arts Centre Gold Coast and Mercury’s Wings were part of the theatre sector 

on the Gold Coast and both would benefit from its development. ‘Dependencies’ evoke 

notions of intersection, interaction, linkages, relationships, reliance, networks and inter-

dependence. These are all key values in an ecological relationship. For example there 

are dependencies that exist between a predator and its prey, between a flower and a bee. 

 

Sharpe also explores dependency as part of the coordinating effect of an ecological view 

which sees “patterns arise amongst activities that may be any mixture of collaborative 

and competitive – the lives of predators and prey are coordinated but competitive, while 

bees and flowers are coordinated and collaborative” (2010, p. 9). 

 

The relationship is underscored by mutuality in that the interaction is sustaining for both 

players and their environment in the exchange; both components are essential to the 

relationship that keeps renewing or regenerating itself through the exchange. 

Conceivably a similar linkage or co-ordinated relationship could exist between an arts 

centre and the local theatre sector in its host community. The challenge for Claudine 

and James was whether they could construct a collaborative relationship with the Arts 

Centre Gold Coast. 

 

Arts centres and their activities have a key function in the theatre ecologies of many 

communities. Fotheringham describes these facilities and their managements as key 

shapers of the local and national theatre and the performing arts sector.  
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He describes many larger arts institutions such as the operas, the ballets and state 

theatres as having the capacity and the inclination to work against diversity and 

therefore suppress competition. However, arts centres, like festivals “must find and 

promote a diversity of performance products, and so have been keen to help small 

innovative groups to establish themselves as viable organisations” (Fotheringham, 1998, 

p. 28). However, as described in the previous chapter, the Arts Centre Gold Coast under 

its previous management took on a competitive position in the theatre field, despite 

receiving wide community support for its establishment, and did not contribute to the 

diversity and sustainability of local theatre. 

 

The recruitment of new management generated profound change in an organisation that 

was previously considered to be an artistic silo, impenetrable to the local producers. It 

had seemed uninterested in the local theatre sector and seemed inaccessible to local 

performers. One of the Mercury’s Wings directors explained the use of the publicly 

funded theatre as: 

J: Filled with many school activities, eisteddfods, the high school 

graduations and the high school musical performances of Grease, Annie and 

Footloose that take up at least half of the year. You have got Bell 

Shakespeare coming down, for two nights. That is all they get, two nights 

and one annual music/theatre production that mixed professional production 

leadership with local performers who were involved on a volunteer basis. 

(J.A., personal communication, December 12, 2009)  

 

Walker and Salt (2006) describe businesses, nations and ecosystems as having cycles of 

life and these can be found all around us. In 2002 Lance H. Gunderson and Crawford S. 

Holling described ecosystems as having four phases in this cycle: “rapid growth, 

conservation, release, and reorganization” (Gunderson & Holling as cited in Walker & 

Salt, 2006, p. 75). Gunderson and Holling describe this life cycle as an ‘adaptive cycle’, 

and in its release and reorganisation phases, Walker and Salt employ Joseph 

Schumpeter’s notion of “creative destruction” (1976, p. 81) in describing the dynamic 

nature of this moment in an organisation’s life.  
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Here disturbance, as in the activities of a new management, “breaks down stability and 

predictability but releases resources for innovation and reorganization” (Walker & Salt, 

2006, p. 75). 

 

From the outside this seemed to be what was happening at the Arts Centre Gold Coast. 

The new management were making changes to the staff, to the programming, the 

business model and many long-time elements of the Centre’s operations were being 

realigned or dispensed with. 

 

The Arts Centre Gold Coast was dismantling existing practices and attitudes. It was 

going through phases of release and reorganisation where its systems and procedures 

were unlocked and “resources that were tightly bound are now released as connections 

break and regulatory controls weaken” (Walker & Salt, 2006, p. 77). 

 

In this tumultuous ‘release’ phase, uncertainty rules, all options are open. In the early 

part of 2010, the Arts Centre Gold Coast’s new management amplified this process and 

embarked on an inclusive programme of consultation with people drawn from across the 

region’s arts, educational and creative communities. The purpose was to build new 

programmes, networks and partnerships. 

 

It was this period of openness that encouraged and engaged Claudine and James and 

they sought to become as involved in the centre’s activities and reorganisation as 

possible. They saw Arts Centre Gold Coast as an enabling ‘bridge’ that  

C: could offer us more consistency…of providing more regular 

performances, the option that when you come to the show you get the flyer 

for the next show or they can get a seasons ticket, we do not have that 

option yet. (C. S-S., personal communication, November 16, 2009) 

 

For James and Claudine the Arts Centre Gold Coast would provide an opportunity to 

participate in a larger performing arts culture rather than working in isolation.  
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The Arts Centre Gold Coast could act as an important champion, sponsor and patron by 

introducing Mercury’s Wings to a wider network of funders, venues, producers and 

audiences. It was potentially an ideal place to manage the transition that James and 

Claudine wanted to achieve. 

 

Both directors felt strongly that “the change of manager has been pivotal…it has 

changed everything” (C. S-S., personal communication, December 12, 2009). They 

believed that an association with Arts Centre Gold Coast would add great appeal and 

substance to their operations and gained the impression that Arts Queensland was very 

pleased that they were talking to the new manager and therefore more likely to fund 

their activities. A closer engagement with the Arts Centre Gold Coast would also assist 

in building a stronger and more familiar relationship with commonwealth funding 

agencies. A key goal for Mercury’s Wings was to gain a ‘S2M’ grant from Arts 

Queensland that would give them the operational funding that would be central to their 

company becoming more sustainable.  

 

For the company to be eligible they needed to have a significant partner in the region 

and the Arts Centre Gold Coast was the ideal affiliation to have. Mercury’s Wings saw 

this opening up and community consultation phase as extremely opportune, almost 

heaven sent, and therefore they endeavoured to engage as strongly and creatively with 

the new management as possible. They contributed ideas, projects and local advice that 

they thought would assist the new management to move from its previous mode of 

isolation to a renewed engagement with the broader local populace and the theatre 

community. 

J: What is interesting and inspiring for us is that we were contacted for the 

Artist-in-Residence programme. We had a meeting one night with the new 

manager, he emailed us the next day for a report that was due the following 

morning, they were going to be advertising for submissions for an Artist-in-

Residence and rather than putting out what they could offer they were 

contacting local artists to see what we would want! (J.A., personal 

communication, March 07, 2010) 
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This illustrates the direct engagement with Mercury’s Wings that the Arts Centre Gold 

Coast had, encouraging James & Claudine to imagine a positive partnership was likely 

in the near future. Contact with the new management continued to be very affirmative 

over the early months of 2010 and emails and telephone calls went back and forth 

replete with ideas and possible programme choices to build further engagement. For 

Claudine and James: “all of a sudden we have started talking about what that would 

mean for us…what we could do” (J.A., personal communication, March 07, 2010). For 

Mercury’s Wings it seemed as if they were working along parallel lines with the Arts 

Centre Gold Coast, as each organisation was working on new plans and programmes for 

a renewed relationship with the community. 

 

So positive were they in their engagement with the Arts Centre Gold Coast, it seemed to 

this researcher that Claudine and James had become almost ‘informal’ ambassadors for 

the new management and its value to the community. 

 

Alongside the dynamic of engagement with a rejuvenated Arts Centre Gold Coast, 

Claudine and James had begun 2010 with some of their own momentum. In December 

of 2009 Claudine and James were notified that they had secured a grant from Arts 

Queensland to produce Shakespeare’s Twelfth Night and would have it directed by an 

experienced, nationally recognised director. This grant was the first one from Arts 

Queensland to go to Mercury’s Wings and it was also the first time an independent 

theatre company on the Gold Coast had been awarded one. This, in a time when funding 

was very tight, was a significant achievement. In addition they received two RADF 

project approvals, so they were beginning to feel that some substantial progress was 

possible. 

 

In early 2010 Mercury’s Wings learned the detail of the new programmes developed by 

the Arts Centre Gold Coast following its community consultation. The Arts Centre Gold 

Coast’s reorganisation phase was over and its new direction and character was 

formalised in its updated programmes and policies. 
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The new direction was publicly launched in March of 2010 and Claudine and James 

found themselves in a relationship that was no longer a collaboration, energetic and 

freewheeling, but a more familiar arts relationship that consisted of the Arts Centre 

Gold Coast as a resource holder and provider and Mercury’ Wings as resource seekers. 

Their relationship was now prescribed by programmes, selection criteria and application 

forms. 

 

Although they were working on a range of other projects, Mercury’s Wings main focus 

was engagement with the Arts Centre Gold Coast and they saw themselves as being 

eligible for a number of new programmes that the Centre was developing. They 

developed and submitted detailed proposals for these programmes which ranged from 

an Artist-in-Residence programme, to a youth drama project and assisted production 

opportunities for the use of a new 80 seat studio theatre space within the Centre. 

 

This process caused Mercury’s Wings again to consider what the relationship with the 

Arts Centre Gold Coast actually was and what they actually needed it to do in terms of 

their own operations. 

C: How will it work with the Artist-in-Residence at the Arts Centre? If we 

get that, they don't have enough money to pay a director and six actors and a 

designer a salary. They do not have that much, so how does all that work? 

Which is something we need to talk to the Arts Centre about because if we 

got support with that, well how would we go about it? Because it comes 

down to, for us, because we have to hold other jobs. We do not have the 

money to pay for a baby sitter you know. That is why we rehearse here [at 

their own home]. (C. S-S., personal communication, March 07, 2010) 

 

Here Claudine defines the critical equation that would come to dominate their activities 

through the rest of the year. This was, how to balance the actual costs of the activity 

with finding an equal or larger income. 
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They were not sure how the most attractive element of the programme to them, the 

Artist-in-Residence position, would work in terms of providing an income. But they 

also did not want to miss out on any opportunities that may have benefited them in other 

ways: 

C: But we need to remain open to whatever the offer is. It is an opportunity, 

no matter what is offered, to get in there and make more of a name for 

Mercury’s Wings….and if for no other reason than to attract some attention 

and that attention could lead to some funding which is what we need. (C. S-

S., personal communication, March 07, 2010) 

 

They had identified that administration support was a key area of need and if the Arts 

Centre Gold Coast were to offer this along with marketing assistance “then we would 

have a much stronger case with Arts Queensland for some funding” (C. S-S., personal 

communication, March 07, 2010). 

 

Unfortunately, the Arts Centre Gold Coast did not offer Mercury’s Wings the Artists-in-

Residence position and, in fact, chose not to accept any of their proposals. The centre’s 

preferences went to other artists and other projects. For Claudine and James this was: 

C: A big surprise...a surprise was that we did not get the residency....that 

was absolutely shattering ....at the time... 

J: after all…the phone calls...the meetings and the emails…  

(C. S-S., personal communication, December 21, 2010) (J.A., personal 

communication, December 21, 2010) 

 

The choice that the Arts Centre Gold Coast made indicates the particular direction it 

wished to pursue in supporting local artists and its movement away from an engagement 

with the sort of offer that Mercury’s Wings made.  
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During the initial phase of the relationship their goals connected as both were engaged 

in an energising phase of development and the generation of possible new projects. 

Once the Arts Centre Gold Coast formalised its programme, the interests of the 

organisations began to separate. 

 

The Arts Centre Gold Coast chose a contemporary choreographer/dancer and his 

proposed new company. This artist had grown up on the Gold Coast and had learnt to 

dance here. He went overseas to work and had recently returned to be amongst the 

finalists on a very popular national television dance programme. This choice by the Arts 

Centre Gold Coast took advantage of the recent increase in popularity of dance, due to 

the large audience that had been following the television dance shows and also the large 

number of dance schools on the Gold Coast and their participants and families. This 

decision brought the local and the national ‘stages’ together to further position the Arts 

Centre Gold Coast as an attractive venue of choice for local audiences. 

 

The potential audience reach of the Artist-in-Residence programme was particularly 

important to the Arts Centre Gold Coast as it was trying to re-engage the community in 

a much more dynamic and broader way than the previous management. In choosing a 

local choreographer/dancer as the Artist-in-Residence the Arts Centre Gold Coast 

seemed to be seeking a more popular and broader profile, through dance, for local 

audiences than Mercury’s Wings may have been able to provide at that point. 

 

Mercury’s Wings had presented significant but relatively unknown plays such as Sweet 

Phoebe, Art and Endgame. These choices in genre would have provided a smaller 

community base for the Arts Centre Gold Coast to work with. The 

choreographer/dancer provided a more accessible profile, a commodified package of 

attractive elements that a local audience would recognise, understand and more easily 

engage with. 

 

The work they had done in putting together the various proposals for the Arts Centre 

Gold Coast had alerted James & Claudine to the benefits that would accrue through 

having such an organisation as their sponsor. 
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Without the support of an institutional framework, emergent companies, like Mercury’s 

Wings, had no firm base of support from which to grow. To use a forest metaphor, a 

sapling plant requires a solid frame against which to grow straight and robust; it needs 

sufficient support until its trunk is strong enough to hold its canopy upright and it needs 

to have grown wider at the base not taller, otherwise it will eventually break or fall over. 

 

Likewise nascent creative companies require continued support and protection to 

develop their own ability to support themselves. In other regional communities such as 

Armidale, Wollongong and Geelong regional theatre companies had emerged, critically, 

with the support of major local entities such as the universities and performing arts 

centres in those communities. An example of this type of support was the establishment 

of the Just Us Theatre Ensemble (JUTE) in Cairns. In 1991 Arts Queensland gave the 

association that represents regional performing arts centres in Queensland, Northern 

Australian Regional Arts Centres Association (NARPACA), a grant of $180,000 to 

develop non-commercial theatre in Queensland. In 1992 NARPACA in turn provided 

the founding members of JUTE a grant of $20,000 as seeding money to establish their 

company in Cairns (Milne, 2004, p. 325).  

 

When Mercury’s Wings received the news of their rejection for the Artist-In-Residence 

programme they were, in their own words, “shattered”. However very soon after this the 

Arts Centre Gold Coast offered them another opportunity. A fresh proposition was 

made which rekindled Claudine and James’s interest and hope in the potential of the 

relationship. The Arts Centre Gold Coast had devised another new programme called 

the Ignition project and offered Mercury’s Wings the opportunity to put together a new 

production, present it in the Centre’s new Studio theatre space and then tour it through 

similar venues in South East Queensland for two weeks. The Arts Centre Gold Coast 

would provide salaries and touring funds for the actors during this two week touring 

period. 

 

The prospect held out to Claudine and James was that a successful production and tour 

could then be presented to state and national touring circuits as a viable touring project. 

Again the offer centred on new terrain being opened up to them. 
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Such a project could bring benefits in terms of further tours and employment, and a 

consequent elevation of the company’s profile to a much wider sector of the state and 

national theatre industry. Additionally there were other benefits in marketing and 

promotion support that would be provided by staff at the Arts Centre Gold Coast. There 

would also be intensive training in relevant arts administration areas and the Arts Centre 

Gold Coast would give practical support through James and Claudine’s attendance at 

national touring conferences in Brisbane and Melbourne. 

C: All the support from the Arts Centre is enormous! What they are going to 

do! I don't know if I told you but they will have our show in for a season at 

the Arts Centre for eight shows a week and they will have it on the road for 

two weeks. They will pay the actors, yes there is two weeks of paid wages 

definitely happening, and that’s the thing to say ‘Great, that’s 

awesome’…but we have to make all these other things happen.(C. S-S., 

personal communication, May 23, 2010). 

The last sentence emphasises the dilemma that the company found itself confronting. 

The “we have to make all these other things happen” refers to the Arts Centre Gold 

Coast’s offer being contingent on Mercury’s Wings agreeing to use an experienced 

director from outside the company and finding a play that the Arts Centre Gold Coast 

would accept as being commercially and artistically viable. 

 

While the Arts Centre Gold Coast would contribute the costs of use of the theatre during 

the Gold Coast season of their show Claudine and James would also need to find 

significant extra funding. This money would be needed in order to cover the balance of 

the visiting director’s salary plus that of the actors salaries during the rehearsal and 

performance season at the Arts Centre Gold Coast’s new Studio Theatre. 

 

On occasion, arts and cultural organisations have to “resist the temptation of chase after 

new, but inappropriate, funding opportunities if they distort or divert the organisation’s 

core mission” (Knell, 2007, p. 16). Mercury’s Wings agreement to take on the Ignition 

project is an illustration of Knell’s warning. 
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While it enabled Claudine and James to do another production and gain some short term 

exposure through a South East Queensland tour, it placed a further, heavy demand on 

their own personal resources. Mercury’s Wings was still very much in its early stages as 

a theatre company and this production distracted them from the developmental or 

innovative work they needed to do in order to make a stronger case to state and federal 

funding programmes. Taylor, in describing the promise of resources that can attract a 

company, uses the phrase “the gift that keeps on taking” (2006, p. 3). This means a 

grant or philanthropic contribution which can demand more of an organisation or an 

artist than they have the resources to actually provide. This would be Mercury’s Wings 

experience of the Ignition project.  

C: Here we are offered this great programme, it actually adds up to about 

$42,000 of in-kind support and by the time I finished with the Arts Centre 

management yesterday... it started out being $10,000 in-kind and $5,000 in 

actual funds for the director. It added up to $42,000 which sounds 

incredible, it sounds amazing…and you are in a situation where people say 

‘oh congratulations!’ You know on the flipside unless a, b and c 

happens…we may not be able to do it. So we have to be really cautious. (C. 

S-S., personal communication, May 23, 2010) 

Claudine and James had to bring together a range of elements in order to make the 

project happen and experience the benefits of the Ignition programme. 

 

They were offered a variety of in-kind support, the value of which exceeded their 

expectations, but at the same time they had to meet the requirements of bringing in an 

experienced director who would have certain expectations, develop a schedule that 

accommodates this director, the Arts Centre Gold Coast‘s requirements and, critically, 

find the extra funding to cover the balance of the director’s fee and the rehearsal costs 

for the actors. 
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C: If the actors are working full-time then they need to get paid a wage.... 

nobody is going to be asked to work full-time, we can't rehearse full-time 

for four weeks. Five weeks plus the season… we cannot afford it... so we 

have to find other funding to pay for the actors. (C. S-S., personal 

communication, May 23, 2010)  

 

In this latter consideration, the company was trying to give some substance to its 

professional theatre aspirations and not continue to have actors working in volunteer or 

unpaid conditions. 

 

The first task was in finding a play to produce. Considerable discussion was had about 

what play would satisfy both the Arts Centre Gold Coast’s particular concerns in terms 

of commercial and artistic viability and James and Claudine’s creative agenda. This was 

another challenging area for the relationship between the two in terms of the choice of a 

project and the particular values it represented. For the Arts Centre Gold Coast the task 

was to generate an immediately appealing production for touring. This appeal would 

come through the familiarity of the play, its writer, the broad attraction of its themes and 

the reputation of the director and the producing venue. For Mercury’s Wings the choice 

of play was much more to do with the play’s artistic challenges that made it worthwhile 

doing. It was a place where some common ground between the two needed to be found 

in terms of these apparently different considerations. The offer from the Arts Centre 

Gold Coast to produce a new touring show had re-engaged Mercury’s Wings strong 

interest in pursuing an association with the venue. 

 

The ensuing production process was marked by complex negotiations with the Arts 

Centre Gold Coast who wanted equal management rights over the production. This 

affected every element of the project from the selection of the play, its design, its 

direction, casting, marketing and touring. 

 

Mercury’s Wings quickly submitted a list of plays that they thought would meet the 

Arts Centre Gold Coast’s criteria and their own creative direction. 
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The play finally chosen by the Arts Centre Gold Coast and agreed to by Mercury’s 

Wings was Carbon Dating by Ron Elisha. It is a light, well written comedy about 

modern couples, relationships and the single life. For the Arts Centre Gold Coast it was 

a work that would have met its requirements in terms of profile and appeal of subject 

matter. The playwright and the guest director were both eminent Australian theatre 

workers and for the Arts Centre Gold Coast these qualities were critical to a successful 

placement of the production in the broader touring market. 

 

In The Art of Living Knell cites the leader of a major British arts centre who states that 

“You’re buggered when you allow your mission to be bastardized by what others want” 

(2007, p. 17). Up until this production, Claudine and James had always chosen scripts 

for their company according to their own artistic interests: 

C: works that as a human being I want to see as part of my own education, 

like the Beckett stuff for me was fascinating… for me to be educated as a 

person ...there are other works I want to see for my own education and I 

want that to be open to people on the Coast as well. (Mercury’s Wings 

Director – C. S-S, personal communication, February 07, 2010) 

 

The selection of a play and its production for touring had been the subject of discussion 

and choice by a committee of themselves and Arts Centre Gold Coast creative staff. 

Although Claudine and James had compiled a list of plays, they believed they had to 

defer to the Arts Centre Gold Coast management in terms of a final choice. For 

Mercury’ Wings the choice of Carbon Dating was an uncomfortable one in that it did 

not particularly interest them artistically. 

C: I don't think it would have been our first choice. We tend to look for 

something a bit edgier. I don't know how to explain this... it’s just a thought 

that I have been having. I don't know how good Carbon Dating is? It’s good 

for this particular producer and it’s supposed to have this big wide appeal. 

(C. S-S., personal communication, December 21, 2010)  
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The motivation for the creation of a work was an aesthetic decision for Claudine and 

James. They were particularly troubled about creating a play purely based on the 

requirements for a tour. For them if a play is “good enough and it ticks particular boxes 

and particular times, then it may get picked up for a tour. But I think for an artist to 

create something commercially initially for the tour is wrong” (C. S-S., personal 

communication, October 10, 2010). 

 

The complex situation that Claudine and James found themselves confronting resonates 

with Bentley’s strongly held belief in distinguishing “between art and commodity” 

(1946, p. xv) in the theatre. Bentley points to the key tension in all theatre-making 

between theatre as a commodity and theatre as an art. The notion of a commodity is 

intertwined with consideration of what is entertaining, popular, and is immediately 

attractive to an audience. The use of these words is not intended to be pejorative and 

even a passionate proponent of theatre as art such as Bentley acknowledged “the 

relation of art to commodity is seldom simple and that, particularly in the theater, art has 

seldom or never flourished in absolute independence of commodity” (1946, p. xv). 

 

Claudine and James were being asked to put together a commodity, a product or service 

that could be reliably presented or marketed to audiences and to other promoters. While 

he argues this commodification comes at the expense of the art that the theatre artist 

understood themselves to be doing, Bentley (1946) concedes that the dramatic arts has 

not been able to survive without a strong relationship to notions of commodity. 

 

In accepting the choice of play, Claudine and James were balancing their artistic 

discomfort by putting a good deal of value on the project building a profile for them 

with the wider theatre industry through their continued association with the Arts Centre 

Gold Coast. The experience of this venue’s staff was particularly valuable to them 

“because they know a lot of people and they know a lot of stuff about this process… 

they have been through it many times before” (Mercury’s Wings Director – J. 

Anderson, personal communication, May 23, 2010). 
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However the situation took another complex turn when the guest director had to 

withdraw and the Arts Centre Gold Coast, having insisted on an outside director, then 

requested that Mercury’s Wings director Claudine take over directing the show. Given 

the Arts Centre Gold Coast’s initial insistence on the use of an eminent director as being 

the only way this show would be produced and publicised, their expediency of now 

using a little known director such as Claudine caused real confusion for both Mercury’s 

Wings directors. The change of directors ‘inflamed’ a previously ‘smouldering’ concern 

about the nature and value of this production and the partnership with the Arts Centre 

Gold Coast for Claudine and James. 

 

Every element of the production of this play involved a series of negotiations between 

Mercury’s Wings as the directing theatre company and Arts Centre Gold Coast as the 

producers. Decisions about which play, what director, who to cast in the roles, genre of 

production, the style of design, sort of marketing and how to best tour this play were all 

issues that had to be agreed upon by both parties. Activity in each of these key areas 

followed a process where the Arts Centre Gold Coast staff “would say what they want 

and we come up with an offer. And then they would dismiss that and point us to, you 

know, what the QTC is doing! How much do they have in their budgets? A lot more 

than we do!” (C. S-S., personal communication, October 10, 2010). 

 

It was a process that caused Mercury’s Wings to deeply reconsider their own artistic 

ambitions in terms of the style of theatre they wanted to make, the scripts they wanted 

to do and the values and aspirations that underpinned these choices. Relevant to this 

relationship is Leicester and Sharpe’s description of the balance between the economies 

of meaning and exchange as being: 

Like keeping a sailing boat upright while sailing as fast as you can in a stiff 

wind. Dilemma resolution between meaning (the purpose of our lives at any 

moment) and money (access to resources) is thus an act of artistic 

production. (2010, p. 35) 
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Mercury’s Wings were doing a production for reasons that were outside their own 

values set and usual sense of meaning. Balance needs to be found between meaning and 

money but here it needed to be found between doing a play that James and Claudine did 

not particularly embrace with the opportunity of exposure to a larger audience both in 

and beyond the Gold Coast. For Claudine and James the project came to be about being 

professionals and taking responsibility for all the decisions that needed to be made, for 

the production of a script that they did not particularly engage with but would perhaps 

go toward achieving a better situation for their company. It was very much a pivotal 

moment for the couple and they found the process difficult. 

C: It was disempowering...disempowering... you know, feeling 

helpless...feeling stupid...not useful....just as if you don't have a leg to stand 

on...as if you are floating...so then you have to get your feet back on the 

ground again....and try to work it out. (C. S-S., personal communication, 

December 21, 2010) 

 

The process of preparation, engagement and intricate negotiations that began with the 

Artist-in-Residency proposal continued with some differences in the Ignition 

programme. Although Mercury’s Wings successfully produced Carbon Dating, the play 

choice, production and touring experience was marked by constant negotiation and 

hard-won agreement. This increasingly caused Claudine and James to deeply 

contemplate the synergies of a relationship with the Arts Centre Gold Coast and their 

own priorities and interests. 

 

The sustaining nature and the mutuality of the association that Mercury’ Wings looked 

for was not evident, as each stage of the production process offered opportunities but 

also challenges and a lack of inter-dependence that Mercury’s Wings struggled to 

accommodate. As the Arts Centre Gold Coast management moved from its open, 

community engagement and project development phase to the establishment of clear 

programmes and values, the gap between Mercury’s Wings ideas and activities and 

those of the Arts Centre Gold Coast grew wider and wider.  
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Claudine and James had a much more specific and engaged view of their relationship 

with the venue, whereas the Arts Centre Gold Coast had a much more generalised view 

of this association. The impact of the venue’s broader agenda meant that, at a certain 

points, Mercury’s Wings appeared to be part of the agenda to engage local artists, but 

not a key part of it. James and Claudine were not able to offer work that attracted a 

sense of inter-dependence between Mercury’s Wings and the Arts Centre Gold Coast. 

 

This was the story of two organisations that work in the arts but had quite different 

approaches and ambitions. 

The horizon we see from the deck of a ship is unique to the individual. It is 

an optical phenomenon rooted in the observer. And yet we talk of it with 

others as if it is there, and that they see the same thing. Although each of us 

perceives a unique horizon, our knowledge that this is a shared experience 

common to all individuals allows us to name a single phenomenon. 

(Leicester & Sharpe, 2010, p. 24) 

 

Leicester and Shape (2010) use this as a metaphor to describe how value or knowledge 

can be a shared experience and help coordinate different individuals and groups. 

Initially Claudine and James believed that there was a very strong congruence between 

the two organisations but engagement showed that there were real differences between 

them in terms of goals, in approach to the community and the components that make up 

the process of artistic choice and development. 

 

In discussing the capacity of arts organisations to collaborate, Peter Aspden comments 

that “the success in persuading arts organisations to work together is largely dependent 

on the view that is taken on what the arts are actually for” (2011, p. 4). Here Aspden is 

talking about the differences that can exist between arts organisations in terms of their 

approach to the intrinsic or the utility value of the arts. The relationship between the two 

organisations could not be realised because of the differences in objectives. 
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5.2.4 Issue 4: Here, There and Everywhere 

The challenge of connecting local theatre practice with the arts and cultural 

funding ecology at state and national levels 

During 2010 Mercury’s Wings sought to gain the support of funding programmes at all 

three levels of Government. They had been successful at the local level with the 

region’s city council and its funding programmes, but in order to realise their larger 

ambitions they needed to engage with the wider “cultural funding ecology” (Knell, 

2007, p. 4). In the 2008 report for the Australia Council for the Arts, AEA Consulting 

explain something more of the environment that Claudine and James entered into. 

Internationally, investment in culture is robust, as governments employ it in 

the service of revitalizing cities and neighbourhoods, increasing social 

cohesion, and stimulating economic competitiveness. But in Australia, as 

elsewhere, increased government appropriation comes with strings, and 

expectations that arts organisations will deliver instrumental, as well as 

intrinsic, benefits to the public. Arts organisations must demonstrate “public 

value,” and are therefore vulnerable to shifts in government priorities, in 

some cases committing themselves to programmes and services that tax the 

organisation’s resources and capacity, and lead them off mission. (AEA 

Consulting, 2008, p. 22) 

 

Mercury’s Wings became very much an example of this concern about arts 

organisations committing themselves to activities that they lacked the necessary 

resources to produce and that may not connect fundamentally with their particular 

artistic aspirations. 

 

Funding programmes have become an extension of government policy and are as 

focused on public value as they are on the health of the arts themselves. Arts 

organisations and projects are now expected to deliver value across a spectrum of public 

and government concerns. Alice Devitt describes the pursuit of funding as being a 

situation where arts organisations can lose sight of their fundamental reasons for 

operating. 
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Statutory and private funders have forced arts organisations to contort 

themselves in a game of funding Twister to accommodate the latest 

'direction'. We desperately strain to keep our left leg on 'arts company' while 

arching backward to keep our right arm on 'training provider' and our right 

leg on 'education consortium'. (Devitt, 2006, para. 3) 

 

These policy directions, alongside an increased emphasis on management and its 

multiplying roles and functions, has meant that government and its arts support 

programmes are less responsive to “the bottom-up emergence of new ideas and forms 

that regenerate the arts” (Gallasch, 2005, p. 3). This is an important point in terms of 

regional communities and their geographic distance from and consequent lack of 

engagement with funding programmes whose administration is based in capital cities. 

For Gallasch an alternate and more ideal process is where “new elements emerge from 

within, working their way, bottom-up towards acceptance and, if successful, modifying 

the whole. The interplay with resource-controlling top-down forces — co-operative or 

resistant — is a vital part of the life of the system” (2005, p. 8). This interplay is a 

critical quality of a healthy arts ecology and its more constant application in the local 

version may have assisted Claudine and James’ endeavours. This is not to say that they 

would have gained more funding but they may have been clearer about what projects to 

take to which funding programmes. 

 

Establishing a new and constructive relationship with a range of funding programmes 

meant that Claudine and James had to engage in a more competitive process than they 

were used to and due to lack of familiarity with the funders they found it very 

demanding in terms of project development and application procedures.  

 

For Claudine and James, it was an activity that had to be produced in their own home, 

from within their own increasingly pressed resources, particularly time and financial 

assets. What follows is an account of the engagement that they had with funding 

programmes at local, state and commonwealth level and how these influenced their 

journey. 
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Funding provider 1 – Gold Coast City Council 

At the local level in 2009/2010, the dilemma for Mercury’s Wings was that while they 

had gained four grants through the local Regional Arts Development Fund (RADF), 

their success was beginning to work against them. 

 

A partnership between the Gold Coast City Council and the Queensland Government, 

RADF was the only arts funding programme that responded directly to arts workers in 

the region. It was based in the community, had an advisory panel made up local arts 

workers and local council officers administered it. At the time of the research it had 

been running for eight years and for much of that time had been a small, start-up 

programme providing one-off grants to individual artists and organisations. 

 

As the Chair of RADF, at the time of this research, I witnessed the programme not only 

gaining a dramatic increase in resources (up to $250,000 in 2010) but also being 

pressured by having to accommodate an increase in the quantity and quality of 

applications. The ‘start-up’ nature of the programme was being seriously challenged not 

only by increasingly sophisticated applications but it was my observation that the local 

committee was increasingly uncomfortable with repeated applications from 

organisations like Mercury’s Wings. There was a sense that it was not fair to other, 

newer applicants to keep funding those individuals and groups who were seen to have 

already had their turn and perhaps should move on to larger funding programmes. 

 

Access and equity, as well as excellence have been cornerstone concepts of funding 

policies and programmes since the establishment of the Australia Council in the late 

1960s. Brisbane argues that the conception that funding and access to it “should be fair 

and democratic, that everyone should have a turn, is antithetic to the aim of seeking out 

and nurturing potential, of pursuing excellence” (2011, p. 5). She believes that a great 

deal of talent has been ignored and squandered through this belief. 
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Access and equity, when allied with limited budgets, have been influential in shaping 

the distribution of funding at local, state and federal levels. Taylor contends that “the 

shape, distribution, and flow of financial resources have a dramatic influence on 

behavior by individuals, by organizations, and by communities” (2006, p. 2). The 

RADF committee was caught in a mind-set that had been developed through the 

allocation of the very limited funds it began with in its early days. In 2010, however, a 

relative largesse of funds meant that the fund could support projects to a much a greater 

degree and potentially change the way the programme related to local arts workers and 

organisations. However, attitudes developed in the less-well-funded period continued to 

permeate the committee’s deliberations. 

 

For Mercury’s Wings to have continued to receive funding, even though its individual 

applications may have satisfied the funds guidelines, invited concerns about preferment 

and apparent lack of fairness. Their perceived success in receiving grants at the local 

level resulted in Claudine and James being advised to look at other funding sources such 

as state and federal government programmes. 

 

This presented them with a challenge as it meant moving away from established 

relationships with the local funds project officers, committee members and a small 

network of supporters on whom they could call for guidance and support. A significant 

relationship with the Arts Centre Gold Coast would have assisted them in the more 

competitive and unfamiliar, more distant and much less locally engaged environment of 

state and federal programmes. 

 

Funding provider 2 – Arts Queensland 

The Mercury’s Wings experience underlines the difficulty of moving from engagement 

with familiar local funding programmes to the larger state and national programmes that 

had much more sophisticated and demanding agendas in terms of the nature and quality 

of arts activities that they were prepared to fund. For Arts Queensland, applicants must 

“demonstrate that the project will directly benefit Queensland arts and culture” (Arts 

Queensland, 2012, p. 3) and define how the work they were proposing was new and 

original in relation to local, state and/or national contexts.
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Applicants, like Claudine and James, also had to argue the instrumental and/or intrinsic 

benefits that their work brought to local theatre practice and the wider community. They 

had to demonstrate the artistic and financial viability of the project and their own 

capacities to realise the project. All these conditions demand from applicants not only 

an understanding of local conditions but also a strong awareness of state government-

level goals and strategies. For instance, it meant, having a strong awareness of the sector 

plans and strategies that Arts Queensland had developed for the various art forms and 

regions. Applicants needed to fashion compelling arguments for funding support that 

brought together the artistic needs of the local community with those of state and federal 

government’s arts policies. 

 

Arts Queensland managed the ‘s2m’ (small to medium) funding programme which was 

of great interest to Mercury’s Wings. It was designed to provide a range of support for 

smaller theatre companies and promoted certain ‘critical success factors’ as having 

impact on whether a theatre company can be included in the funding programme. These 

critical success factors included: 

 Capacity to generate quality arts and cultural products and services 

 Responsiveness to government priorities 

 Commitment to expanding … reach and depth of engagement with 

the community or … sector 

 Track record in contributing to the development of …art form and 

the artists and arts workers 

 Ability to leverage other sources of government and non-

government funding 

 Capacity for innovation and continuous improvement. (Arts 

Queensland, 2011, p. 3) 
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These were complex and demanding questions for Claudine and James and were very 

much a large step up in terms of what they had been asked for in the RADF programme. 

Clearly application to the Arts Queensland ‘s2m’ programme was expected from theatre 

companies that were more developed than Mercury’s Wings were in 2010. While they 

had successfully produced a number of productions since 2005 they were not as yet a 

company with a cohesive programme and operation base. The emphasis in the critical 

success factors on ‘innovation’ and on ‘the development of the art form and capacity’ 

suggest something of a mismatch in comparison with Claudine and James’ early 

intentions. Their initial goals were the development of a larger audience and a more 

regular local presence. The production of existing and familiar plays was an important 

consideration in establishing a consistent local presence particularly with an audience, 

given the approach of the amateur theatres, which seemed somewhat allergic to new and 

unknown plays and productions. Their dilemma, as Claudine noted was that “funding 

seems to be only for new work” (C. S-S., personal communication, November 16, 

2009). 

 

Mercury’s Wing’s relationship with Arts Queensland began in 2007 when they applied 

for support to do a production of Art by Yazmin Reza at the Gold Coast City Art 

Gallery, part of what became the Arts Centre Gold Coast. The application was not 

successful but they received very positive feedback about the application and how much 

Arts Queensland had “wanted to fund something on the Gold Coast”. James and 

Claudine had found this confusing given that “we did not ask for very much money, and 

if they wanted to fund us, then why didn't they?” (J. A., personal communication, 

November 16, 2009).  

 

During 2009 Arts Queensland officers had made a series of visits to the Gold Coast to 

promote various funding programmes and initiatives. For Mercury’s Wings this was an 

important opportunity to build a relationship between themselves and the Arts 

Queensland officers. They attended every meeting and “felt very positive about our 

meetings with Arts Queensland” and due to these meetings “Arts Queensland is now a 

bit more cognizant of the landscape for the Gold Coast” (C. S-S., personal 

communication, November 16, 2009).
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In 2009 Mercury’s Wings submitted an application to produce Shakespeare’s Twelfth 

Night to both Arts Queensland and the Australia Council and received quite different 

reactions from the two funding programmes. Neither funding programme was able to 

support the production. According to Arts Queensland the refusal arose from a heavy 

competition for funds, a lack of innovation in the proposal and no real demonstrated 

demand for this work from the community. The latter two comments were particularly 

difficult for Claudine and James to respond to. In terms of innovation Claudine and 

James believed they were demonstrating this quality by attempting to regularly produce 

professional, or at least professionally informed, theatre in the region. They also 

considered that production of a Shakespeare play in the outdoors, while a very familiar 

activity in other cities, was at least very irregular, if not a new experience, for Gold 

Coast audiences. 

 

Following the unsuccessful application, Claudine had a conversation with an Arts 

Queensland officer who was very frank and provided a key insight “If you want to get 

one of these grants you have to get someone from the outside” (C. S-S., personal 

communication, July 22, 2010). The ‘someone’ was an experienced director from 

outside the Gold Coast who would provide the necessary production expertise that Arts 

Queensland felt a young company like Mercury’s Wings needed. As the company’s 

theatrical capacities were unknown to Arts Queensland an appointment such as this 

would give the funds officers some security in terms of being confident that Mercury’s 

Wings had a chance of producing a successful production. 

 

Claudine and James were positive about satisfying this requirement as it would provide 

a clear indicator of their intent as a professional company by providing an expert and 

experienced director to work with local performers. They saw this as very much part of 

their ‘mission’ and worked to recruit an experienced director. 

 

In late September of 2009 the meeting (referred to at the start of this chapter as the 

prologue) between Arts Queensland, the interim Arts Centre Gold Coast management, 

the Gold Coast City Council and Mercury’s Wings occurred. 
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Claudine and James had a growing sense that Arts Queensland was strongly aware of 

their activities now and supportive of the direction that they were taking. For them 

“what’s good in terms of Arts Queensland is that they know us and they actually have 

met us and spent time with us. We're not just a name on an application any more, we are 

a company from the Gold Coast!” (J.A., personal communication, June 20, 2010). 

 

Early in 2010, whether it was a consequence of this meeting or not, Arts Queensland 

approved a grant to assist the company’s production of Twelfth Night. This was a 

stirring moment for the two theatre workers as it was their first grant from the state 

government and also the first to go to an independent theatre company on the Gold 

Coast. The company’s excitement was quickly tempered, however, by the realisation 

that the grant was significantly less than they had applied for and would require some 

reframing in terms of its use. 

Just as arts organisations risk declining relevancy if they disregard large 

segments of society, funders and influential donors risk perpetuating that 

irrelevancy and creating homogeneity or instability in the sector, if they 

disregard the impact of their investments on the arts community-at-large. 

(Ragsdale, 2011, p. 5) 

 

In this Ragsdale was referring to the impact of funding cuts on a community’s artistic 

life when an arts organisation or activity is no longer funded. Her statement applies 

equally to arts organisations or individuals when they receive less funding, sometimes 

significantly so, than they were planning on for a particular project. The company must 

then decide whether the project and its goals can be realised for the amount that was 

allocated. 

 

This is a common experience in many projects and can become a point of compromise 

that can limit the ultimate success of a project. This was one of a number of moments 

during 2010 when Claudine and James had to consider the lack of congruence between 

what they wanted to do, how they had planned to do it and the actual resources or 

circumstances they finally had to work with. 
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The decision then was how to allocate the lesser amount of funds. This was an early test 

for the two directors as to what sort of values would underpin the processes of the 

theatre company they wanted to operate. Leicester and Sharpe point out that money can 

create different conceptions of value and has the capacity “to split systems apart” (2010, 

p. 30) or in this case to separate people as Claudine and James had to consider how to 

value the work of the actors in their production. This decision was complex as it 

involved questions of fairness, of how the work of actors was recognised, of what it 

meant to be a professional and of what sort of working company culture they wanted to 

have. They ultimately decided to split the remaining funds, after the director’s fee was 

taken out, into the same small fee for each cast member, instead of paying a larger fee to 

only a couple of the actors. 

 

It was at this point in their relationship with Arts Queensland that they received the 

news that they would not be the Art Centre Gold Coast’s first Artist-in-Residence. One 

impact was that the ‘s2m’ programme became much less accessible. They would have 

to build a new relationship with Arts Queensland on their own and without the 

sponsoring or backing of a significant local patron such as the Arts Centre Gold Coast. 

The loss of this possibility and the support it might have provided meant that pressure 

on their own resources began to increase. 

 

The next points of contact with Arts Queensland were two unsuccessful applications for 

Artist-in-Residence positions in Gold Coast schools. Then in late July of 2010 

Mercury’s Wings considered making an application for support with the extra costs for 

the Ignition programme’s production of Carbon Dating. The company needed extra 

funds to cover the actor’s rehearsal wages and a half of the director’s fee. 
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Further to this, a successful play reading programme had thrown up the possibility of a 

potential production of Shakespeare’s King Lear. As with Twelfth Night this was not a 

particularly innovative idea in broader funding programme terms but it had developed 

some local momentum through the potential casting of interested senior local actors and 

some overt interest from amateur theatre venues around the Gold Coast. However for 

Claudine and James this became another instance of local interests and relevance not 

being significant in state or national terms. “The funding bodies will fund stuff that we 

cannot get an audience for but they won't fund the things we can get an audience for” (J. 

A., personal communication, November 16, 2009). 

 

The company was caught in a conflict between the choices and guidance that Arts 

Queensland, and Arts Centre Gold Coast were recommending and their own, at that 

point, unfunded projects that were having some success. Arts Queensland’s pre-

condition for funding Twelfth Night was that Mercury’s Wings engage an experienced 

director and this was echoed by the Arts Centre Gold Coast when it also set engagement 

of an experienced director as an essential condition for the Carbon Dating project. 

Claudine and James became concerned about their status and whether they would have 

to continually engage experienced professionals from outside the company in order to 

gain funding for their projects. The funding that they did have was going directly into 

productions and to other people and there was little or no contribution to their own costs 

in developing these productions. As Claudine stated “it’s not sustainable for us to keep 

applying for money for other people” (C. S-S., personal communication, July 22, 2010). 

 

Claudine and James found themselves in a situation similar to what Robinson describes 

as “the Poverty Trap, where a feeling that funding is never sufficient for aspiration 

comes to shape behaviours in a damaging way” (2010, p. 33). Feeling pressure to 

resolve this concern about using imported artists, Claudine decided to call Arts 

Queensland late on a Friday afternoon to ask if “ we still need to get someone in 

because if that’s the only way for us to get developmental or presentational funding then 

we cannot do that” (C. S-S., personal communication, December 21, 2010).  



THEATRE ECOLOGY OF THE GOLD COAST OF AUSTRALIA     273 

The response from an Arts Queensland officer, who was still in the office at that time 

was direct and unhelpful; they should they follow and interpret the funding guidelines 

for themselves. 

 

Although this was probably the only response that could be expected from a funding 

programme officer on any Friday afternoon, it was an instance that showed Claudine 

and James that their relationship with Arts Queensland had not become as substantial as 

they had hoped. It resonated with their Arts Centre Gold Coast experience where in the 

initial engagement there was enthusiasm, support and some commitment. Progress was 

made, but the contact had not led to a deepening or continuing engagement. 

 

Funding provider 3 – Australia Council 

For a regional company the Australia Council was a difficult organisation to engage 

with; its distant location in Sydney, the complexity and challenge of its internal 

processes, the very high levels of competition for its support and its lack of a history of 

engagement with the Gold Coast. 

 

For the arts in this country the establishment of the Australia Council for the Arts in its 

first version in the late 1960s “changed the landscape for good” (Brisbane, 2011, p. 6). 

As a theatre director in 1980s and 1990s my experience of the Oz Council and its 

officers was that they were as much advocates to Government as they were enactors of 

Government policy to the arts community. However in Art in a Cold Climate, Gallasch 

writes that since the early 2000s, “the restructured Australia Council positions itself 

above the arts ecosystem of which it has long been a part” (2005, p. 3).  

 

This comment resonates with Julia Unwin’s contention that funding programmes and 

their officers are now caught between implementing government policy, supporting 

strong organisations and “avoiding capture by recipients” (2006, p. 5). For Claudine and 

James their attempts to engage with the Australia Council contrasted strongly with their 

local experience which was built on connections, relationships and regular face-to-face 

meetings. 
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The Australia Council shares similar goals to Arts Queensland in its selection criteria 

for its new works category, which was Claudine and James’s initial focus. The Australia 

Council requires that applications for production grants such as their planned 

productions of Twelfth Night or Carbon Dating have a significant presenting partner 

involved in the project. For Mercury’s Wings the Arts Centre Gold Coast would have 

been the obvious and necessary partner for both productions. In the Australia Council’s 

response to the first Twelfth Night application, Claudine was told that the application’s 

planning was poor and: 

…was not even competitive. The application scored lowly in every area, and 

I thought ‘oh you're kidding me, after how many late nights... after 

everything I put into this’. It scored lowly and after all the grant writing 

seminars I had been to! (C. S-S., personal communication, December 12, 

2009) 

 

They found the contrast between dealing with the officers and application processes of 

Arts Queensland with that of the Australia Council confusing. With the same Twelfth 

Night application “Arts Queensland had been very complementary, they said it was so 

strong and so good and the Australia Council said it was no good” (C. S-S., personal 

communication, December 12, 2009). 

 

Lack of experience, unfamiliarity and limited resources to develop new work constantly 

worked against James and Claudine and their capacity to engage with specialist 

organisations like the Australia Council. Their applications needed to more clearly 

address the Australia Council’s guidelines. The Twelfth Night proposal clearly had little 

appeal for a national organisation that places great emphasis on projects from new 

organisations that are innovative and developmental in terms of their art form and for 

the community. Support for small to medium organisations such as Mercury’s Wings 

was based on the expectation that they would be producing new work. Indeed their 

value is based on their capacity to be innovators in terms of theatre form and content. 
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After all, unlike the major arts organisations, small to medium companies have no 

particular investment in maintaining the status quo. “Evidence indicates that small to 

medium performing arts organisations produce and present a much larger percentage of 

original work by Australian artists than the large companies, although they receive far 

less aid” (Clayton & Travers, 2009, p. 26). 

 

Mercury’s Wings were caught between presenting theatre that they aspired to make, 

theatre that would appeal to Gold Coast audiences or theatre that was congruent with 

funding programme guidelines that emphasised innovation in particular. They needed to 

make some clear decisions about what sort of company they were going to be and where 

the resources would most likely be found to support that. Instead they attempted to 

satisfy too many masters or benefactors and fell into something of a funding ‘cul-de-

sac’ by unsuccessfully trying to convince Arts Queensland and the Australia Council of 

the innovative nature of ‘Shakespeare in the Outdoors’. The experience Mercury’s 

Wings had is very familiar to any theatre-maker working outside the capital cities in 

regional areas and trying to combine local relevance with state and national funding 

priorities. 

 

As the year 2010 wore on, lacking any assistance with resources outside their own, 

Mercury’s Wings found it increasingly difficult to devise and prepare the innovative 

projects that would be of interest to the Australia Council and to Arts Queensland, and 

to personally subsidise the time needed to sustain a relationship with government 

funding organisations like these. 

 

5.2.5 Issue 5: The necessity of having sufficient, independent resources to support 

engagement with the opportunities that the theatre and cultural funding ecology 

may offer 

This issue explores some of the impact of the present cultural funding ecology on the 

professional and personal capacities of theatre workers to sustain themselves while 

producing theatre and performance projects. By the end of 2010 Mercury’s Wings had 

become an example of the small arts organisation that Knell, in The Art of Dying, 

describes as being “hand to mouth, too fragile” (2005, p. 7). 
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Whatever small funding and production support they attracted was immediately 

absorbed into the activity that they had received the funding for, and yet was not enough 

to cover all production costs and allow the company members, including Claudine and 

James as company directors, to draw an ongoing wage. 

 

Essentially they were not able to generate a “full cost recovery” (Knell, 2007, p. 23) to 

deal with the costs or ‘overheads’ of initially devising and then administering such 

activity. With the Twelfth Night and the Carbon Dating plays the full, or actual, costs of 

the production were not factored into any of the support they received from Arts 

Queensland or the Arts Centre Gold Coast. Both productions received sufficient support 

for Claudine and James to be encouraged to begin but each production then required 

significant extra resources to bring them to the performance stage at an appropriate 

standard. This extra resource was usually provided through the “sweat equity” (Knell, 

2007, p. 24) and extra finance that Claudine and James needed to supply themselves. 

 

In The Art of Living Knell contends that arts and cultural organisations need to argue as 

much for support with these costs as they do for the particular project itself. It is where 

they need “to stop ‘sucking up’ bad funding practice” (2007, p. 23). This is a challenge 

for both those who seek funding and those who provide it. Mercury’s Wings, like most 

small arts organisations, were too well used to ‘sucking up’ the costs that occurred 

around the making of projects and not asking for support with these. 

 

The decision often for a company, group or individual artist is to either absorb these 

costs or not proceed with the project, a decision art organisations rarely take given the 

difficulty of gaining any sort of funding. Many funders seemed to assume arts 

organisations will undertake a project anyway and absorb the true costs and “just 

inwardly absorb that from thin air or reserves” (Devitt, 2006, para. 10). This was very 

much the case with Twelfth Night and Carbon Dating. 

 

Claudine and James spent the early part of 2010 submitting as many individual project 

funding applications as possible. Their intent was to generate as much income as they 

could to bridge the gaps between projects and resolve some of the economic pressures. 
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However their capacity to formulate these projects and associated applications was 

limited as they also needed to generate income for their own family and living costs. At 

one point early in 2010, James expressed the concern that “we know that we are not 

making any income as such by sitting here at the table and doing that” (J.A., personal 

communication, February 07, 2010). 

 

‘Doing that’ meant developing projects, building support in the community and drafting 

attendant funding applications. These were activities which they had to fund themselves 

in terms of time and resources. It is why they identified an ‘s2m’ grant from Arts 

Queensland “where the day to day running for the company in terms of some sort of a 

wage for Claudine and I would be taken care of” (J.A., personal communication, 

February 07, 2010) and the wider pressures would be alleviated. 

 

Like many small theatre companies, Mercury’s Wings had not yet developed an 

approach which made profitable use of their actual resources, the sort of the theatre they 

actually wanted to make and whether there was a sufficient local audience willing to 

support and pay for the experiences they offered. Essentially they had become a small 

business that was not able to cover its production costs without ongoing significant 

personal investment. This was unlike other members of the local theatre ecology that 

had developed programming models and cost structures that enabled them to be self–

sustaining. 

 

Eighty percent of the productions these amateur companies produced were very 

‘popular’. They subsidised the occasional theatrical experiment with shows that their 

long term experience and knowledge of the market informed them that their regular 

audience would flock to. 

 

A further dilemma for Mercury’s Wings was a lack of clarity about the specific role 

funding would play in supporting their activities. It could pay for the rehearsal and 

presentation of theatre performances or it could pay for the artistic development 

necessary to cultivate new theatre work. Often artists attempt to do both and end up not 

being able to do either successfully. 
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Brisbane believes that the possibility of funding has also discouraged an interest in 

developing ‘self-reliance’ amongst those who seek it. Brisbane argues that amongst the 

funded theatre sector there has developed a disdain for “commercial enterprise” 

(Brisbane, 2011, p. 8) and the pressures that the unsupported amateur and commercial 

productions experience. 

 

As Fotheringham observes, the availability of government funding has “distorted the 

practices of the performing arts away from commercial economic activity” (1998, p. 

24). Claudine and James did not necessarily share this disdain but needed to consider 

their capacity for self-reliance more deeply. In their dealings with the Arts Centre Gold 

Coast about Carbon Dating, they certainly found their artistic sensibilities in conflict 

with the commercial imperative and associated strategies for developing a touring 

production that needed to appeal to a wide range of presenters and new audiences for it 

to be viable. 

 

The lack of resources also affected their capacity to take up the opportunities that the 

Arts Centre Gold Coast offered during the Ignition programme. The venue offered 

assistance with training and supported Claudine and James to attend state and national 

touring forums. These opportunities ultimately became disadvantageous as attendance 

meant that James and Claudine had to give up paid work in order to take advantage of 

them. There was no compensation or stipend to cover the lost salaries or wages from 

other jobs. “They are offering us professional development....great.....$4000 worth of 

professional development but we have to get to give up paid work in order to do that 

professional development” (J.A., personal communication, July 22, 2010). 

 

Their resources were further stretched by the insistence of both Arts Queensland and the 

Arts Centre Gold Coast that they employ experienced professional directors from 

outside the company and the region as a condition of support. They found themselves 

applying for funds for other people who were already in work to come and do work that 

they wanted to do themselves. 
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As the year developed and their personal resources were more depleted, this added 

requirement became much harder to sustain personally and professionally. For James 

and Claudine this also raised questions about the practice of importing people into the 

region to lead projects. 

J: Well there is never going to be, nobody is going to become part of the 

cultural fabric of the Gold Coast if every time there is a seminar or a master 

class it is somebody from somewhere else that comes in to do it. Whenever 

there is something on, you know, there are no local people running it. The 

local people are there, ah the local people are there, but they had to come 

and audition and pay their money which is not the same. (J.A., personal 

communication, December 21, 2010) 

 

Mercury’s Wings’ capacity to participate in theatre-making on the Gold Coast was 

limited by the sorts of funding and support that the funding programmes and institutions 

were prepared to offer. A further limit was their own capacity to engage with the 

agendas of these programmes; their own restricted resource base and the audience 

numbers they were attracting were not sufficient to pay for significant parts of their 

productions. Claudine and James had been using their personal financial and physical 

resources to continually sustain the company’s activities and the funding and support 

they did receive actually brought with it extra costs that they could not support. One 

clear result of this combination was that their underpinning resource base was being 

eaten away and as Devitt vividly describes similar situations for other funded 

organisations, they were being “bled white to deliver projects with inadequate funds” 

(2006, para. 11). This had a deleterious effect on Claudine and James’s capacity to 

sustain both their professional and personal lives. 
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5.3 Coda 

Meyrick, in discussing the state of Australia theatre, describes its continued growth as 

being limited by a lack of awareness of what has gone before. The emphasis of funding 

programmes on innovation and development has encouraged a sense that Australian 

theatre is a sort of “terra nullius to be populated exclusively by the latest trends and 

stage styles” (2005, p. 9). Theatre workers are encouraged to see their work as needing 

to be seen as new and separate to that of the past. 

 

For the Gold Coast the difficulty in establishing a funded professional company is not a 

new story. In the 1990s two different attempts were made to establish professional 

theatre companies, one was named Theatre Vision and the other was known as the 

Seventh Wave. In talking to two of the people who were part of the leadership of these 

two companies, there were striking similarities between their experiences and that of 

Mercury’s Wings. One of the founders of Theatre Vision stated: 

N: We could not keep injecting funds. Our passion would have kept us 

going, but it was difficult. I had a young family at that point, it got to the 

point that I thought I cannot just keep dedicating my non-working, non-

family life to it, and we gave it a really good shot but the fact is that we 

could not get funding and get off the ground. 

Researcher: How were you received? By Arts Queensland? By the Australia 

Council? 

N: Ooooh [a big sigh]...Do you know what is involved in putting in an 

application? And it’s so time consuming. We tried to…[another big 

sigh]...(N.M., personal communication, November 04, 2009) 
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This founder of Theatre Vision said that they received good local support  

N: The press supported us. The Gold Coast Bulletin put a double colour 

page spread in one Saturday paper to kick us off. We always received great 

support [from the media]. It did not succeed because we could not get the 

average Gold Coast citizen to come along and support us. (N.M., personal 

communication, November 04, 2009) 

 

A founding director of Seventh Wave, felt that the only way a company could exist on 

the Gold Coast would be outside the normal structures, the normal funding patterns and 

authorities. Another form of intervention, such as a committed philanthropist or 

benefactor, was needed as a buffer for the brave failures. For him, Seventh Wave was a 

brave failure, not artistically but financially as it “needed to make stronger links into the 

community to sustain the company during the fragile period of building” (S.G., personal 

communication, October 06, 2009). 

 

The Theatre Vision director points to an inability to attract the funders, the difficulty of 

balancing theatre work with outside working lives and family and not being able to 

attract sufficient support from the wider community, from ‘the average Gold Coast 

citizen’. These were the people who had enabled the amateur and commercial theatres 

to operate for so long. The Seventh Wave director points to the need for support through 

the difficult establishment phase, for support outside the existing strategies, for 

supporting theatre in the region and for greater and more sustaining connections to the 

community. 

 

The observations of both the Seventh Wave director and the Theatre Vision director 

mirrored the experience of Claudine and James almost exactly and Mercury’s Wings 

were not able to avoid the same outcomes. They may well have gotten further if 

Claudine and James had been able to connect to the experience of previous generations 

of theatre practitioners and establish real growth as opposed to continually repeating the 

past and its mistakes. (Meyrick, 2005, p. 9) 
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These common circumstances need to be factored into any future consideration of the 

establishment of a professional theatre company. 

5.4 Conclusion 

A long wandering or voyage usually marked by many changes of fortune 

(Merriam-Webster, n.d.) 

 

The word odyssey seems apt when writing about Claudine and James and their theatre 

company, Mercury’s Wings, from 2009 to 2011. This very much applies to these two 

theatre-makers as they endeavoured to establish a professional theatre company on the 

Gold Coast. For Mercury’s Wings there were many changes of fortune, moments when 

all looked promising and then other times when the situation seemed completely 

impossible. There were moments when their understanding or belief in what they were 

doing was affirmed, and others when it was seriously challenged and it seemed better to 

let the idea go completely. 

 

Despite the difficulties, Mercury’s Wings had many successes in 2010 and 2011. They 

had attracted three grants through the Regional Arts Development Fund and had secured 

a grant from Arts Queensland to produce Shakespeare’s Twelfth Night that was directed 

by an experienced, nationally recognised director. This grant was the first grant from 

Arts Queensland for a production by a local Gold Coast company. This was a major 

break-through for Mercury’s Wings and the production was seen to be an artistic 

success in that it engaged a diverse cast from across the local theatre ecology and 

provided these company associates with strong creative experiences through the 

leadership of the experienced external director. Some of the aspirations which had 

encouraged James and Claudine to form Mercury’s Wings were realised: 

C: There we were, doing Twelfth Night. We had our kids sitting on the bank, 

and we were not the only family. There were loads of families there. All 

sitting there enjoying the Shakespeare, loads of kids they loved it. (C. S-S., 

personal communication, July 22, 2010) 
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J: We noticed the range of people that came to the show, who we did not 

know. There were two older ladies, now Much Ado was two years ago, and 

they came to that show. They came to our Twelfth Night based on what they 

had seen at Much Ado and they were there at 6.30. Sitting there with their 

glasses of wine and their chairs, just like they did at Much Ado. 

C: Thanking us... And they thanked us for putting it on. (J.A., personal 

communication, July 22, 2010) (C. S-S., personal communication, July 22, 

2010) 

Further to this, the relationship with the new Arts Centre Gold Coast management 

developed sufficiently to generate the production of a new Australian play Carbon 

Dating and, uniquely, take it on tour out of the Gold Coast. However James and 

Claudine stopped operating Mercury’s Wings directly after the Carbon Dating 

production successfully toured through several venues in South East Queensland in 

early 2011. Despite good audience numbers and positive critical feedback, the costs of 

running the company ultimately proved too high to continue. 

 

As a researcher, in choosing to follow Mercury’s Wings journey I was not expecting the 

journey to be complete, rather I was keen to understand whether they would gain 

enough support to encourage them to keep the effort going in the following years. 

Ultimately that level of support did not appear. There were significant moments when 

relationships, projects and plans did not deliver the intended results. Claudine and James 

were asking for a level of support that clearly was not available in the local cultural 

funding ecology. 

 

In terms of the cultural levers and assets Kreidler described in The Creative Community 

Index (2002, p. 3), as being necessary to a healthy cultural ecology, the policies, 

programmes, investment and institutional relationships to assist the development of a 

professional operation were not available for Mercury’s Wings on the Gold Coast. 
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There was assistance for newcomers, there was assistance with training and one-off 

grants but the region lacked any material way to assist projects beyond beginnings. As 

stated previously, programmes like RADF were increasingly uncomfortable with 

repeated applications from artists and encouraged repeat applicants to contact Arts 

Queensland or the Australia Council. Mercury’s Wings received some support in terms 

of people beginning to participate, audiences beginning to attend and resources, 

gathered via government funding programmes and collaborations beginning to build. 

However in the end this support was not nearly enough to encourage Claudine and 

James to continue with their endeavour. 

 

Knell states that “there not enough linkages and collaboration between the commanding 

heights and the fragile periphery” (2005, p. 7) that could ameliorate the gap between 

what resources there are and what emergent arts practices could develop and grow. In 

this case the commanding heights refer to the programmes and institutions at local, state 

and federal level, and established arts organisations with stable resources, staff and 

expertise such as the local Arts Centre Gold Coast. The fragile periphery comprised 

groups such as Mercury’s Wings who were trying to make the transition to firmer 

ground. 

 

The September 2009 meeting offered an important indication as to how the Mercury’s 

Wings journey could have been different. This meeting and its membership could have 

provided a framework that had the potential to achieve more, much more in terms of 

establishing an on-going partnership or collaborative programme between funding 

programmes, institutions and local artists. Indeed Gallasch (2005) emphasises the 

importance of an ‘interplay’ or relationship, a sense of back and forth, between funding 

programmes and individual artists and organisations. An on-going, collaborative 

programme could have been established to support chosen artists for a particular period 

of time, say two to three years. During this time the artists would fashion their 

organisational mission and business plan, the tools that would enable to bring together 

their aspirations, their resources, their particular purposes with funding and relationship 

to an audience. 
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Within such a framework, or ecology, resources and support could be made available in 

line with the principles of George Overholser’s concept of ‘growth capital’ which is 

also called “patient capital”: the money that pays the bills while an organization learns 

to fend for itself” (2007, p. 1). 

 

Often individuals or groups are so preoccupied by the pressure to fundraise and to 

secure grants that they do not commit enough time to fully craft the purpose of the 

company. Overholser sees this as a Catch-22 situation where “Management teams are so 

distracted by fund-raising that they can’t build an enterprise that would be compelling 

enough to attract funders in the first place” (2007, p. 3). This collaborative concept 

could have alleviated some of the problems that Claudine and James experienced in this 

regard. Overholser describes it as a period of underwriting the entire enterprise and says 

that: 

Growth capital pays the bills while organizations learn to become 

compelling to the communities they serve. Compelling enough that 

members of those communities will choose to come back again and again, 

and to participate in a way that contributes to the overall success of the 

programme. (2007, p. 5) 

 

In many ways 2010 provided Claudine and James with the sorts of experiences that 

would assist them in developing the company structure, purpose and the projects that 

would enable them to become a captivating activity in the region. 

 

Robinson argues that funding programmes need to make a clear distinction between 

funding that is intended to buy an arts activity on behalf of the public, the producing of 

a play for example, and when funding is being provided for the purpose of building arts 

businesses. (2010, p. 40) This distinction would be an important element to add to this 

collaboration because it would influence the expectations and outcomes that would be 

looked for by participants. It is a distinction that must also be made by theatre workers 

when seeking funding, as many projects seek to try and do both.  
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The building of their company in terms of its rationale, its business plan and its funding 

necessities was an area where Claudine and James needed some real assistance and 

time. Instead of having space to learn to ‘fend’ for themselves, they were caught in “an 

endless cycle of disruptive hand-to-mouth fundraising” (Overholser, 2007, p. 1) through 

numerous grant applications and non-theatre income earning activities. 

 

These sorts of relationships might have been possible if the motivation, the attention and 

the co-operation shown at the September 2009 meeting between Arts Queensland, the 

Arts Centre Gold Coast, the Gold Coast City Council and Mercury’s Wings could have 

been developed into a larger and more on-going collaboration. A formal partnership 

between these organisations could well have made a more direct and secure pathway for 

Mercury’s Wings. What was needed was collaboration between the key elements of the 

cultural funding ecology, a whole-of-theatre approach committed to the making of a 

new type of theatre in the region. The task of establishing a sustainable professional 

theatre company in the region would have been beyond the sole resources of the any 

funding programmes or the Gold Coast City Council or the Arts Centre Gold Coast 

centre or Mercury’s Wings by themselves, but as a concerted activity combining all 

these elements it might have had more of a chance. 

 

While this proposal is clearly counter to current practice in terms of the funder and 

funded relationship, a significant step in this sort of direction was in fact initiated by the 

Arts Centre Gold Coast when it established an Artist-in-Residence programme through 

the Regional Stages project. However the residency ran only for between seven to ten 

months each year and, though there was significant training and production support 

available, did not offer any kind of stipend or income to offset the other costs of the 

artists involved in the programme. The limitations that Mercury’s Wings experienced 

during 2010 were inherent in this programme. To accept the position of Artist-in-

Residence did not guarantee the artist was able to make a liveable income from the 

work they did for Arts Centre Gold Coast during the period of the programme. 
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Following the September 2009 meeting, all the attendees gradually found their way 

back to ‘business as usual’ and in this environment Mercury’s Wings was not able to 

survive. The course of Claudine and James’s journey and its outcome was certainly not 

unique. In this and other regions, many independent theatre workers face similar 

dilemmas. If theatre companies like Mercury’s Wings are to have any chance of 

survival then as Knell (2007) and Unwin (2006) suggest, there needs to be a different 

approach to the relationship between the funder and the funded. 

 

The backing from funding programmes and local institutions that supported the 

development of regional professional theatre companies in the 1980s and 1990s is no 

longer available. The collaborative approach proposed in this study accepts that the 

present structures may be difficult to change, but submits that the relationships and the 

mind-sets within could adjust. 

 

5.5 An Epilogue 

Following the completion of the formal interview process, the transcription and analysis 

of the research data, the two directors of Mercury’s Wings were shown a summary draft 

of the chapter that reported on their case. This occurred 15 months after their final 

interview and so there was a significant gap between the experience of their project and 

its description in this report. 

 

Their response was that the draft closely mirrored their experience and accurately 

charted both their successes and the failures. The chapter provided a significant and 

timely review of their activities and affirmed for them that while there was a strong 

degree of creative success about the enterprise it was, finally, not able to create the 

opportunities for full-time work that they had hoped for. For James the chapter was “so 

right…it is so right…That we made a few mistakes but we did not know any better and 

we did not have anyone to guide us in that respect. There were things that were out of 

everybody’s control” (J.A., personal communication, August 22, 2012). 
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Claudine and James said they valued the feedback that they got from reading the report 

and could see how difficult their task had been given their own circumstances and the 

wider theatrical contexts as discussed in this chapter. The sections that charted their 

engagement with the Arts Centre Gold Coast provided them with a deeper 

understanding of the complexities of this relationship. This was particularly so in the 

discussion concerning the differing sets of expectations and priorities between 

themselves and the Arts Centre Gold Coast. In this relationship the metaphor of sailing 

a yacht and the constant pressure to keep a balance between the currencies of meaning 

and exchange also had significance for them. 

 

In fact they extended on the metaphor to say that in their relationship with the Arts 

Centre Gold Coast they were often “confused about whose hands were on the rudder. 

We were frantically trying to put the sails up, but often had them switched in the wrong 

direction” (J.A., personal communication, August 22, 2012). 

 

5.6 Chapter Summary 

This chapter considers the capacity of the Gold Coast community to support a 

professional theatre company. This exploration occurred through a case that followed 

the endeavour of two local theatre workers to bring together the resources and the 

associations that would assist them in establishing the basis for a professional theatre 

company. The chapter presented the case as a type of sequential narrative that 

developed as the data emerged. The structure was based around five issues that emerged 

as key considerations in understanding the difficulties and the reasons that the two 

theatre workers capacity to continue their theatre company dwindled. 

 

These five issues referred to the challenging nature of the Gold Coast theatre sector and 

the need to find a compelling argument that brought the concepts of people, place and 

theatre together in a way that galvanised both funding and local community support. 

They constantly faced the challenge of engaging with a major local facility without 

losing sight of what was important and motivating for their own mission.  
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Mercury’s Wings grappled with finding a balance between building an ongoing 

relationship with funding authorities and the need for independent resources or ways of 

making theatre that did not destroy the personal means of participants. 

 

What this chapter ultimately questions is whether there is a need or a purpose for a 

funded professional theatre company to operate on the Gold Coast. The scope of this 

research was to consider what existed within the theatre landscape of the Gold Coast in 

the period 2009 to 2011. Using an ecological framework as an analysis tool, this 

research defined what existed, “what is” (Leicester & Sharp, 2010, p. 23) rather than 

what could be. 

 

To be provocative, the community is already well served in terms of access to a theatre 

programme of quantity, quality and diversity by the amateur, the independent and 

commercial theatres. This point was made by a participant in the amateur theatre study, 

who felt that the availability of quality productions at very reasonable prices meant that 

there was little or no need for a funded professional theatre. 

 

To recall Cameron it becomes a question about “who’s entitled to practice?” and “how 

they are entitled to practice” (2010). Should the only people who make theatre be the 

people who are paid to make theatre? The question about whether professional theatre is 

necessary is also a different question to whether theatre is necessary. This is not to 

demean the intrinsic value of funded theatre companies per se, as much good work has 

been done by subsidised professional theatre-makers and companies in other places. 

More it is a concern with ‘what is’: understanding what the components are, and what is 

working within this theatre ecology. 

 

The next and final chapter reflects on the findings that emerged from the two case 

studies. It also reveals the themes or threads of meaning that resonated between the two 

cases and the further understandings that developed from these connections. The 

findings and the implications of the research are then considered in a model of the Gold 

Coast theatre ecology. 
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Chapter 6 

Discussion and Conclusions 

6.0 Introduction 

The purpose of this study was to explore the range of theatre and performance on the 

Gold Coast and ascertain the nature of its relationship to this large and diverse 

community. The perspective of ecological thinking shaped the practical activities of this 

research. As the study evolved I increasingly focused on particular members of this 

community, and the elements they brought together and the aggregate of their actions to 

create access and opportunities to participate in theatre-making within their community. 

This process culminated in the emergence of the concept of a community’s ‘collective 

theatrical life’. Further reflection was also given to the flow on effect of their efforts to 

enable the existence of a ‘collective theatrical life’ and its realisation in the theatre 

companies, the various performances and related theatrical activities of the region. 

 

The study worked from literature fields that contributed to that focus and these 

comprised an overview of the relationship between theatre and the city, the use of 

ecological thinking and an exploration of the Gold Coast as a dynamic and complex 

community that seemed a hard, or difficult, place for theatre practice to find some 

purchase in. Intersecting with these was the putting together of an empirical 

ethnography into theatre as it was practiced on the Gold Coast, and this drew on a case 

study structure and employed ecological thinking was as an analytical tool. 

 

The research question that this study addressed was: 

What is revealed about the nature of theatre and performance on the Gold Coast 

and its relevance to the wider community when explored through detailed case 

studies and an ecological interpretation? 
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This final chapter reviews and discusses the main findings that emerged from the two 

case studies and the theatre mapping exercise that were the source of the empirical 

evidence for this research. Chapter 6 also identifies a series of threads or themes that 

resonated through both studies. 

 

The section on resonant threads is followed by a description of a theatre ecology for the 

Gold Coast. The shape and make-up of the ecology is developed from observations 

made during the practical research phase of this study. The ecological inferences are 

drawn from the key ideas that emerged from the literature explored in Chapter 2. 

 

Chapter 6 concludes with a consideration of the limitations of this study, some 

conclusions that can be drawn from the research and its broader relevance to knowledge 

in this field, with some recommendations for policy, practice and future research. 

 

6.1 Theatre on the Gold Coast: Overall Findings 

This study found that on the Gold Coast there is an active theatre community that is 

robust, complex and diverse. Despite the region’s reputation as something of a cultural 

desert, the Gold Coast supports a well-established local theatre ecology, or system, that 

comprises a range of companies, performers, venues, audiences and performances 

drawn from schools, amateur theatres, independent companies, a publicly owned facility 

and commercial producers. 

 

The structure of the local Gold Coast theatre ecology, its theatrical life, is built around 

an energetic and diverse mix of the amateur, the independent and the commercial. These 

elements can be characterised as autonomous, participatory and self–sufficient with 

strong connections to the commercial and popular theatre culture of musicals, comedies 

and well known plays. The ecology not only maintains members who have established 

and sustained themselves over long periods but, at the time of the research, was also 

attracting new members to a multifaceted and changing community.  
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The research found that the history of local theatre and performance, its development, 

its past and present character and its membership reflected the interests, the industry and 

the resources of the people of this region. 

 

The experience of this research contradicts the notion that theatre-making, outside the 

capital cities, is an isolated and sparse activity. Theatre seems to be another area of 

human activity in this country where a sense of ‘terra nullius’ has taken hold. 

 

The quantity and diversity of theatre activity that does occur in the suburbs, the regions, 

the small towns and their attendant communities is not recognised or particularly well 

understood, let alone valued. This is to do with the perceptions that are employed to 

describe and categorise it. In particular these perceptions resonate with questions 

expressed at the beginning of this thesis about ‘who is entitled to practice’ and ‘how 

they are entitled to practice’. Ecological thinking brought a different set of perspectives 

to the operation of theatre in this community and enabled theatre and its practice to be 

seen as more evident, active, engaging and diverse. The inclusive approach prompted by 

ecological thinking made the invisible visible. A community activity that had appeared 

to be at best inconspicuous became tangible, multi-dimensional and even, at times, 

ubiquitous through this approach. 

 

Despite well-established and viable amateur, independent and commercial theatre 

sectors, however, the region does not, as yet, have the infrastructure, the practice, the 

appropriate policy settings, the particular audience and the theatre culture, in particular, 

needed to support a government-funded, professional theatre company. 

 

This finding addresses the notion of a theatrical life in this community and of the 

particular elements that may comprise this activity. The various arts ecologies explored 

in Chapter 2 emphasised the links between arts literacy, non-professional arts 

participation and the capacity to actively and passively, as performers and as audiences, 

engage with professional activity.  
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The research demonstrated that while the Gold Coast had a great deal to offer in terms 

of theatre literacy development and ample opportunities for participation there was little 

or no professional activity beyond that of the commercial providers. 

 

A funded professional company, where the commercial imperative is to some degree 

diminished by subsidy, would certainly provide opportunities for local Gold Coast 

audiences and theatre-makers to engage with the types of local theatre productions and 

content that other regions and communities have been able to more regularly 

experience. 

 

However the Mercury’s Wings case demonstrated the difficulties of establishing such a 

company and the need for a combined, connected approach from community and 

government. At the time of the research the region’s local Arts Centre Gold Coast was 

going through a major management and policy change which saw it begin the process of 

engaging more broadly with local artists than it had previously. The research showed 

that the necessary critical mass of leadership and engagement from funding 

programmes, involvement from local institutions such as universities and a local 

company poised to engage professionally has not yet coalesced sufficiently for a funded 

theatre to grow. 

 

The next section of this chapter is an account of the resonant threads that emerged from 

the findings of the two case studies, their associated participant interviews and 

observation through attendance at rehearsals and performances. 

 

6.2 Resonant Threads from the Case Studies 

In Chapter 4 I defined resonant threads as: 

The analysis of the case studies revealed significant themes or observations that were 

particular to each, but there were also important if unexpected similarities, or 

‘threads’, which resonated across both the studies. 
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These resonant threads emerged from a comparison of the themes and issues generated 

by the case studies and the fields of literature that underpinned the research. They 

developed in the first case study as the key qualities or themes that demonstrated why 

amateur theatre is a significant community activity. In the second case these emerged as 

issues or matters of concern that worked against the purposes of Mercury’s Wings. The 

resonant threads provide further points of discussion in terms of the structure and the 

operation of the local theatre ecology. Each of these threads also acts as a point of 

intervention in the ways that theatre and performance is considered and seen to operate 

in the region. They each suggest a different way of thinking, even a paradigm shift, 

about a particular activity, group, organisation or way of thinking about theatre. 

 

As was stated about the issues that emerged in the Mercury’s Wings case study, while 

these threads are named individually, in operation they intersect a great deal. They add 

to a sense of the interconnected nature of theatre and performance in the community and 

they render visible the invisible connections between people and practice. In the next 

section the resonant threads that affected both case studies are considered in depth. 

 

6.2.1 Amateur and Professional – A Spectrum of Engagement 

A resonant thread that emerged strongly and quite early through the study was the 

opportunity to reframe the relationship between amateur and professional theatre 

workers, their activities and organisations, into a spectrum or continuum where both 

were represented equally. 

 

This reframing had two results. 

Result 1 

It more accurately reflected the realities of theatre workers’ engagement in theatre 

activities as they moved from one mode to another. Using a spectrum or continuum 

acknowledges that the amateur and professional spheres are engaged in the same 

essential activity, the preparation and provision of performance in a community, a town 

or a city. They are connected through similar production structures, traditions, practice 

and an emphasis on scripted dramas and musical theatre.  
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There are obvious differences, but in terms of their operations there is an association 

which is normally seen as competitive and could be seen more usefully, in ecological 

terms, as a collaborative dependency. 

 

Adopting the spectrum or continuum approach becomes about a reconnection, a 

rebuilding of the link between the amateur and the professional, the participatory and 

the exclusive, the community and the special interest, the popular and the elite arts. In 

acknowledging the presence of a spectrum or continuum of performance, in seeing 

comparative and complementary value in both, a connection is made to the audience 

which renders the amateur branch of the theatre ecology to be more than a source of 

passive observers.  

 

By considering all theatrical practice through the framework of ecology, we see both the 

amateur and the professional sectors as components of a whole that provides a much 

stronger awareness of the presence and significance of theatre and performance in the 

broader community. An acknowledgment of the shared interests can be more useful 

than an exploitation or continual reinforcement of the differences. 

 

Result 2 

It recognised the level of contribution that the amateur theatre sector makes to the 

richness of the local population. This strategy opens the path for a reframing and 

revaluing of the role of the amateur theatre in terms of the opportunities, the services 

and the benefits it offers the wider community. The demand for this sort of revaluing 

was emphasised by the choice that a number of amateur theatres have made in adopting 

the word ‘community’ to describe their activities rather than amateur. 

 

The application of the concept of ‘pro bono publico’ to the work of amateur theatre 

members added momentum and direction to this process. It offered a powerful shift in 

paradigm that took the revaluing process much further. 
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Viewed in this way the amateur companies and their productions should be seen as 

members of a community taking significant social action in shaping and contributing to 

the nature and capacities of the theatrical and cultural life of that community. 

 

Using a different set of value criteria, the concept of ‘pro bono publico’ encourages a 

dignifying of the activities of amateur theatre through a judgement of the contribution 

made to the cultural life of the Gold Coast. It puts the work of volunteer theatre 

participants in a similar area of community value to members of surf lifesaving clubs 

and local sports co-ordinators. 

 

If financial concerns were stripped away from definitions of both professional and 

amateur, a different set of core ideas with respect to motivation, skills, contribution and 

value would underpin and inform activities in both areas. 

 

A further quality of local amateur theatre on the Gold Coast is that it functions very 

much as an incubator or ‘hothouse’ for prospective theatre workers by providing 

significant opportunities for developing a theatrical literacy and for practical 

participation and experience. To take up an ecological metaphor, in many ways amateur 

theatres are like mangrove systems. Mangrove systems have for a long time been 

misunderstood and considered waste land to be drained, cleared and filled. However 

mangroves are now known for their importance as breeding nurseries for both aquatic 

life and arboreal species. They can be seen as the liminal, rhizomic, or the critical 

transition space between land and sea. The amateur theatre has been similarly 

considered as a site of wasted activity. Operating like the ecotones of mangroves 

amateur theatres bring together different cultures and provide sustenance and space for 

growth and development. Like the mangroves, the local amateur theatre, as shown in 

this research, forms a critical connection or transition space between the community and 

the professional theatre, particularly the commercial sector. The amateur theatre 

supports a participatory culture that is a fertile training ground for many members of the 

ecosystem and literacy development provides on-going support for a theatre life to be 

sustained within the community. 
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6.2.2 Place, People and Theatre: A Three-Way Investment 

This thread developed through both case studies as the relationship between the distinct 

theatre practice, the particular people involved and the specific place in which it 

occurred was considered. This research shows that there are some fundamental reasons 

why theatre emerges in a community and why people engage with it. These are to do 

with how that theatre connects to them as people in terms that they value and to how 

that theatre connects to their sense of value for the place in which they live. 

 

For this research the critical and sustaining connection between theatre, people and 

place was with the amateur theatres. This came from the realisation that it was local 

people, through their social and creative actions, through their application of their 

personal and professional resources, theatrical and otherwise, who were providing the 

community with consistent and long term access to theatre activities. 

 

These theatres had been established by local people motivated, not only to make theatre 

but, to add activities they saw as conducive to their own and their community’s quality 

of life. There was a connection between the aspirations of people, the qualities and 

values of the place and the nature of theatre that would be sustainable here. There was 

very much a sense in the research that what had been introduced had over time had 

become established and had moulded itself to this place; it had become the local 

practice and achieved something of an ‘ecological validity’ as the local theatre. 

 

Amateur theatre provides multiple reasons for people to engage, through the breadth of 

its connections to the community. This means that there are a number of ways that the 

community invests in and authorises amateur theatre. Theatre in its capacity as a 

currency of meaning provides this opportunity for investment. This is an investment in 

theatre-making that goes beyond the art making, the aesthetics, and which speaks to the 

community directly through relationships that are familiar and secure. It is enacted, and 

therefore valued, through relationships such as family, friends and like-minded people. 

The roots of many amateur theatre companies are entangled and have been growing in 

this intertwined manner for several generations.  
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This allows the audience to benefit from a vast unseen familiarity with traditions and 

connections to family customs that adds to the appeal of the production. The 

engagement in theatre is therefore taken beyond the passive and is made active by 

relational connections, by social connections that maximise the artistic or popular 

appeal of an amateur theatre and its productions. 

 

From this finding emerged the concept of ‘the theatrical life of a community’. It 

developed from a synthesis of ecological thinking and the practical experience and 

results of this research. A ‘theatrical life’ is the opportunity that exists in a community 

for its members to engage in the spectrum of activities that are involved in the making 

and the presentation of a live theatre performance. On the Gold Coast it is the result of 

the myriad productions and activities that emerge from all of the theatrical providers. 

 

This theatrical life is initiated and maintained by the efforts and expertise of a wide 

range of people living in the community who are engaged at various levels of the 

theatrical ecology, and work to create this possibility for themselves and other members 

of the community. There are those members who work across the ecology and take 

actions that increase the efficacy and health of the whole system. There are many others 

who are directly engaged in a particular production or company or event and contribute 

at this direct level as either participants, audience members or both. This is where a 

spectrum or continuum becomes essential in understanding local theatre-making 

because it allows for different levels of entry and engagement into the ecology but also 

for transitions through to other levels as people become more experienced and skilled. 

 

The significance for a community of having a theatrical life is that its existence and 

healthy operation not only provides access to all the benefits of an engagement in 

theatre that have been examined in this research, but it also maintains the capacity, and 

provides a well spring, for other theatrical developments, for variations in the practice 

and other benefits from theatre activity to emerge. The innovative, developmental and 

the professional sit alongside the traditional and the amateur and each emerge as a 

response and adaptation of the other.  
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A theatre life is where the practice, the traditions, the memories of past successes and 

failures, and the potential for future development reside. 

 

In seeking to find a place in the ecology as a funded professional company, Mercury’s 

Wings needed to develop a capacity or series of relationships in which the community 

could invest. They had spoken in early interviews about connecting to ‘like-minded 

people’ and in many ways this is how the amateur theatres had also grown. However 

Mercury’s Wings had not fully defined who they meant by this term in their particular 

context and how those people might be able to invest in the company’s work. Although 

their company did have some support from other theatre workers and members of the 

community, it had not coalesced into any significant number of these at the point they 

were observed in the research programme. 

 

It is a conclusion of this research that the establishment of professional theatrical 

activity in a regional community, such as the Gold Coast, relies on the capacity of that 

theatrical initiative to create a two-way investment in and for local people. This 

investment needs to be endowed with a specific and appreciative sense of the 

relationship to the place in which the theatre is being made. 

 

6.2.3 Economic Imperatives: A Reflection of the Local Community 

The concern with finding a balance between the economies of meaning and exchange 

(money) wove its way through both studies in terms of the capacities of the various 

theatre companies to establish and sustain themselves. Both studies exhibited the 

dilemma in terms of the familiar challenges of supporting their operational costs but 

also how they managed their key resource – their people. The balance is difficult to find 

and needs careful attention because often the experience of an engagement between 

economy and ecology can be one of degradation of the ecology. 

 

This was very much the experience with Mercury Wings as their capacity to operate 

diminished increasingly through the year as they attempted projects that demanded 

more resources than they actually returned.  
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In the amateur theatres, balance was sought between the artistic and box office. Given 

the complexity of this exchange and the large turnover of population in the Gold Coast 

region it is remarkable that companies like the Gold Coast Little Theatre, Spotlight 

Theatre Company, Javeenbah Theatre Company and Tugan Theatre Company have 

survived as long as they have. 

 

This imperative can also be expressed as the search for balance that each artist or 

organisation seeks between theatre and commodity in order to continue operating as 

well as presenting noteworthy creative, social and aesthetic experiences for their 

supporters, members and audiences. In theatrical terms this is a balance between that 

which is popular, familiar, entertaining, and that which is more self-reflective, 

concerned with the aesthetic qualities, being innovative and with exploring challenging 

ideas or experiences. It also means that in creating a commodity out of a live experience 

there is a risk that the unique qualities that underpin its value as a ‘live’ event will be 

impaired.  

 

This research found that the amateur theatres had a very clear and practical 

understanding of the balance between art and commerce. People involved in the 

amateur theatres provide a significant personal subsidy to enable their theatres to 

operate and keep producing. There was a consensus that if a company cannot recoup its 

production costs then it should not be operating and certainly not choosing shows that 

cannot attract a sufficient attendance to cover those costs. It was an attitude very similar 

to any other business or commercial enterprise. 

 

In the amateur and independent theatre sector there was something of a marriage 

between their ‘hardy’ self-sufficiency, their connection with a more conservative view 

of funding and government support and a suspicion that funding propped up theatre that 

could not survive on its own. The resonance between the economic practices of the 

broader Gold Coast community and those of the amateur theatres reinforced the 

capacity of those theatres to reflect the values and the culture of their local community. 
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For Mercury’s Wings finding the balance between theatre-making and its economics 

was a difficult process. It was hampered by a lack of clarity about the role of funding in 

their activities and the demands funding programmes made of applicants. In some ways 

Mercury’s Wings journey through 2010 and 2011 was more about developing a much 

clearer, if hard won, understanding of how they might begin to achieve some self-

sufficiency and balance in their relationships with the community and the funding 

programmes. 

 

6.2.4 Institutions and Their Capacity to Shape Theatre in Regional Communities 

The fourth area of resonance between the two studies was the role of the Arts Centre 

Gold Coast as an influential institution in the local theatre ecology. In both studies there 

was an expectation by the participants that the Arts Centre Gold Coast would have a 

pivotal role in the local theatre ecosystem through a constructive relationship with the 

community and its local theatres. Facilities such as these have the capacity to be a site 

of engagement where the artistic lives of the community can meet or intersect. Like the 

amateur theatres, the Arts Centre Gold Coast operations can be seen as similar to that of 

an ecotone where different theatre ecologies or practices come into contact. They can be 

a powerful element in the ecosystem that both enriches and is enriched by an interplay 

with the local theatre community. 

 

Prior to its construction in 1987, it was seen to have the potential to be a powerful 

community transition and development point for the amateur theatres. The expectation 

was that it would provide the amateur theatres with a more sophisticated stage to work 

on and access to a wider audience beyond each group’s ‘patch’. However, like most arts 

centres in Australia, due to operational and management strategies the Arts Centre Gold 

Coast became much more of a competitor in terms of production and programming than 

a collaborator. Despite the competition for local resources, the Arts Centre Gold Coast 

was seen by participants of this research as a potentially significant contributor to the 

creative environment, as an enabler that had the capacity to weave various community 

elements together. 
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The relationship between the Arts Centre Gold Coast and Mercury’s Wings had broader 

resonances for the role of cultural institutions, and by extension funding programmes 

and their parent governments, in regional communities such as the Gold Coast. The 

dilemma that emerged in the research rested on the question of whose interests were 

being served. Institutional engagement in a community, as was experienced in this 

research, is a forum where a complex value exchange occurs.  

 

If a cultural institution or a funding programme decides that it has, or is invited to take, 

a role in the local setting, then complexities emerge as these organisations balance their 

positions as supporters, even facilitators, of a particular local practice, and their own 

responsibilities as the representatives of wider, more national agendas and standards. It 

is a question of how much or how little local practice is influenced in order to fit with 

national standards and expectations. It requires some balance to be found between these 

and the capacities, the resources and the particular qualities of the local theatre-makers. 

 

This resonates with concerns expressed earlier in the research about how the practice of 

theatre is understood and who is entitled to participate and how are they entitled to 

participate. 

 

Difficulties emerge when, in order to receive support, the local theatre changes its focus 

or seeks to align itself to different sets of priorities as represented or advocated by 

institutional or funding programme interests. Mercury’s Wings faced this dilemma in 

each of its interactions with funding programmes and the Arts Centre Gold Coast. This 

can begin to alter the intent of the local theatre and cause it to not be doing the work that 

it was established to do. In an activity that requires belief and passion, this can be a 

difficult loss to sustain and can cause disenchantment, loss of direction and poor 

decision-making. This is a complex process and runs the risk of the local activity being 

turned into something that it is not able or ready to be. This was the Mercury’s Wings 

experience. 
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At the start of the 21st century in Japan, farmers created square watermelons as the 

naturally occurring round variety did not easily fit into domestic fridges. There were 

also benefits foreseen in more uniformly shaped watermelons being easier to transport 

in containers beyond the farms. So the naturally occurring specimen was redesigned to 

fit conditions that its own mode of development had not prepared it for. There is nothing 

new in this process as humanity has long embraced the capacity to remould nature’s 

workings in order to increase such things as yield and ease of harvest. 

 

The stunted vines of the wine maker or the agonised, reshaped skeleton that is an apple 

tree in a commercial orchard are but two examples of this capacity that turns a living 

thing away from its original path. The square watermelon, because its production costs 

were high, was very expensive and was therefore not attractive to customers. It did not 

make a profit and became a novelty rather than a staple food item. With a human 

ecology, as with gardening, while this reshaping process may be successful, it requires a 

great deal of resource such as fertiliser to sustain. It also may not achieve its goals. 

 

Like the development of the square watermelon, this thread presents the notion that 

funding programmes and local cultural institutions risk changing the local ecology if 

they introduce ways of working that require significant change in the practices found in 

that community. 
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The following diagram maps the independent yet connected relationship between these 

threads. These threads all intertwine around different configurations of value which 

coordinates activity within each of the threads. The concept of value flows through the 

threads and is a key consideration in each. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6.1 Values Chart – Resonant Threads of the Gold Coast Theatre Ecology 

 

The next section presents a description of the theatre ecology in the form of a system 

that arranges its membership in relation to each other in terms of particular associations 

and dependencies. 
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6.3 An Ecology of Theatre on the Gold Coast 

This research sees a theatre ecology being defined as a creative social-ecological 

system. It is a human ecology and its structure is mapped by the social action people 

take to construct a life in the theatre for and in their community. It is social because of 

the communal or collective effort required to establish, to produce and maintain 

theatrical activities. Theatre is an inherently social art form and involves human beings 

imagining, creating and co-constructing an event or experience that is intended for 

sharing with other human beings. It is creative because it involves people in imaginative 

and poetic work and its intended outcome is a similarly imaginatively stimulating 

experience for other members of the community. Both are required to engage in a 

sustained imaginative and creative effort for it to achieve its purpose, be that to 

entertain, to provoke or an amalgam of both. It is ecological because it is a system or 

association of organisations, individuals and performances. Each has a particular 

relationship to the whole that both enriches and is enriched by engagement with the 

flow of ‘meaning’ that loops back and forth, between the company and the community, 

the performer and the production, the performance and the audience. 

 

In order to demonstrate the character of the ecology, two diagrams are used here to 

provide a sense of its membership and its particular characteristics. The first diagram is 

of a nested system similar to that deployed by Robinson (2010) and this explores the 

membership of the local theatre ecology and the relationships between the individual 

members. The second takes its inspiration from Haeckel’s renderings of organisms in 

the Kunstformen der Natur (Art of Nature) (1900). 

 

The basis of the first diagram is a nested system that enables a demonstration of the key 

relationships observed in the theatre and performance sector during the theatre mapping 

process and, in particular, the two case studies. 
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The shape of and positioning within this nested system seeks to reflect the areas of the 

Gold Coast where theatre and performance have shown achievement, longevity and 

resilience in the local conditions. A key consideration that influenced positioning in the 

system was the localness of a particular organisation or activity. When participants 

talked about ‘local theatre’ they meant the amateur theatre companies, the independents 

like Top Hat, Soapbox or Mercury’s Wings, the major productions done in the schools. 

The term ‘local theatre’ did not seem to mean the larger entities such as the Arts Centre 

Gold Coast, Dracula’s Theatre Restaurant, Jupiter’s Casino and theme parks whose 

organisational horizons were informed by national and international influences. 

Therefore this ecology is local and participatory in nature and finds its structure in the 

long term activities of the amateur, independent and commercial sectors. 

 

 

Figure 6.2 Nested System of Gold Coast Theatre Ecology 

Adapted from Robinson’s schematic version of an arts ecology. (Robinson, 2010, p. 25)
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This nested system is composed of six rings: 

The Inner Most Ring: Individuals 

This ring is composed of the dedicated local theatre workers who are active across the 

spectrum of theatre activity. They are the people who provide leadership through 

example, who initiate activities, who are advocates, who are not only practically 

involved but have a wider vision than their own particular theatre interest. It is a 

changing set of people, changing as people’s availability, life circumstances, interest 

and passions build and dissipate. 

 

These people take action that adds to the health of the whole ecology, action that adds 

further value to existing activities in the ecology. In earlier days on the Gold Coast they 

founded companies, appealed to like-minded people, located space and resources. In 

later years they have devised and formed the Gold Coast Theatre Alliance to increase 

co-operation across the amateur theatre sector. 

 

A contemporary group of such key figures seen to emerge during the research period in 

the local ecology were the four women who were directing in the amateur theatres and 

with Mercury’s Wings. It was an observation of this research that these directors were 

having a strong influence on various companies, schools productions and individual 

performers; they were bringing together ensembles of actors and production staff and 

working with them through a range of productions that were building the quality and 

reach of amateur theatre in the region. The challenge for the established amateur 

theatres was to find ways to accommodate the values that these new directors were 

bringing into the traditional modes of operation that these companies relied on. 

 

Second Ring: Participation Providers 

This ring consists of theatre companies and productions, amateur, independent and the 

‘Pro-Am’. These companies and individuals maintain theatre practice and regular access 

to plays, productions and related activities. They provide the networks and the 

opportunities and a clear intersection, and interdependence, between their activities and 

those of the schools and other providers of theatre literacy and training. 
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The participatory experience was also seen as an essential element in the preparation of 

theatre artists for professional careers. People involved in participatory practice are also 

active in engaging with professional activities as audiences and members of cultural 

organisations. 

 

On the outer edge of this ring are the ‘Pro-Am’ and independent companies who had, or 

were looking to develop, a professional capacity in their work. These groups included 

Mercury’s Wings and Soapbox Theatre and they were having contact with elements of 

the fifth ring through engagement with the Arts Centre Gold Coast and local, State and 

Commonwealth funding authorities. Their positioning reflects the changing nature of 

their relationship the amateur theatres. 

 

Third Ring: Providers of Theatrical Literacy and Skills Development 

These were the organisations and the activities that foster the community’s theatre 

literacy, skills development and promote an understanding of theatre and performance 

culture. The membership of this sector includes high schools drama programmes and 

their major public performances and drama competitions, the eisteddfods, the 

performance festivals and youth theatres, the large number of post-school training 

opportunities. Working across the ecology and linking with various elements are the 

independent activities of passionate drama teachers who are active in the wider 

community in the amateur theatres and related theatre events. The Arts Centre Gold 

Coast has also been a contributor in this area with its music theatre projects and related 

training programmes. 

 

Fourth Ring: Commercial Professional Theatre and Performance Providers 

The commercial sector represents the biggest source of professional performance 

employment on the Gold Coast. The economy and the culture of the Gold Coast is built 

around the services and the images of enterprises like Warner Brother’s Movie World, 

Dream World, Jupiter’s Casino and Dracula’s Theatre Restaurant. 
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All are long-running businesses and connect to the history and culture of commercial 

performance and entertainment on the Gold Coast, from the night clubs and showrooms 

of the 1960s through to the early 1990s. 

 

Like the amateur theatres, these organisations are essential elements of the local ecology 

in that they form significant parts of the culture, of the offer, that the Gold Coast makes 

to both local and visiting audiences. There were regular informal links between this 

sector and the amateur theatres when actors and performers from the theme parks and 

films studios involved themselves in amateur productions. 

 

Fifth Ring: Funded Institutions and Government Support Programmes 

This sector takes in both the Arts Centre Gold Coast and funding programmes at local, 

state and commonwealth level. This organisation and those government programmes 

were established to assist and expedite the artistic life of the community. Yet the artistic 

and corporate activities of the Arts Centre Gold Coast and funding programmes are 

strongly informed by wider interests such as state and national cultural policies and 

specific programmes such as the national touring agendas.  

 

Sixth Ring: The City of the Gold Coast 

This sector directs attention to the larger elements of the ecology in terms of the Gold 

Coast’s economy and its broader culture and society. The influence of these factors was 

not given detailed consideration during this study, as that was beyond the scope of my 

research. Nevertheless it is true that the theatre workers, the participants and the 

audiences have been affected by changes in the economic systems of the wider 

community and these flow across the ecologies from the larger providers through to the 

smaller amateur theatres. 

 

There have been social changes across the region during the past six decades and these 

have had an impact on the sorts of programming, the activities, the resources and the 

kinds of roles that local theatres have been responsible for in the wider community. 

 



THEATRE ECOLOGY OF THE GOLD COAST OF AUSTRALIA     310 

6.3.1 Coda 

A caveat is that this model is a version of the ecology based on the experience of my 

research and the directions that this particular study pursued. Another version may have 

the Arts Centre Gold Coast or the commercial theatres as its centre point. Each element 

is the centre of its own ecology but no system operates in isolation. The point is not 

position but the acceptance and indeed the expectation of relationship, of 

interconnection and reliance. The significance of this diagram (Figure 6.2) is the 

awareness and the discussion that it creates. 

 

In the next section another view of the theatre ecology will be offered which seeks to 

provide a deeper understanding of its dynamics and complexities. 

 

6.4 Alternate View of the Ecology 

The diagram (Figure 6.2) in the previous section presents a view that of the ecology that 

suggests structure, order, relationships and something of a hierarchy. A different 

ecological illustration is offered here to suggest something of the organic, more chaotic 

process of theatre-making in a community. 

 

This diagram (Figure 6.3) is one of over a hundred plates of drawings that Ernst 

Haeckel did in pen and ink in The Art of Nature (1900). Haeckel developed the theory 

of ecology with the aim of interpreting biology and anatomy in the light of Darwin’s 

theory of evolution and my research sought to follow in some of his steps by 

interpreting theatre activity in terms of ecology. This research considers that there are 

qualities in the drawing of the coral that can further illuminate our understanding of the 

‘theatre world’ in terms of its nature and its character. In using ecological thinking there 

is a requirement to consider both the visible elements and what is not visible but 

influential. 

 



THEATRE ECOLOGY OF THE GOLD COAST OF AUSTRALIA     311 

 

Figure 6.3 Lophelia prolifera 

(Haeckel, 1900, p. 41) 

 

This illustration of Hexacoralla Maeandrina – Lophelia prolifera was drawn by biologist 

and artist Ernst Haeckel in The Art of Nature. (1900). While it is a realistic 

representation of the coral species, it also serves as a visual metaphor for the theatre 

ecology of the Gold Coast. This coral may look like a single organism but it is in fact 

many individual animals or polyps growing together to form a united colony. 

 

The drawing is of a growing, adaptive coral species that emerges from a central core 

that over time has developed a series of branches, each connected, each clearly of the 

same species but each extension carries a separate animal, thereby creating an entire 

colony of coral. There is a sense of unity in the figure but also a series of individual 

developments that have established their own response and relationship to the particular 

space around them. They have reacted similarly in terms of form but differently in terms 

of orientation to the circumstances around them. The early flowerings were able to 

develop freely in a relatively open space, but later branches have to adapt and share both 

space and resources in order to survive. 
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This is an appropriate metaphor for a theatre ecology, where to an outside view it may 

appear that the theatre sector is a uniform activity, but in fact upon closer inspection 

they are individuals of the same species growing in a defined physical environment. 

 

It is a conclusion of this research that the theatre life of a human community or region 

such as the Gold Coast has similar qualities to the biodiversity we expect to find in an 

aquatic environment. 

 

Establishing a theatre life in a community should be seen as an organic process. It began 

with local people who had an interest in, an aspiration for and a concern about the 

nature of their own community. They saw theatre as having a valuable contribution like 

a public utility. Like-minded people were contacted and gathered, a public meeting held 

and interests or passions were shared. A group or company was formed, scripts were 

found, and rehearsals were held somehow and a place was found to house them. It 

evolved and became part of the lives of various people, part of their community. 

 

The diagram (Figure 6.3) suggests this process with its sense of the emergence from 

within, the chaotic, convulsive, separating and branching out, pushing up and out 

through. It is illustrative of activities emerging from within other activities. It resonates 

with how people seek opportunities and how the various theatrical, creative or 

performative elements keep growing. There is a shared interest in the ways of making 

theatre, the challenges of attracting an audience and the efforts and achievements of 

groups like these. Considered at close range Spotlight Theatre is therefore a very 

different type of theatre to a Gold Coast Little Theatre or a Tugan or Neptune or 

Soapbox or Mercury’s Wings but when considered from a distance they are the same 

species of creative endeavour. They are theatre, not film, not painting. 

 

Theatre and performance on the Gold Coast has evolved over time into a series of 

scattered causally linked groups and individuals engaged in complex, independent and 

yet connected activities. The various branches or extensions have responded differently 

to the particular sets of physical, human and resource conditions that they find 

themselves in. 
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There is a central core of ideas and practices, a trunk if you will, that each company is 

informed by. Each element has responded to and been moulded according to the 

conditions, the governing ideas and the resources that each of the companies and 

individual members have experienced. 

 

This central core of ideas and practices has to do with a more traditional practice of 

theatre with its emphasis on the use of scripts, the primacy of the director and the 

proscenium arch as the key influence in ‘staging’ the relationship between audience and 

the performers. The relationship between the audience and the theatre is built around 

balancing convictions that theatre can be a significant social, aesthetic experience and 

an experience that also emphasises entertainment and familiarity. Each flowering or 

version of theatre practice in the region takes its own unique approach to these ideas. 

 

This diagram (Figure 6.3) is not a final summation that explains all the variations 

possible in a system, but it seeks to provide an explanation, to point to another way of 

seeing further order and significance in a familiar community activity. This research 

argues that while much of the theatre and performance is autonomous and its 

connections are not immediately visible, it can also be seen as a system that is complex, 

adaptive and strongly connected and influenced by its immediate environment. 

 

6.5 Conclusion 

6.5.1 Limitations of this Study 

Limitation 1 

The main limitation of this study, given its concern with the theatre-makers on the Gold 

Coast, is that it did not engage directly with the experiences and attitudes of the 

audiences of Gold Coast theatre. Informal observations and notes were taken at 

performances but the study does not take into account the more specific observations of 

audience members regarding the character and significance of theatre in the region. This 

would be an important further research activity, particularly with reference to the 

networks and relationships that connect the local theatre to the community beyond the 

performances. 
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Limitation 2 

The same limitation applies to the families and the friends of the theatre-makers 

involved in the case studies. Apart from the survey conducted during Showboat and 

discussed in Chapter 4, the only research material gathered on the impact of theatre 

involvement on family and relationships was gathered through observation or from what 

participants put forward. Given the incidence of family engagement in theatre in the 

region this aspect could be given significant further examination. 

 

Limitation 3 

A further limitation to this study was the capacity to gather a more complete overview 

of the theatre and performance practice on the Gold Coast. Given the study’s focus – the 

consideration of amateur and professional theatre practice – the two case studies 

concentrated on two aspects of these specific fields of theatre and performance. The 

commercial sector represents the biggest source of professional performance 

employment on the Gold Coast. The employment of professional performers on the 

Gold Coast is built around the services of enterprises like Warner Brother’s Movie 

World, Dream World, Australian Outback Spectacular, Jupiter’s Casino and Dracula’s 

Theatre Restaurant. The reason that this large performance sector was out of the scope 

of this study is because these shows are programmed very differently to traditional 

theatre. While they do have a rehearsal and performance element, these organisations 

usually operate their shows, fundamentally unchanged, for months or, in the case of the 

theme parks, years. The performances are also a value-adding exercise on an 

entertainment experience that is not solely about the theatrical component. Therefore the 

traditional theatrical models do not apply to these commercial ventures. 

 

Limitation 4 

Another limitation exists with respect to engaging with the view of the Arts Centre Gold 

Coast and its experience of Mercury’s Wings. The interpretation of events that is found 

in these pages is very much my own and is informed by thirty years of experience 

working in theatre in Australia. 
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As explained in Chapter 5 it was very important to make a decision about the direction 

of the research and to have included the views of the Arts Centre Gold Coast 

management and staff would have caused the focus of the study to shift away from 

Mercury’s Wings as a nascent theatre company. I would need to have examined, with 

in-depth interviews, the experiences and responses of the venue’s staff who dealt with 

Mercury’s Wings. The relationship between an arts centre and its local client would be 

an area of strong interest for further research given the plethora of such facilities in 

urban, suburban and regional areas. 

 

Limitation 5 

In taking an approach that focused on the practical aspects of theatre-making in this 

region, this study did not pursue any particular criticisms of the artistic standards of the 

productions and performances seen during the research. This was not to avoid difficult 

decisions about what was ‘good’ or not but more to keep a clear focus on the activities 

of what theatre-makers were doing for themselves and their community. Criticism of 

theatre performances is a well-worn path that is imprecise and very much dependant on 

the context in which it is seen. 

 

Certainly not all the productions and performances attended were ‘wonderful’ but 

taking an aesthetics-based approach would have limited the study’s consideration of 

local people actually engaging and creating theatrical activities that were significant to 

themselves and that generated a good deal of value for their community. 

 

6.5.2 Areas for Further Research 

Along with the areas suggested for further research in the previous section, there are 

three other fields arising from my studies that I strongly suggest are sites for more 

detailed consideration. 
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Suggested Further Research Area 1 

The first would be a series of performance-led research projects that would explore key 

facets of the region’s culture, and character and history. I discovered during the research 

phase that, unlike a number of other Australian urban and regional communities, the 

Gold Coast theatre companies do not have a practice of creating theatrical productions 

from local stories. 

 

A performance-led research project could seek to develop and create a series of original 

theatrical works, connected through a creative response to research conducted in the 

region. The projects would collaborate with the local theatre community and explore the 

ways its individual members and organisations respond to and make sense of this 

region. It would seek to create projects that worked between diverse theatre forms and 

utilise stories, characters and images of contemporary life on the Gold Coast to create 

new theatre projects. The research would seek to deliberately engage with and 

complement present theatrical activities and approaches. It would involve both 

interviews and practical creative activities which would explore the connection between 

place, people and how those shape theatrical projects. 

 

Suggested Further Research Area 2 

The second area of research would build on this and be longer term. It emerges from the 

current study limitations in being unable to more fully explore the responses and the 

experiences of the audience and the families and friends of theatre participants. The 

intention of the research would be to continue the ethnographic methodology of this 

research and link it with the broader society that operates on the Gold Coast. 

Comparisons are often drawn between the Gold Coast and Las Vegas and a range of 

research materials gathered for the present study, drew very useful connections to 

Silicon Valley.  
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Using Alvarez’s There’s Nothing Informal About It (2005) and English-Lueck’s 

Cultures @ Silicon Valley (2002) and The Cultural Initiatives Silicon Valley documents 

The Creative Community Index (2002, 2005) as inspirations, this would be an 

ethnographic exploration into the cultures, the rhetoric and ideologies of the Gold Coast 

region and how they influence the ways that people, particularly artists and creative 

workers, manage, interact, and shape their lives and work in this distinct cultural 

landscape. It would draw on some of the similarities between the Gold Coast and 

Silicon Valley and while the project would have strong sociological qualities, the 

process and the outcomes would be theatrical and performance based. 

 

Suggested Further Research Area 3 

A further research opportunity would be an in-depth historical research project. This 

would be an exploration of the period between the 1970s and 1990s when the Gold 

Coast, and especially Surfers Paradise, was a dynamic and exhilarating point of 

intersection between local audiences, Australian holidaymakers and international 

tourists. During this time the Gold Coast provided regular employment for performers 

of national and international renown and blended cabaret, showrooms, night clubs of all 

types, a traditional English music hall that was televised nationally, festivals, amateur 

theatre shows and theatre restaurants. A number of these show people are still living in 

the region and they could provide material that would add depth and complexity to the 

social and theatrical history of the region and the broader Australian theatre industry. 

 

6.5.3 The Broader Relevance of this Research 

Ecological Thinking: revaluing/reframing/rethinking/reforming 

The broad relevance of this research lies in its provision of a contemporary account of 

theatre-making in a modern Australian community. This account provides insights into 

what sort of theatre was being made, who was making it and for what reasons various 

members of this community were engaging in theatre-making in the early part of the 

21st century. 
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The research also offers a description of the conditions that have influenced the 

particular composition of theatre in this community. There often seems to be an 

assumption that a move to the professional is an obvious, natural and desired step for all 

involved in amateur theatre activity. However my research challenges this presumption 

and, given the present disposition of resources and energies in this community, suggests 

that, if there is an appetite for improving theatrical access and opportunities in this 

community, then supporting strategies and resources should be directed to assisting the 

amateur and community theatre groups. The resonant threads suggest attitudinal and 

policy pathways for this further support. 

 

Adding to these was the study’s formulation of the concept of the community having a 

shared ‘theatrical life’. This concept arises from the viewpoint of seeing theatre activity 

in this community as a healthy, living ecology and proposes that theatre activities in a 

community need not be understood as disparate, random or unconnected. Rather it 

transforms our understanding of the local theatre and reveals it to be a connected, 

interdependent, yet independent, arrangement of theatre-makers, organisations, 

audiences and pertinent sections of the community such as government cultural 

programs. A ‘theatrical life’ emerges from the galvanising integration of these elements 

and the awareness that they are part of, and contribute to, a larger activity in the region. 

The theatre life of a community is not a separate strand or interest but, as this research 

shows, can connect to other aspects of participants’ lives in the community. It emerges 

from the intersections or pathways established by a theatre ecology. Participatory 

theatrical activity is deeply established and growing, the number of theatrical shows 

being produced and the audience support they receive proves that there is a vibrant 

‘theatrical life’ of the Gold Coast. 

 

By utilising an ecological framework to examine the outcomes of an ethnographic study 

I was able to make the invisible inter-relationships between people and organisations 

visible. In changing my perspective I was forced to see issues and connections that I had 

hitherto not considered. By intentionally learning to see anew an environment, a series 

of cultural practices or operational systems within a theatre context, I had to retool my 

own skills set of theatre expertise. 
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I did not abandon my thirty years of experience, rather I took it into a new area. Like a 

surfer who learns to scuba dive, by changing my perspective of a very familiar terrain I 

was able to discover more about the area than I had previously been aware of. 

 

Engaging with ecological thinking meant exploring the familiar terrain of theatre with a 

new perspective. It stimulated a renewed attentiveness to the qualities of theatre, to the 

complex and intricate ways the theatrical experience is shaped by the interactions of its 

participants, its audience, their combined interests, their traditions and the place in 

which it occurs. This ecological approach required that all issues pertaining to theatre 

practice be re-examined and reconsidered from new perspectives. 

 

The use of this paradigm reaffirms the practice of theatre as a valuable way of calling us 

into relationship, as a provider of transformative experiences for its participants and its 

capacity as a site for making individual and shared meaning. Conversely, and as 

significantly, the research highlights the vital nature of that common-place, the amateur 

theatre companies, their members and their productions as central to the theatrical 

constitution of a community. They are the basis for the creation of those theatrical 

moments, those human events and contexts that become extraordinary and memorable. 

 

This study provides some answers to the challenge Bonnie Marranca issues us about 

needing to know “not so much how to make a living in the theatre, but how to make a 

life in the theatre” (1985, p. 10). 
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Appendix A 

Guiding Interview Questions 



 A Place in the Sun: Theatre and Performance on the Gold Coast of Australia 
Guiding Interview Questions: 

Thank you for your participation Patrick Mitchell 1 

1. How did you find your way into theatre and performance? 
 

2. Could you describe your experience of theatre and performance on the Gold 
Coast? 

 

3. Are there any particular words you would use to describe theatre/ performance 
on the Gold Coast? 

 

4. If you were to do an inclusive map of theatre and performance on the Gold Coast, 
what and who would you want to include? 

 

5. What words would you describe the state and/or quality of theatre and 
performance on the Gold Coast? 

 

6. Is there a collective identity for theatre and performance on the Gold Coast or is it 
best considered a series of disparate activities? 

 

7. What role/ influence does the culture, values of the Gold Coast community have 
on the making and production of theatre and performance? 

 

8. What role/ influence could they have on theatre and performance? 
 

9. What needs/ ideas/ functions/ aspirations are filled in the theatre/ performance 
scene on the Gold Coast scene and what could be added to take it to another 
level? 

 

10. Are there opportunities that are yet to be exploited? 
 

11. What might they be? 
 

12. What needs to happen for these opportunities to be realised? 
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Appendix B 

Survey 



 A Place in the Sun: Theatre and Performance on the Gold Coast of Australia 
Survey Questions: 

Thank you for your participation Patrick Mitchell 1 

1. What part of the Gold Coast do you come from: suburb name or post code?  

 
 

2. What do you do when not involved in the theatre productions? 

 
 

3. How long have you lived on the Gold Coast? 

 
 

4. How would you describe what you gain from being part of this production and or community theatre 
on the Gold Coast? For example: a significant social activity; just fun; really enjoy being in a theatrical 
performance; a creative experience which is important to you; a chance to do significant theatre 
productions that the community would not normally see?  

 
 

5. How would you describe the attitude of your friends and /or families to your theatre work? For 
example: they are (interested; supportive; come to every show; not particularly interested, tolerant, 
unaware) of my theatre activities. 

 
 

6. What significance does theatre play in the life of the Gold Coast community? 

 
 

7. In your opinion, is there a high degree of broader community awareness of the activities of the 
community theatres? 

 
 

8. If yes/ no, why do you think this is the case? 

 
 

If you answered no at Q. 7 

9. What do you think could be done to increase the broader community’s awareness of the community 
theatres? 

 
 

10. Your age group? Please circle 

20-30  30-40  40-50  50-60  60-70  70-80 
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Appendix C 

Information Sheet Theatre Mapping 



 
 

A PLACE IN THE SUN: 
An investigation into sustainable theatre ecologies on the Gold Coast, Australia 

INFORMATION SHEET: THEATRE MAPPING PARTICIPANTS 

Principal Investigator: 
Professor Michael Balfour  
School of Education and Professional Studies,  
Griffith University, Mt Gravatt, Brisbane, Queensland, 4111, Australia.  
Phone +61 (0)73735 5688 Facsimile +61 (0)7 3735 6868  
Email: m.balfour@griffith.edu.au 
 
Co investigator: 
Professor Bruce Burton 
School of Education and Professional Studies,  
Griffith University, Mt Gravatt, Brisbane, Queensland, 4111, Australia.  
Phone +61 (0)73735 5741 Facsimile +61 (0)7 3735 6868  
Email: bruce.burton@griffith.edu.au 
 

Patrick Mitchell. MA. 
Co investigator: 

PhD. Candidate 
School of Education and Professional Studies, Griffith University, Mt Gravatt, Brisbane, Queensland, 4111, Australia 
Phone: +61 (0)73735 5621 
Email: Patrick.Mitchell@student.griffith.edu.au 
 
Dear Participant, 
 
We invite you to take part in the above research project. Before you decide whether you want to participate or not, 
it is important that you understand why this research is undertaken and what it will involve. 
 
Please take the time to read the following information. Please do not hesitate to contact us if you need clarification 
on any details or if you require additional information. We feel it is important that you understand why we wish 
you to participate in the research project and therefore, we would like you to browse through this information at 
your leisure. 
 
The Research project 
The purpose of the research is to explore the place of theatre and performance in the Gold Coast of Australia. 
 
What does the project involve? 

• The project will involve in depth interviews with participants who are resident on the Gold Coast. 
 

• A creative workshop involving participants in practical exercises exploring the contribution of, and 
relationship between the arts, creativity and the creative industries on the Gold Coast 

 
My involvement 
Will be as a participant/observer. This means I would seek not to generate, lead or manage activities within the 
organisation 
 
The basis by which participants will be selected or screened 
The participants will be made up of people acknowledged for their participation and contribution to the arts and/ 
or creative industries on the Gold Coast. Nominations will be drawn from the researchers own experience and 
nominations from arts organisations, individuals, local council, schools and universities in the area. 



The expected benefits of the research: 
 
The specific aims of the project are to 

• Understand and identify the relationship between the arts and creativity on the Gold Coast and the nature 
of any synergies with such developments as the creative industries. 

• Examine the applicability of national and international arts and creativity policy frameworks to the Gold 
Coast 

• Identify opportunities for growth and transformation of the arts and the creative industries in the Gold 
Coast 

• The research will ultimately seek to provide policy makers, practitioners and the community with 
information for future policy decisions that will enable the Gold Coast community to better exploit the 
activities and benefits that the arts and the creative industries may bring to the community. 

 
Risks to you 
It is envisaged that there will be no or extremely limited risks to participants. Participation will be limited to both 
interviews and a creative workshop in which the researchers are highly experienced in terms of management, 
administration and delivery. 
 
Your participation is voluntary 
It is for you to decide whether you wish to participate. If you decide to take part you will be asked to sign and 
return the enclosed consent form. Even if you decide to participate, you are still free to withdraw at any time and 
without giving a reason.  
 
Costs of Participation 
There will be no cost to participants in this project. 
 
Questions / further information 
The research project will form the basis of a thesis to be submitted by Patrick Mitchell as part of his PhD. If you 
require further information, please do not hesitate to contact Patrick Mitchell or Chief Investigator Michael 
Balfour. Contact details for both are found at the top of this information form. 
 
Feedback to you 
A summary of the findings of this research will be made available to you and other participants on request at the 
end of the project. 
 
Privacy Statement 
The conduct of this research will involve the collection, and use of identified personal information. The 
information collected is confidential and will not be disclosed to third parties without your consent, except to meet 
government, legal or other regulatory authority requirements. 
 
If you wish to not to be identified you will be able to signify this on the consent form. 
Once the study is completed, the national guidelines and University policy directs that at least a copy of the data 
must be lodged for appropriate storage within the school or Research Centre at Griffith University. 
For further information consult Griffith University’s privacy plan at www.gu.edu.au/ua/aa/vc/pp  
 
Contact for further information 
Thank you for taking the time to read this information and we hope that after careful consideration, you agree to 
participate in this project. Patrick Mitchell will contact you in a couple of weeks to see if you want to take part in 
this study. 
 
In the meantime if you have any questions that have not been answered in this information sheet please do not 
hesitate to contact Patrick Mitchell on 07 3735 5621 
 
Thank you for your attention. 
 
Patrick Mitchell 
 
The human ethics committee of Griffith University in accordance with National research Council’s guidelines has cleared this study. You are of 
course free to discuss your participation in this study with project staff (see contact details above for Professor Michael Balfour). 
 
If you would like to contact an officer of the University not involved in the study, you may contact the Griffith University Research Ethics Manager, 
Griffith University, Nathan Campus, Brisbane, Queensland, 4111, Australia. Tel. +61 (0)7 37355585 e.mail: G.Allen@griffith.edu.au 
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Appendix D 

Information Sheet Key Participant Interviews 



 
 

A PLACE IN THE SUN: 
An investigation into sustainable theatre ecologies on the Gold Coast, Australia 

INFORMATION SHEET: KEY PARTICIPANT INTERVIEWS 

Principal Investigator: 
Professor Michael Balfour  
School of Education and Professional Studies,  
Griffith University, Mt Gravatt, Brisbane, Queensland, 4111, Australia.  
Phone +61 (0)73735 5688 Facsimile +61 (0)7 3735 6868  
Email: m.balfour@griffith.edu.au 
 
Co investigator: 
Professor Bruce Burton 
School of Education and Professional Studies,  
Griffith University, Mt Gravatt, Brisbane, Queensland, 4111, Australia.  
Phone +61 (0)73735 5741 Facsimile +61 (0)7 3735 6868  
Email: bruce.burton@griffith.edu.au 
 

Patrick Mitchell. MA. 
Co investigator: 

PhD. Candidate 
School of Education and Professional Studies, Griffith University, Mt Gravatt, Brisbane, Queensland, 4111, Australia 
Phone: +61 (0)73735 5621 
Email: Patrick.Mitchell@student.griffith.edu.au 
 
Dear Participant, 
 
We invite you to take part in the above research project. Before you decide whether you want to participate or not, 
it is important that you understand why this research is undertaken and what it will involve. 
 
Please take the time to read the following information. Please do not hesitate to contact us if you need clarification 
on any details or if you require additional information. We feel it is important that you understand why we wish 
you to participate in the research project and therefore, we would like you to browse through this information at 
your leisure. 
 
The Research project 
The purpose of the research is to explore the place of theatre and performance in the Gold Coast of Australia. 
 
What does the project involve? 

• The project will involve in depth interviews with participants who are resident on the Gold Coast. 
 

• A creative workshop involving participants in practical exercises exploring the contribution of, and 
relationship between the arts, creativity and the creative industries on the Gold Coast 

 
My involvement 
Will be as a participant/observer. This means I would seek not to generate, lead or manage activities within the 
organisation 
 
The basis by which participants will be selected or screened 
The participants will be made up of people acknowledged for their participation and contribution to the arts and/ 
or creative industries on the Gold Coast. Nominations will be drawn from the researchers own experience and 
nominations from arts organisations, individuals, local council, schools and universities in the area. 



The expected benefits of the research: 
 
The specific aims of the project are to 

• Understand and identify the relationship between the arts and creativity on the Gold Coast and the nature 
of any synergies with such developments as the creative industries. 

• Examine the applicability of national and international arts and creativity policy frameworks to the Gold 
Coast 

• Identify opportunities for growth and transformation of the arts and the creative industries in the Gold 
Coast 

• The research will ultimately seek to provide policy makers, practitioners and the community with 
information for future policy decisions that will enable the Gold Coast community to better exploit the 
activities and benefits that the arts and the creative industries may bring to the community. 

 
Risks to you 
It is envisaged that there will be no or extremely limited risks to participants. Participation will be limited to both 
interviews and a creative workshop in which the researchers are highly experienced in terms of management, 
administration and delivery. 
 
Your participation is voluntary 
It is for you to decide whether you wish to participate. If you decide to take part you will be asked to sign and 
return the enclosed consent form. Even if you decide to participate, you are still free to withdraw at any time and 
without giving a reason.  
 
Costs of Participation 
There will be no cost to participants in this project. 
 
Questions / further information 
The research project will form the basis of a thesis to be submitted by Patrick Mitchell as part of his PhD. If you 
require further information, please do not hesitate to contact Patrick Mitchell or Chief Investigator Michael 
Balfour. Contact details for both are found at the top of this information form. 
 
Feedback to you 
A summary of the findings of this research will be made available to you and other participants on request at the 
end of the project. 
 
Privacy Statement 
The conduct of this research will involve the collection, and use of identified personal information. The 
information collected is confidential and will not be disclosed to third parties without your consent, except to meet 
government, legal or other regulatory authority requirements. 
 
If you wish to not to be identified you will be able to signify this on the consent form. 
Once the study is completed, the national guidelines and University policy directs that at least a copy of the data 
must be lodged for appropriate storage within the school or Research Centre at Griffith University. 
For further information consult Griffith University’s privacy plan at www.gu.edu.au/ua/aa/vc/pp  
 
Contact for further information 
Thank you for taking the time to read this information and we hope that after careful consideration, you agree to 
participate in this project. Patrick Mitchell will contact you in a couple of weeks to see if you want to take part in 
this study. 
 
In the meantime if you have any questions that have not been answered in this information sheet please do not 
hesitate to contact Patrick Mitchell on 07 3735 5621 
 
Thank you for your attention. 
 
Patrick Mitchell 
 
The human ethics committee of Griffith University in accordance with National research Council’s guidelines has cleared this study. You are of 
course free to discuss your participation in this study with project staff (see contact details above for Professor Michael Balfour). 
 
If you would like to contact an officer of the University not involved in the study, you may contact the Griffith University Research Ethics Manager, 
Griffith University, Nathan Campus, Brisbane, Queensland, 4111, Australia. Tel. +61 (0)7 37355585 e.mail: G.Allen@griffith.edu.au 
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Appendix E 

Information Sheet Case Study 1 Interviews 



 
 

A PLACE IN THE SUN: 
An investigation into sustainable theatre ecologies on the Gold Coast, Australia 

INFORMATION SHEET: CASE STUDY 1 PARTICIPANTS 

Principal Investigator: 
Professor Michael Balfour  
School of Education and Professional Studies,  
Griffith University, Mt Gravatt, Brisbane, Queensland, 4111, Australia.  
Phone +61 (0)73735 5688 Facsimile +61 (0)7 3735 6868  
Email: m.balfour@griffith.edu.au 
 
Co investigator: 
Professor Bruce Burton 
School of Education and Professional Studies,  
Griffith University, Mt Gravatt, Brisbane, Queensland, 4111, Australia.  
Phone +61 (0)73735 5741 Facsimile +61 (0)7 3735 6868  
Email: bruce.burton@griffith.edu.au 
 

Patrick Mitchell. MA. 
Co investigator: 

PhD. Candidate 
School of Education and Professional Studies, Griffith University, Mt Gravatt, Brisbane, Queensland, 4111, Australia 
Phone: +61 (0)73735 5621 
Email: Patrick.Mitchell@student.griffith.edu.au 
 
Dear Participant, 
 
We invite you to take part in the above research project. Before you decide whether you want to participate or not, 
it is important that you understand why this research is undertaken and what it will involve. 
 
Please take the time to read the following information. Please do not hesitate to contact us if you need clarification 
on any details or if you require additional information. We feel it is important that you understand why we wish 
you to participate in the research project and therefore, we would like you to browse through this information at 
your leisure. 
 
The Research project 
The purpose of the research is to explore the place of theatre and performance in the Gold Coast of Australia. 
 
What does the project involve? 

• The project will involve in depth interviews with participants who are resident on the Gold Coast. 
 

• A creative workshop involving participants in practical exercises exploring the contribution of, and 
relationship between the arts, creativity and the creative industries on the Gold Coast 

 
My involvement 
Will be as a participant/observer. This means I would seek not to generate, lead or manage activities within the 
organisation 
 
The basis by which participants will be selected or screened 
The participants will be made up of people acknowledged for their participation and contribution to the arts and/ 
or creative industries on the Gold Coast. Nominations will be drawn from the researchers own experience and 
nominations from arts organisations, individuals, local council, schools and universities in the area. 



The expected benefits of the research: 
 
The specific aims of the project are to 

• Understand and identify the relationship between the arts and creativity on the Gold Coast and the nature 
of any synergies with such developments as the creative industries. 

• Examine the applicability of national and international arts and creativity policy frameworks to the Gold 
Coast 

• Identify opportunities for growth and transformation of the arts and the creative industries in the Gold 
Coast 

• The research will ultimately seek to provide policy makers, practitioners and the community with 
information for future policy decisions that will enable the Gold Coast community to better exploit the 
activities and benefits that the arts and the creative industries may bring to the community. 

 
Risks to you 
It is envisaged that there will be no or extremely limited risks to participants. Participation will be limited to both 
interviews and a creative workshop in which the researchers are highly experienced in terms of management, 
administration and delivery. 
 
Your participation is voluntary 
It is for you to decide whether you wish to participate. If you decide to take part you will be asked to sign and 
return the enclosed consent form. Even if you decide to participate, you are still free to withdraw at any time and 
without giving a reason.  
 
Costs of Participation 
There will be no cost to participants in this project. 
 
Questions / further information 
The research project will form the basis of a thesis to be submitted by Patrick Mitchell as part of his PhD. If you 
require further information, please do not hesitate to contact Patrick Mitchell or Chief Investigator Michael 
Balfour. Contact details for both are found at the top of this information form. 
 
Feedback to you 
A summary of the findings of this research will be made available to you and other participants on request at the 
end of the project. 
 
Privacy Statement 
The conduct of this research will involve the collection, and use of identified personal information. The 
information collected is confidential and will not be disclosed to third parties without your consent, except to meet 
government, legal or other regulatory authority requirements. 
 
If you wish to not to be identified you will be able to signify this on the consent form. 
Once the study is completed, the national guidelines and University policy directs that at least a copy of the data 
must be lodged for appropriate storage within the school or Research Centre at Griffith University. 
For further information consult Griffith University’s privacy plan at www.gu.edu.au/ua/aa/vc/pp  
 
Contact for further information 
Thank you for taking the time to read this information and we hope that after careful consideration, you agree to 
participate in this project. Patrick Mitchell will contact you in a couple of weeks to see if you want to take part in 
this study. 
 
In the meantime if you have any questions that have not been answered in this information sheet please do not 
hesitate to contact Patrick Mitchell on 07 3735 5621 
 
Thank you for your attention. 
 
Patrick Mitchell 
 
The human ethics committee of Griffith University in accordance with National research Council’s guidelines has cleared this study. You are of 
course free to discuss your participation in this study with project staff (see contact details above for Professor Michael Balfour). 
 
If you would like to contact an officer of the University not involved in the study, you may contact the Griffith University Research Ethics Manager, 
Griffith University, Nathan Campus, Brisbane, Queensland, 4111, Australia. Tel. +61 (0)7 37355585 e.mail: G.Allen@griffith.edu.au 
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Appendix F 

Information Sheet Case Study 2 Interviews Mercury’s 

Wings 



 
 

A PLACE IN THE SUN: 
An investigation into sustainable theatre ecologies on the Gold Coast, Australia 

INFORMATION SHEET: CASE STUDY 2 PARTICIPANTS 

Principal Investigator: 
Professor Michael Balfour  
School of Education and Professional Studies,  
Griffith University, Mt Gravatt, Brisbane, Queensland, 4111, Australia.  
Phone +61 (0)73735 5688 Facsimile +61 (0)7 3735 6868  
Email: m.balfour@griffith.edu.au 
 
Co investigator: 
Professor Bruce Burton 
School of Education and Professional Studies,  
Griffith University, Mt Gravatt, Brisbane, Queensland, 4111, Australia.  
Phone +61 (0)73735 5741 Facsimile +61 (0)7 3735 6868  
Email: bruce.burton@griffith.edu.au 
 

Patrick Mitchell. MA. 
Co investigator: 

PhD. Candidate 
School of Education and Professional Studies, Griffith University, Mt Gravatt, Brisbane, Queensland, 4111, Australia 
Phone: +61 (0)73735 5621 
Email: Patrick.Mitchell@student.griffith.edu.au 
 
Dear Participant, 
 
We invite you to take part in the above research project. Before you decide whether you want to participate or not, 
it is important that you understand why this research is undertaken and what it will involve. 
 
Please take the time to read the following information. Please do not hesitate to contact us if you need clarification 
on any details or if you require additional information. We feel it is important that you understand why we wish 
you to participate in the research project and therefore, we would like you to browse through this information at 
your leisure. 
 
The Research project 
The purpose of the research is to explore the place of theatre and performance in the Gold Coast of Australia. 
 
What does the project involve? 
The section of the research project that you are being asked to participate is a case study. As such the researcher 
seeks to track the journey of your company Mercury’s Wings as it strives to become the Gold Coast’s full time 
professional theatre company. 

• The project will involve in depth interviews with participants who are resident on the Gold Coast 
 

• A creative workshop involving participants in practical exercises exploring the contribution of, and 
relationship between the arts, creativity and the creative industries on the Gold Coast 

 
My involvement 
Will be as a participant/observer. This means I would seek not to generate, lead or manage activities within the 
organisation 
 
 
The basis by which participants will be selected or screened 
The participants will be made up of people acknowledged for their participation and contribution to the arts and/ 
or creative industries on the Gold Coast. Nominations will be drawn from the researchers own experience and 
nominations from arts organisations, individuals, local council, schools and universities in the area. 



The expected benefits of the research: 
 
The specific aims of the project are to 

• Understand and identify the relationship between the arts and creativity on the Gold Coast and the nature 
of any synergies with such developments as the creative industries. 

• Examine the applicability of national and international arts and creativity policy frameworks to the Gold 
Coast 

• Identify opportunities for growth and transformation of the arts and the creative industries in the Gold 
Coast 

• The research will ultimately seek to provide policy makers, practitioners and the community with 
information for future policy decisions that will enable the Gold Coast community to better exploit the 
activities and benefits that the arts and the creative industries may bring to the community. 

 
Risks to you 
It is envisaged that there will be no or extremely limited risks to participants. Participation will be limited to both 
interviews and a creative workshop in which the researchers are highly experienced in terms of management, 
administration and delivery. 
 
Your participation is voluntary 
It is for you to decide whether you wish to participate. If you decide to take part you will be asked to sign and 
return the enclosed consent form. Even if you decide to participate, you are still free to withdraw at any time and 
without giving a reason.  
 
Costs of Participation 
There will be no cost to participants in this project. 
 
Questions / further information 
The research project will form the basis of a thesis to be submitted by Patrick Mitchell as part of his PhD. If you 
require further information, please do not hesitate to contact Patrick Mitchell or Chief Investigator Michael 
Balfour. Contact details for both are found at the top of this information form. 
 
Feedback to you 
A summary of the findings of this research will be made available to you and other participants on request at the 
end of the project. 
 
Privacy Statement 
The conduct of this research will involve the collection, and use of identified personal information. The 
information collected is confidential and will not be disclosed to third parties without your consent, except to meet 
government, legal or other regulatory authority requirements. 
 
If you wish to not to be identified you will be able to signify this on the consent form. 
Once the study is completed, the national guidelines and University policy directs that at least a copy of the data 
must be lodged for appropriate storage within the school or Research Centre at Griffith University. 
For further information consult Griffith University’s privacy plan at www.gu.edu.au/ua/aa/vc/pp  
 
Contact for further information 
Thank you for taking the time to read this information and we hope that after careful consideration, you agree to 
participate in this project. Patrick Mitchell will contact you in a couple of weeks to see if you want to take part in 
this study. 
 
In the meantime if you have any questions that have not been answered in this information sheet please do not 
hesitate to contact Patrick Mitchell on 07 3735 5621 
 
Thank you for your attention. 
 
Patrick Mitchell 
 
The human ethics committee of Griffith University in accordance with National research Council’s guidelines has cleared this study. You are of 
course free to discuss your participation in this study with project staff (see contact details above for Professor Michael Balfour). 
 
If you would like to contact an officer of the University not involved in the study, you may contact the Griffith University Research Ethics Manager, 
Griffith University, Nathan Campus, Brisbane, Queensland, 4111, Australia. Tel. +61 (0)7 37355585 e.mail: G.Allen@griffith.edu.au 
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Appendix G 

Information Sheet Survey Showboat 



 
 

A PLACE IN THE SUN: 
An investigation into sustainable theatre ecologies on the Gold Coast, Australia 

INFORMATION SHEET: SURVEY PARTICIPANTS 

Principal Investigator: 
Professor Michael Balfour  
School of Education and Professional Studies,  
Griffith University, Mt Gravatt, Brisbane, Queensland, 4111, Australia.  
Phone +61 (0)73735 5688 Facsimile +61 (0)7 3735 6868  
Email: m.balfour@griffith.edu.au 
 
Co investigator: 
Professor Bruce Burton 
School of Education and Professional Studies,  
Griffith University, Mt Gravatt, Brisbane, Queensland, 4111, Australia.  
Phone +61 (0)73735 5741 Facsimile +61 (0)7 3735 6868  
Email: bruce.burton@griffith.edu.au 
 

Patrick Mitchell. MA. 
Co investigator: 

PhD. Candidate 
School of Education and Professional Studies, Griffith University, Mt Gravatt, Brisbane, Queensland, 4111, Australia 
Phone: +61 (0)73735 5621 
Email: Patrick.Mitchell@student.griffith.edu.au 
 
Dear Participant, 
 
We invite you to take part in the above research project. Before you decide whether you want to participate or not, 
it is important that you understand why this research is undertaken and what it will involve. 
 
Please take the time to read the following information. Please do not hesitate to contact us if you need clarification 
on any details or if you require additional information. We feel it is important that you understand why we wish 
you to participate in the research project and therefore, we would like you to browse through this information at 
your leisure. 
 
The Research project 
The purpose of the research is to explore the place of theatre and performance in the Gold Coast of Australia. 
The section of the research project that you are being asked to participate in is a case study. As such the research 
seeks to track the journey of Gold Coast Little Theatre’s production of Roger and Hammerstein’s musical 
Showboat from rehearsal to performance. 
 
What does the project involve? 

• Complete a survey form which seeks to understand: 

o What geographic parts of the Gold Coast are represented in the production 
o What cast members do outside the production in terms of employment and other occupations 
o Their views on the significance of theatre and performance to the Gold Coast region 

My involvement 
Will be as a participant/observer. This means I would seek not to generate, lead or manage activities within the 
organisation 
 
The basis by which participants will be selected or screened 
The participants will be made up of people acknowledged for their participation and contribution to the arts and/ 
or creative industries on the Gold Coast. Nominations will be drawn from the researchers own experience and 
nominations from arts organisations, individuals, local council, schools and universities in the area. 



The expected benefits of the research: 
 
The specific aims of the project are to 

• Understand and identify the relationship between the arts and creativity on the Gold Coast and the nature 
of any synergies with such developments as the creative industries. 

• Examine the applicability of national and international arts and creativity policy frameworks to the Gold 
Coast 

• Identify opportunities for growth and transformation of the arts and the creative industries in the Gold 
Coast 

• The research will ultimately seek to provide policy makers, practitioners and the community with 
information for future policy decisions that will enable the Gold Coast community to better exploit the 
activities and benefits that the arts and the creative industries may bring to the community. 

 
Risks to you 
It is envisaged that there will be no or extremely limited risks to participants. Participation will be limited to both 
interviews and a creative workshop in which the researchers are highly experienced in terms of management, 
administration and delivery. 
 
Your participation is voluntary 
It is for you to decide whether you wish to participate. If you decide to take part you will be asked to sign and 
return the enclosed consent form. Even if you decide to participate, you are still free to withdraw at any time and 
without giving a reason.  
 
Costs of Participation 
There will be no cost to participants in this project. 
 
Questions / further information 
The research project will form the basis of a thesis to be submitted by Patrick Mitchell as part of his PhD. If you 
require further information, please do not hesitate to contact Patrick Mitchell or Chief Investigator Michael 
Balfour. Contact details for both are found at the top of this information form. 
 
Feedback to you 
A summary of the findings of this research will be made available to you and other participants on request at the 
end of the project. 
 
Privacy Statement 
The conduct of this research will involve the collection, and use of identified personal information. The 
information collected is confidential and will not be disclosed to third parties without your consent, except to meet 
government, legal or other regulatory authority requirements. 
 
If you wish to not to be identified you will be able to signify this on the consent form. 
Once the study is completed, the national guidelines and University policy directs that at least a copy of the data 
must be lodged for appropriate storage within the school or Research Centre at Griffith University. 
For further information consult Griffith University’s privacy plan at www.gu.edu.au/ua/aa/vc/pp  
 
Contact for further information 
Thank you for taking the time to read this information and we hope that after careful consideration, you agree to 
participate in this project. Patrick Mitchell will contact you in a couple of weeks to see if you want to take part in 
this study. 
 
In the meantime if you have any questions that have not been answered in this information sheet please do not 
hesitate to contact Patrick Mitchell on 07 3735 5621 
 
Thank you for your attention. 
 
Patrick Mitchell 
 
The human ethics committee of Griffith University in accordance with National research Council’s guidelines has cleared this study. You are of 
course free to discuss your participation in this study with project staff (see contact details above for Professor Michael Balfour). 
 
If you would like to contact an officer of the University not involved in the study, you may contact the Griffith University Research Ethics Manager, 
Griffith University, Nathan Campus, Brisbane, Queensland, 4111, Australia. Tel. +61 (0)7 37355585 e.mail: G.Allen@griffith.edu.au 
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Appendix H 

Consent Form Theatre Mapping 



 
A PLACE IN THE SUN: 

An investigation into sustainable theatre ecologies on the Gold Coast, Australia 

CONSENT FORM: THEATRE MAPPING PARTICIPANTS 

Principal Investigator: 
Professor Michael Balfour  
School of Education and Professional Studies,  
Griffith University, Mt Gravatt, Brisbane, Queensland, 4111, Australia.  
Phone +61 (0)73735 5688 Facsimile +61 (0)7 3735 6868  
Email: m.balfour@griffith.edu.au 
 
Co investigator: 
Professor Bruce Burton 
School of Education and Professional Studies,  
Griffith University, Mt Gravatt, Brisbane, Queensland, 4111, Australia.  
Phone +61 (0)73735 5741 Facsimile +61 (0)7 3735 6868  
Email: bruce.burton@griffith.edu.au 
 

Patrick Mitchell. MA. 
Co investigator: 

PhD. Candidate 
School of Education and Professional Studies, Griffith University, Mt Gravatt, Brisbane, Queensland, 4111, Australia 
Phone: +61 (0)73735 5621 
Email: Patrick.Mitchell@student.griffith.edu.au 
 
Dear Participant, 
 
By signing below, I confirm that I have read and understood the information sheet and in particular have noted that: 

• I understand that my involvement in this research will include  
o Participation in an interview (maximum duration: two hours) with Co –investigator Patrick Mitchell 
o Participation in a creative research workshop with Patrick Mitchell on the Gold Coast and the 

significance of arts and creativity in the community. 
• I have had any questions that I may have answered to my satisfaction;  
• I understand the risks involved;  
• I understand that there will be no direct benefit to me from my participation in this research;  
• I understand that my participation in this research is voluntary; 
• I understand that if I have any additional questions I can contact the research team;  
• I understand that I am free to withdraw at any time, without comment or penalty;  
• I understand that I can contact the Manager, Research Ethics, at Griffith University Human Research Ethics 

Committee on 3735 5585 (or research-ethics@griffith.edu.au) if I have any concerns about the ethical conduct 
of the project. 

Are you willing to be identified as part of the research? Please circle either yes or no. Yes.   No. 

I agree to participate in the project.  

 
Name 
 
Signature 
 
Date 
 
 
Thank you for your attention.    Patrick Mitchell 
 
The human ethics committee of Griffith University in accordance with National research Council’s guidelines has cleared this study. You are of 
course free to discuss your participation in this study with project staff (see contact details above for Professor Michael Balfour). 
 
If you would like to contact an officer of the University not involved in the study, you may contact the Griffith University Research Ethics Manager, 
Griffith University, Nathan Campus, Brisbane, Queensland, 4111, Australia. Tel. +61 (0)7 37355585 e.mail: G.Allen@griffith.edu.au 
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Appendix I 

Consent Form Key Participant Interviews 



 
A PLACE IN THE SUN: 

An investigation into sustainable theatre ecologies on the Gold Coast, Australia 

CONSENT FORM: KEY PARTICIPANT INTERVIEWS 

Principal Investigator: 
Professor Michael Balfour  
School of Education and Professional Studies,  
Griffith University, Mt Gravatt, Brisbane, Queensland, 4111, Australia.  
Phone +61 (0)73735 5688 Facsimile +61 (0)7 3735 6868  
Email: m.balfour@griffith.edu.au 
 
Co investigator: 
Professor Bruce Burton 
School of Education and Professional Studies,  
Griffith University, Mt Gravatt, Brisbane, Queensland, 4111, Australia.  
Phone +61 (0)73735 5741 Facsimile +61 (0)7 3735 6868  
Email: bruce.burton@griffith.edu.au 
 

Patrick Mitchell. MA. 
Co investigator: 

PhD. Candidate 
School of Education and Professional Studies, Griffith University, Mt Gravatt, Brisbane, Queensland, 4111, Australia 
Phone: +61 (0)73735 5621 
Email: Patrick.Mitchell@student.griffith.edu.au 
 
Dear Participant, 
 
By signing below, I confirm that I have read and understood the information sheet and in particular have noted that: 

• I understand that my involvement in this research will include  
o Participation in an interview (maximum duration: two hours) with Co –investigator Patrick Mitchell 
o Participation in a creative research workshop with Patrick Mitchell on the Gold Coast and the 

significance of arts and creativity in the community. 
• I have had any questions that I may have answered to my satisfaction;  
• I understand the risks involved;  
• I understand that there will be no direct benefit to me from my participation in this research;  
• I understand that my participation in this research is voluntary; 
• I understand that if I have any additional questions I can contact the research team;  
• I understand that I am free to withdraw at any time, without comment or penalty;  
• I understand that I can contact the Manager, Research Ethics, at Griffith University Human Research Ethics 

Committee on 3735 5585 (or research-ethics@griffith.edu.au) if I have any concerns about the ethical conduct 
of the project. 

Are you willing to be identified as part of the research? Please circle either yes or no. Yes.   No. 

I agree to participate in the project.  

 
Name 
 
Signature 
 
Date 
 
 
Thank you for your attention.    Patrick Mitchell 
 
The human ethics committee of Griffith University in accordance with National research Council’s guidelines has cleared this study. You are of 
course free to discuss your participation in this study with project staff (see contact details above for Professor Michael Balfour). 
 
If you would like to contact an officer of the University not involved in the study, you may contact the Griffith University Research Ethics Manager, 
Griffith University, Nathan Campus, Brisbane, Queensland, 4111, Australia. Tel. +61 (0)7 37355585 e.mail: G.Allen@griffith.edu.au 
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Appendix J 

Consent Form Case Study 1 Interviews 



 
A PLACE IN THE SUN: 

An investigation into sustainable theatre ecologies on the Gold Coast, Australia 

CONSENT FORM: CASE STUDY 1 PARTICIPANTS 

Principal Investigator: 
Professor Michael Balfour  
School of Education and Professional Studies,  
Griffith University, Mt Gravatt, Brisbane, Queensland, 4111, Australia.  
Phone +61 (0)73735 5688 Facsimile +61 (0)7 3735 6868  
Email: m.balfour@griffith.edu.au 
 
Co investigator: 
Professor Bruce Burton 
School of Education and Professional Studies,  
Griffith University, Mt Gravatt, Brisbane, Queensland, 4111, Australia.  
Phone +61 (0)73735 5741 Facsimile +61 (0)7 3735 6868  
Email: bruce.burton@griffith.edu.au 
 

Patrick Mitchell. MA. 
Co investigator: 

PhD. Candidate 
School of Education and Professional Studies, Griffith University, Mt Gravatt, Brisbane, Queensland, 4111, Australia 
Phone: +61 (0)73735 5621 
Email: Patrick.Mitchell@student.griffith.edu.au 
 
Dear Participant, 
 
By signing below, I confirm that I have read and understood the information sheet and in particular have noted that: 

• I understand that my involvement in this research will include  
o I understand that my involvement in this research will be as a participant in a case study. The subject 

of this study will be my participation in amateur theatre on the Gold Coast; 
• I have had any questions that I may have answered to my satisfaction;  
• I understand the risks involved;  
• I understand that there will be no direct benefit to me from my participation in this research;  
• I understand that my participation in this research is voluntary; 
• I understand that if I have any additional questions I can contact the research team;  
• I understand that I am free to withdraw at any time, without comment or penalty;  
• I understand that I can contact the Manager, Research Ethics, at Griffith University Human Research Ethics 

Committee on 3735 5585 (or research-ethics@griffith.edu.au) if I have any concerns about the ethical conduct 
of the project. 

Are you willing to be identified as part of the research? Please circle either yes or no. Yes.   No. 

I agree to participate in the project.  

 
Name 
 
Signature 
 
Date 
 
 
Thank you for your attention.    Patrick Mitchell 
 
The human ethics committee of Griffith University in accordance with National research Council’s guidelines has cleared this study. You are of 
course free to discuss your participation in this study with project staff (see contact details above for Professor Michael Balfour). 
 
If you would like to contact an officer of the University not involved in the study, you may contact the Griffith University Research Ethics Manager, 
Griffith University, Nathan Campus, Brisbane, Queensland, 4111, Australia. Tel. +61 (0)7 37355585 e.mail: G.Allen@griffith.edu.au 
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Appendix K 

Consent Form Case Study 2 Interviews Mercury’s 

Wings 

 

 



 
A PLACE IN THE SUN: 

An investigation into sustainable theatre ecologies on the Gold Coast, Australia 

CONSENT FORM: CASE STUDY 2 PARTICIPANTS 

Principal Investigator: 
Professor Michael Balfour  
School of Education and Professional Studies,  
Griffith University, Mt Gravatt, Brisbane, Queensland, 4111, Australia.  
Phone +61 (0)73735 5688 Facsimile +61 (0)7 3735 6868  
Email: m.balfour@griffith.edu.au 
 
Co investigator: 
Professor Bruce Burton 
School of Education and Professional Studies,  
Griffith University, Mt Gravatt, Brisbane, Queensland, 4111, Australia.  
Phone +61 (0)73735 5741 Facsimile +61 (0)7 3735 6868  
Email: bruce.burton@griffith.edu.au 
 

Patrick Mitchell. MA. 
Co investigator: 

PhD. Candidate 
School of Education and Professional Studies, Griffith University, Mt Gravatt, Brisbane, Queensland, 4111, Australia 
Phone: +61 (0)73735 5621 
Email: Patrick.Mitchell@student.griffith.edu.au 
 
Dear Participant, 
 
By signing below, I confirm that I have read and understood the information sheet and in particular have noted that: 

• I understand that my involvement in this research will include  
o I understand that my involvement in this research will be as a participant in a case study. The subject 

of this study will be the theatre company, Mercury’s Wings and its journey to full time, professional 
status. 

• I have had any questions that I may have answered to my satisfaction;  
• I understand the risks involved;  
• I understand that there will be no direct benefit to me from my participation in this research;  
• I understand that my participation in this research is voluntary; 
• I understand that if I have any additional questions I can contact the research team;  
• I understand that I am free to withdraw at any time, without comment or penalty;  
• I understand that I can contact the Manager, Research Ethics, at Griffith University Human Research Ethics 

Committee on 3735 5585 (or research-ethics@griffith.edu.au) if I have any concerns about the ethical conduct 
of the project. 

Are you willing to be identified as part of the research? Please circle either yes or no. Yes.   No. 

I agree to participate in the project.  

 
Name 
 
Signature 
 
Date 
 
 
Thank you for your attention.    Patrick Mitchell 
 
The human ethics committee of Griffith University in accordance with National research Council’s guidelines has cleared this study. You are of 
course free to discuss your participation in this study with project staff (see contact details above for Professor Michael Balfour). 
 
If you would like to contact an officer of the University not involved in the study, you may contact the Griffith University Research Ethics Manager, 
Griffith University, Nathan Campus, Brisbane, Queensland, 4111, Australia. Tel. +61 (0)7 37355585 e.mail: G.Allen@griffith.edu.au 
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Appendix L 

Interviewees Names & Titles 



 A Place in the Sun: Theatre and Performance on the Gold Coast of Australia 
Interviewees Names and Titles: 

 

Case Study 1 Participants 

As cited in thesis Interviewees Name and Role in the Gold Coast Theatre Ecology 

(J.S., personal communication, 

December 15, 2009) 
Julanne Shearer – Director, Showboat 

(M.C., personal communication, 

May 17, 2010) 
Marilyn Culel – Cast member Showboat 

(F.C., personal communication, May 

17, 2010) 
Frank Culel – Cast member Showboat 

(K.R., personal communication, May 

23, 2010) 
Kim Reynolds – Director, Sweet Charity 

(J.S., personal communication, May 

25, 2010) 
Julanne Shearer – Director, Showboat 

(L.E., personal communication, May 

25, 2010) 
Lawrence Esmond – Cast member Showboat 

(R.N., personal communication, May 

26, 2010) 
Rhylee Nowell – Director, The Boy from Oz 

(V.T., personal communication, June 

16, 2010) 
Vicky Toovey – Cast member Showboat 



 A Place in the Sun: Theatre and Performance on the Gold Coast of Australia 
Interviewees Names and Titles: 

 

Case Study 2 Participants 

As cited in thesis Interviewees Name and Role in the Gold Coast Theatre Ecology 

(C. S-S., personal communication, 

November 16, 2009) 
Claudine. Stephen-Smith – Mercury’s Wings Director 

(J.A., personal communication, 

November 16, 2009) 
James Anderson – Mercury’s Wings Director 

(C. S-S., personal communication, 

December 12, 2009) 
Claudine. Stephen-Smith – Mercury’s Wings Director 

(J.A., personal communication, 

December 12, 2009) 
James Anderson – Mercury’s Wings Director 

(C. S-S., personal communication, 

February 07, 2010) 
Claudine. Stephen-Smith – Mercury’s Wings Director 

(J.A., personal communication, 

February 07, 2010) 
James Anderson – Mercury’s Wings Director 

(C. S-S., personal communication, 

March 07, 2010) 
Claudine. Stephen-Smith – Mercury’s Wings Director 

(J.A., personal communication, 

March 07, 2010) 
James Anderson – Mercury’s Wings Director 

(C. S-S., personal communication, 

April 08, 2010) 
Claudine. Stephen-Smith – Mercury’s Wings Director 

(J.A., personal communication, April 

08, 2010) 
James Anderson – Mercury’s Wings Director 

(C. S-S., personal communication, 

May 23, 2010) 
Claudine. Stephen-Smith – Mercury’s Wings Director 

(J.A., personal communication, May 

23, 2010) 
James Anderson – Mercury’s Wings Director 

(C. S-S., personal communication, 

June 20, 2010) 
Claudine. Stephen-Smith – Mercury’s Wings Director 

(J.A., personal communication, June 

20, 2010) 
James Anderson – Mercury’s Wings Director 

 (C. S-S., personal communication, 

July 11, 2010) 
Claudine. Stephen-Smith – Mercury’s Wings Director 

(J.A., personal communication, July 

11, 2010) 
James Anderson – Mercury’s Wings Director 



 A Place in the Sun: Theatre and Performance on the Gold Coast of Australia 
Interviewees Names and Titles: 

 

Case Study 2 Participants cont. 

(C. S-S., personal communication, 

July 22, 2010) 
Claudine. Stephen-Smith – Mercury’s Wings Director 

(J.A., personal communication, July 

22, 2010) 
James Anderson – Mercury’s Wings Director 

(C. S-S., personal communication, 

October 10, 2010) 
Claudine. Stephen-Smith – Mercury’s Wings Director 

(J.A., personal communication, 

October 10, 2010) 
James Anderson – Mercury’s Wings Director 

(C. S-S., personal communication, 

December 21, 2010) 
Claudine. Stephen-Smith – Mercury’s Wings Director 

(J.A., personal communication, 

December 21, 2010) 
James Anderson – Mercury’s Wings Director 

(C. S-S., personal communication, 

August 22, 2012) 
Claudine. Stephen-Smith – Mercury’s Wings Director 

(J.A., personal communication, 

August 22, 2012) 
James Anderson – Mercury’s Wings Director 



 A Place in the Sun: Theatre and Performance on the Gold Coast of Australia 
Interviewees Names and Titles: 

 

Key Participant Interviewees 

As cited in thesis Interviewees Name and Role in the Gold Coast Theatre Ecology 

(S.G., personal communication, 

October 06, 2009) 
Steven Gration – Theatre director and academic 

(K.H., personal communication, 

October 15, 2009) 

Kylie Hicks – Performance artist, theatre practitioner and 

academic 

(J.B., personal communication, 

October 29, 2009) 

Joel Beskin – Theatre elder, performer and Gold Coast Theatre 

Alliance Founder 

(A.T., personal communication, 

October 29, 2009) 

Andrew Trump – GCCC cultural development officer and 

occasional theatre performer 

 (N.M., personal communication, 

November 04, 2009) 

Naomi Middlebrook – Drama teacher, theatre practitioner and 

Arts Centre Gold Coast board member 

(K.P., personal communication, 

November 09, 2009) 
Kate Peters – Theatre producer, performer and journalist 

(R.S., personal communication, 

November 09, 2009) 
Rosanne Stower – Performer, Theatre company member, Pastor 

(R.Y., personal communication, 

November 13, 2009) 

Robert Young – Theatre producer, previous artistic director of 

Arts Centre Gold Coast 

(R.Y., personal communication, 

November 21, 2009) 

Robert Young  – Theatre producer, previous artistic director of 

Arts Centre Gold Coast 

(C.H., personal communication, 

December 02, 2009) 
Clem Halpin – Spotlight Theatre Company producer 

(K.P., personal communication, 

December 15, 2009) 
Kate Peters – Theatre producer, performer and journalist 

(D.P., personal communication, 

December 16, 2009) 
Destry Puia – General manager of Arts Centre Gold Coast 

(J.A., personal communication, 

March 03, 2010) 
John Arthars – Drama teacher and theatre practitioner 

(W.F., personal communication, 

March 10, 2010) 
Wendy Fay – Theatre producer 

(W.F., personal communication, 

March 31, 2010) 
Wendy Fay – Theatre producer 

(T.M., personal communication, 

April 21, 2010) 
Tom McSweeney – Film casting director and theatre producer 



 A Place in the Sun: Theatre and Performance on the Gold Coast of Australia 
Interviewees Names and Titles: 

 

Key Participant Interviewees  cont. 

As cited in thesis Interviewees Name and Role in the Gold Coast Theatre Ecology 

(A.K., personal communication, 

April 21, 2010) 
Adam King – Film casting director and theatre performer 

(D.F., personal communication, 

April 27, 2010) 
Di Francis – Drama teacher and theatre practitioner 

(S.C., personal communication, May 

11, 2010) 
Shane Caddaye – Theatre practitioner and theatre photographer 

(A.K., personal communication, May 

12, 2010) 
Adam King – Film casting director and theatre 

(D.W., personal communication, 

June 19, 2010) 
Denis Warren – Theatre producer and stage manager 

(C.S., personal communication, June 

28, 2010) 

Cilla Scott – Drama teacher and Spotlight Theatre Company 

director 

(J.M., personal communication, 

November 11, 2010) 

Jock McIlwain – Gold Coast developer, former councillor, major 

arts and community benefactor 

(V.B., personal communication, 

April 04, 2011) 
Vicki Buenen – Theatre producer and production manager 

 
 
 
 


