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Abstract 
Ecodrama can be defined as theatre which explores the reciprocal connection between humans and the ‘more-than-human’ 
world. This paper focuses on an ecodrama event performed in Armidale at the Black Gully Music Festival as part of the 
EcoArts Australia Ephemera project (November 2016). Integral to this work was the concept of the Living Stage – a 
recyclable, biodegradable and partially edible performance space, which combines stage design with living plants and 
community engagement. Armidale’s Living Stage (entitled The Bower Stage) was central to the celebration of the newly 
restored Black Gully, behind the New England Regional Art Museum (NERAM) which has increasingly become a hub for 
environmental and creative activity. Using the Bower Stage as our Performance space, we created an ecodrama which engaged 
students from three local High Schools in devising theatre that explored environmental issues. Theatre and music created an 
immersive and experiential performance. The style was vaudeville, and the audience were invited to enter on a journey into 
“The Environment”, which was presented as a pristine and precious commodity.  The themes included: our connection with 
the natural world; climate change; water security; human impacts on the environment, and our individual and collective 
responsibility. This paper examines how ecodrama can be used as a tool for the Arts to contribute to environmental issues. 
 
Introduction 
This paper describes an ecodrama event performed in Armidale at the Black Gully Music Festival as part of the 
EcoArts Australia Ephemera project (November 2016). Integral to this work was the concept of the Living Stage 
– a recyclable, biodegradable and partially edible performance space, which combines stage design with living 
plants and community engagement. Armidale’s Living Stage (entitled The Bower Stage) was central to the 
celebration of the newly restored Black Gully, behind the New England Regional Art Museum (NERAM), which 
has increasingly become a hub for environmental and creative activity. The stage was created by ecoscenographer 
(ecological stage designer) Tanja Beer. Using the Bower Stage as our Performance space, we (Julie Collins, 
lecturer and theatre practitioner, Camille Dunsford, school teacher and Katy Walsh, school teacher), created an 
ecodrama which engaged students from three local High Schools in devising theatre that explored environmental 
issues.  
 
The Project 
Transdisciplinary practice has been identified as an essential component of tackling the complex problems of the 
future for regenerative development (Hirsch et al. 2008). The Arts can make an important contribution in 
increasing our creative capacity to generate solutions to environmental problems. Ecodrama, defined as theatre 
which explores the reciprocal connection between humans and the more-than-human world, describes works with 
environmental themes that deepen our awareness of our ecological identity (May 2007). Participatory and 
performative events have the potential to build empathy and inspire changes in behaviour; our intention in 
performing an ecodrama at Black Gully was to raise environmental consciousness in the context of place, identity 
and community. The style of our theatre piece was vaudeville, and the audience were invited to enter on a journey 
into “The Environment”, which was presented as a pristine and precious commodity. The themes included: our 
connection with the natural world; climate change; water security; human impacts on the environment, and our 
individual and collective responsibility. The young people involved were encouraged to research the topics and 
reflect on their own attitudes and behaviours. 

Integral to the work was the concept of the Living Stage – a recyclable, biodegradable and partially edible 
performance space, combining stage design with living plants and community engagement. The stage included 
kokedamas (or moss balls), a Japanese art-form where a plant's root system is wrapped in moss and bound with 
string, transforming it into a sculptural and suspended art form. Capturing the Japanese aesthetic of Wabi-sabi1, 
kokedama-making is an appreciation of natural beauty, where ideas of simplicity, fragility, humility, adaptation 
and growth are moulded and wrapped into spherical forms. Each moss ball was lovingly crafted and hung in the 
space to create a suspended forest of living globes. The beauty of kokedamas is tempered by the fact that they are 
ephemeral, they need to be nurtured and watered and eventually, planted out; thus they are a good symbol for our 
relationship with the natural world. Kokedamas are symbols of beauty and tranquillity but they are also a 
reminder of the fragility of nature, and what we stand to lose if we disconnect from the environment that nurtures 
and supports us. There were several workshops where people were able to make the moss balls, in a symbolic act 
of developing a nurturing relationship with the living systems. Working with living systems allowed the 

                                       
1 Wabi-Sabi is a Japanese concept of aesthetics which includes notions of authenticity, modesty, rustic elegance, refined 
beauty, humility, imperfection, transience and a connection to nature. Nature’s cycles of growth, decay, and erosion are 
embodied in artefacts that accentuate natural materials, rough textures, frayed edges and subtle hues. 
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participants to see themselves as intrinsically connected to nature, to experience the environment not as something 
to tame or control, but rather as an extension of themselves.  

The form of theatre used in our Ecodrama was immersive, site specific and interactive. In immersive theatre, the 
audience members are not passive bystanders  (Machon 2013). They are part of the story; that role may be as a 
witness or even an actual character; they are empowered to act. This contrasts with the conventional model of 
theatre, where an audience sits silently in the dark, feeling comforted, or defeated by the performance, but unable 
to take action.   Our vaudeville sideshow was recreated in the University grounds for the opening of the Restore, 
Regenerate,Revegetate Conference (February 2017). It transformed in response to the changed environment of 
landscaped gardens, and water features and we introduced new characters to inhabit the space.  

The goals of this production were: 

1. To raise awareness of environmental issues in the audience and participants alike; 
2. To encourage emotional responses to these issues, including empathy or anger; 
3. To encourage a sense of community engagement; 

While these goals guided us in the making of the work, a larger question became about how to measure the impact 
of immersive theatre and artistic work. Can it really change people’s thoughts and feelings, and most notably 
actions towards the environment? As an exercise in community engagement, our ecodrama was undoubtedly 
successful. Many people volunteered their time to help and participate. The audience at Black Gully were from a 
very broad and multicultural demographic, but mainly children and their families, which was an ideal target 
audience for conveying messages about environmental issues. Anecdotally, many audience members reported 
feeling moved by the performance. This was largely because the environmental messages were delivered by 
children and young people –those who will be most impacted by our inaction on environmental issues and who 
are symbolic of all future generations.  

An effective tool for measuring the initial impact of this type of work could be an attitudinal survey to allow 
participants and audience members to report thoughts, feelings, and attitudes towards various statements that 
correspond to the articulated goals.  

Discussion 
There is no doubt that Science employs a great deal of creativity, but recent debates over science education have 
asked how that should be achieved; do we merely do more maths, or do we deliberately foster creativity?  A 
cognitive understanding of scientific concepts does not necessarily facilitate tangible and constructive action on 
global issues (Evans 2014). Personal and collective transformation requires creative, participatory processes and 
adaptive capacities that foster hands-on resilience, collective learning and transformative action in response to 
socio-ecological issues (Curtis et al. 2013; Beer 2015; Heras & Tabara 2016). There is evidence that the Arts can 
help educate people on environmental themes, communicate ideas and provoke emotional responses such as 
empathy and anger that may invoke behavioural changes in audience members. This provides an argument for 
scientists to work closely with artists to communicate facts and ideas that impact strongly on the real World. This 
promotes an integration of the Science and Arts in the same way that Indigenous peoples conceive of knowledge, 
with an appreciation of its holistic nature; Indigenous Australian understandings of ‘caring for country,’ embeds 
social, cultural and ecological connection to place (Zurba & Berkes 2014).  

Ecodrama in the context of the Black Gully Music Festival reached a wide multicultural and intergenerational 
audience. By delivering an engaging and immersive story on a living stage in a non-didactic way, it is hoped that 
a seed of good intention was planted in the hearts and minds of participants and audience alike; from little things, 
big things can surely grow. 
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