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I N T R O D U C T I O N

This article explores theatre in very remote1 Australia, where both 
academic and policy discourse have so far been extremely limited. 
The Australian Statistical Geography Standard (ASGS) designation of  
‘very remote’ is the last on a scale of  five classifications of  remoteness 
that are used to inform research and policy development. They were 
formulated on the basis of  a measure of  relative access to services, and 
consist of: major cities, inner regional, outer regional, remote and very 
remote.2 The vast majority of  Australia’s landmass has been designated 
‘very remote’, and although much of  this is largely uninhabited,3 there 
are many small towns, communities, camps and settlements scattered 
throughout that are home to 0.8 per cent of  the total population.4 
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Examining theatre in this context represents an interesting case. While 
their geographical, cultural and social diversity means that Australia’s 
very remote regions certainly cannot be described in monolithic terms, 
the proportion of  the population that is Aboriginal or Torres Strait 
Islander in very remote regions is much higher than non-Indigenous;5 
they are (as defined by the ASGS structure) extremely isolated from 
major towns, cities and services, and they therefore differ markedly 
from what might be termed ‘mainstream’ Australia in terms of  culture, 
landscape, lifestyle and livelihoods.

The distinctive set of  conditions that characterises very remote 
Australia gives rise to distinctive kinds of  theatre and performance, for 
which there exists little documentation beyond studies of  traditional 
First Nations cultural performance. From a policy perspective, most 
government bodies at the national and state or territory level conflate 
‘remote’ and ‘very remote’ (often drawing both under the banner 
of  ‘regional’) when formulating economic, arts and cultural policy; 
and as we will discuss, even the academic studies that have sought to 
challenge this are often focused on regional cities and large towns. 
This oversight has led to a gap in theatre studies, and arts and cultural 
studies more broadly, that consequently risks the continued marginal-
isation of  very remote regions, and their artists, stories and audiences. 
Using the Barkly Region in the Northern Territory as a case study, we 
therefore undertake some foundational work towards correcting this, 
asking: What forms and styles of  theatre are produced and presented 
in very remote Australia? Which people and stories does it represent? 
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And what are the unique challenges and opportunities that theatre 
faces in a very remote context?

We draw on findings from the Australian Research Council 
Linkage project Creative Barkly: Sustaining the Arts and Creative 
Sector in Remote Australia (2016–19), which investigated the arts and 
creative sector in the Barkly and how it contributed to cultural, social 
and economic development.6 While the Barkly is home to a thriving 
arts and creative sector, we found that theatre occupied a marginal 
place relative to other art forms such as music and visual arts. Only 
8.3 per cent of  Barkly artists were involved in the theatre practices 
identified for this article, and theatre formed only a small proportion 
of  the output for key arts organisations such as Barkly Regional 
Arts. Forms such as cabaret, community circus, street theatre and 
bush poetry performances were more prevalent than conventional, 
home-grown theatre productions or touring works for the stage; 
and these were almost always delivered with a strong emphasis on 
community engaged practice.

By outlining a brief  history of  theatre in the region and 
examining more closely the contemporary context, we discuss a 
number of  forces and factors, largely associated with the region’s 
remoteness, that have contributed to theatre’s marginal place and 
influenced the forms and styles that are favoured there. And yet 
we argue that theatre in the Barkly (when it occurs) has much to 
contribute to communities, and that developing more diverse con-
temporary forms and styles within the region would provide unique 
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perspectives on life in very remote Australia. This article therefore lays 
the foundations for further research that might inform academic and 
policy discourse around theatre in very remote Australia. This will 
be vital for enabling governments to make equitable arts and cultural 
policy, deepening our understanding of  what theatre contributes 
to the cultural life of  very remote towns and communities, and 
developing a more nuanced picture of  Australian theatre as a whole.

B A C K G R O U N D :  T H E  B A R K LY  R E G I O N

The Barkly Local Government Area covers around 320,000 square 
kilometres – larger than the state of  Victoria – but has a population 
of  only 7,392 (Figure 1).7 A total of  44.0 per cent of  the population 
is located in Tennant Creek, situated on the Stuart Highway around 
500 kilometres north of  Alice Springs and just under 1,000 kilometres 
south of  Darwin. A number of  smaller towns, communities and 
outstations are distributed widely across the region and distances 
between communities are many hundreds of  kilometres with unsealed 
roads, often in very poor condition. These distances are exacerbated 
by extreme weather conditions, such as extended periods of  heat and 
dry, followed by flooding rains that make roads impassable.
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F I G U R E  1 :  BA R K LY  R E G I O N  L O C A L  G OV E R N M E N T  A R E A .  I M AG E :  M A P 
DATA  ©  2 0 1 9  G B R M PA ,  G O O G L E .

The Barkly encompasses a vast and varied landscape that includes 
a large proportion of  desert, as well as the black soil plains of  the 
Barkly Tableland. Around Tennant Creek and the Stuart Highway, 
where most of  our study was centred, the land is largely flat, with a 
huge expanse of  sky stretching over low scrub and spinifex grassland 
and dramatic rock formations such as Karlu Karlu and Kunjara – 
both significant cultural sites for the Warumungu traditional owners. 
Around 68.1 per cent of  the population is comprised of  First Nations 
Peoples, with sixteen different First Nations language groups repre-
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sented.8 The remaining demographic profile is made up of  non-In-
digenous Australian born and 7.0 per cent overseas born from regions 
across Oceania, Europe, Asia, the Americas and sub-Saharan Africa, 
with 49.0 per cent of  the population speaking a language other than 
English at home.9 The main industries, in terms of  economic output 
and employment in the Barkly, are agriculture, forestry and fishing, 
healthcare and social assistance and public administration and safety.10

The Barkly is a highly creative region with seven art centres 
and a broad array of  art forms and creative activities being practised 
by adults of  all ages across its culturally diverse population. While 
the Barkly is more widely known for painting and music, we found 
that several other creative practices – such as photography, drawing 
and teaching or facilitating – were also strong. Alongside the Barkly’s 
cultural strengths, there exists extreme socio-economic disadvantage, 
with indicators of  homelessness, domestic violence, unemployment, 
poverty and ill-health at much higher than national averages.11 Our 
study found that the arts and creativity played a key role in cultural 
transmission among both First Nations and non-Indigenous partic-
ipants, enhancing health and well-being, strengthening community 
esteem and identity in the face of  negative stories and stereotypes 
about the region, and providing flexible livelihoods and avenues for 
social enterprise.
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M E T H O D O L O G Y

For the Creative Barkly research, we worked closely with partners 
Barkly Regional Arts (BRA) and Regional Development Australia, 
Northern Territory (RDANT) to address a pressing need for evi-
dence-based research that would examine how this sector functioned 
in very remote Australia and where its growth potential lay. Data was 
collected in two key phases. Phase one consisted of  a mapping process 
where the research team undertook extensive face-to-face surveys with 
120 adult artists in communities across the Barkly Region, as well as 
sector interviews with thirty-six key stakeholders and organisations. 
This constituted the first cultural mapping of  its kind undertaken 
in the region, providing significant information about the kinds of  
activities that Barkly artists and creative workers were involved in 
and how they were supported by colleagues, communities, organ-
isations and networks in the region. Phase two consisted of  case 
studies of  arts programmes and organisations in order to provide a 
picture of  how these programmes and organisations were supporting 
the arts and creative sector in the Barkly Region. We adopted an 
ecological approach to the research design,12 recognising relation-
ships and patterns between traditionally separated domains such as 
commercial, amateur and subsidised, and included cross-cultural, 
cross-art form and cross-sector perspectives. The holistic approach 
honoured the importance of  First Nations arts and art centres, but 
also acknowledged the multicultural diversity of  creative activity in 
the region.
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For this article, we explored the original dataset for references 
to theatre, and conducted additional searches in the AusStage 
database, Trove (the Australian library database aggregator), and 
grey literature from organisations such as Artback NT13 whom we 
knew to be touring theatre in the region. Artback NT EO Louise 
Partos had provided an interview for the original project and we 
conducted a follow-up interview with Barkly Regional Arts EO Alan 
Murn that focused specifically on theatre. As the principal arts organ-
isation in the region, BRA has been instrumental in producing and 
presenting theatre in Tennant Creek and remote communities, often 
in partnership with Artback NT, major performing arts companies, 
schools and other organisations. It is important to note, however, 
that while some productions toured to smaller communities such as 
Ali Curung and Elliott, the majority of  theatre activity occurring in 
the Barkly was concentrated in the larger centre of  Tennant Creek, 
which therefore dominates the discussion here.

We have grouped a number of  performance practices under 
the banner of  ‘theatre’: mainstage, independent and amateur theatre 
productions; street theatre; circus (for our purposes, this refers to 
community circus); cabaret; educational theatre; school-based theatre 
productions (for example, musicals); poetry performances (primarily 
bush poetry); and multi-arts performances incorporating theatre. For 
many of  these categories, we include touring productions or artists 
visiting the region as well as homegrown works. We do not include 
dance, opera or ballet, although our research showed that these were 
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also represented in the region. These practices have been selected 
following the holistic design of  the larger study, drawing from our 
knowledge of  theatre-based performance practices in the region and 
the broad church definition for ‘theatre’ offered by Australia Council 
for the Arts.14 Like all First Nations cultures across what is now 
known as Australia, there is a rich history of  traditional song, dance 
and story-telling that stretches back for millennia and continues to be 
practised in the Barkly today. This article does not specifically address 
First Nations cultural performances, although First Nations stories, 
music, art, dance and other cultural forms are often integral to the 
categories of  theatre that are under examination here.

T H E A T R E  I N  T H E  B A R K LY:  A  B R I E F  H I S T O RY 

Historical and contemporary analyses of  theatre in the Northern 
Territory (let alone the Barkly) are difficult to uncover. Most scholarly 
and policy studies into theatre in regional or remote Australia remain 
focused on larger centres – in the Northern Territory, this means 
Alice Springs or Darwin – which results in a dearth of  information 
about its existence in very remote towns and communities. While 
it is beyond the scope of  this article to map out a comprehensive 
history, preliminary searching allows us to trace a tenuous thread 
for theatre in the Barkly from the early days of  Tennant Creek in 
the 1930s up until the turn of  the millennium. It focuses initially 
on Anglo-European forms of  theatre; however, from the late 1960s 
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onwards, a more sophisticated alternative theatre that integrated 
First Nations stories and performance forms and more accurately 
represented Australia’s multicultural population began to emerge.15 
We acknowledge, however, that the brief  summary in this section is 
laced with a complex and deeply problematic history of  colonisation 
that warrants rigorous critique.

While there may have been examples of  Anglo-European 
styles of  theatre occurring across what is now the Barky Region in 
cattle stations and scattered smaller settlements, we found no evidence 
of  this, and therefore our focus is Tennant Creek. This larger town 
on the Stuart Highway between Alice Springs and Darwin is situated 
on Warumungu Country. The earliest record that we were able to 
find of  theatre activity occurring in the Barkly was a report from the 
Newcastle Morning Herald and Miners’ Advocate in 194916 about Mr 
Trevor Watson, a semi-professional magician and a corporal in an 
Army entertainment unit, who gave performances at Tennant Creek 
and Elliott while on his way to Darwin. Aside from practising magic, 
he was described as an exponent of  ventriloquism, mind-reading, 
paper-tearing, and a lesser-known theatrical diversion called cha-
peaugraphy (a novelty act in which a ring-shaped piece of  felt is 
manipulated to look like various types of  hats), which he reportedly 
performed for First Nations audiences. This kind of  itinerant, popular 
variety performance certainly has its place in the Anglo-Australian 
consciousness going back to the early bush poets, and glimpses of  this 
can still be seen in the Barkly today, as we shall discuss below.
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The first significant example of  a major theatre work being 
performed in the Barkly was the 1960 tour by the Elizabethan 
Theatre Trust, of  Ray Lawler’s Summer of  the Seventeenth Doll. In 
their August 1960 issue of  Trust News,17 the Trust claims that this 
was a history-making tour – the first professional company to ever 
tour in the Northern Territory, and The Doll, the first play to ever 
tour every state and territory in Australia. Their audience included 
station hands, uranium miners and a mix of  non-Indigenous and 
First Nations members. More than 4,000 Territorians saw the play, 
and the Trust noted ‘the growing need for more first-class tours is very 
pointedly shown by the reception which we had’. Wanting audiences 
to experience the show as it had been seen in the capital cities, the 
company transported a full set, lighting, props and wardrobe by 
truck and trailer, while the actors travelled in cars. This decision was 
sometimes hampered by the restrictions of  the performance venues 
in more remote areas of  the country, with the Trust further noting:

In Tennant Creek … we found that the stage in the local 

hall was much too small for our set, and there would have 

been no performance if  the local people had not built us 

a stage in a nearby wool shed – out of  planks, bags and 

44-gallon drums. [See Figure 2]

This historical example demonstrates that the Barkly has long faced 
challenges in providing suitable venues for certain kinds of  arts events 



A D S  7 7  |  D E S E R T  S T A G E S 2 8 4

and activities – challenges which continue today, as we shall discuss 
further below.

F I G U R E  2 :  T E N NA N T  C R E E K  L O C A L S  BU I L D  A  M A K E S H I F T  S TAG E  F O R 
T H E  1 9 6 0  TO U R  O F  S U M M E R  O F  T H E  S E V E N T E E N T H  D O L L .  I M AG E :  J O H N 
TA N N E R ,  NAT I O NA L  A RC H I V E S  O F  AU S T R A L I A :  A 1 2 0 0 : L 3 5 3 7 6 .

Milne (2003) notes that with the 1970s came the rise of  govern-
ment-subsidised professional theatre; the establishment of  state and 
territory arts departments which were focused on funding a wider 
variety of  theatre activity; and the Australia Council for the Arts’ 
Theatre Board moving to support performing arts beyond the met-
ropolitan centres, which continued throughout the 1980s.18 It is 
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important to note that Milne’s study is concentrated on Victoria, 
New South Wales and Queensland, with a small mention of  Western 
Australia. Nevertheless, the scant AusStage records through the 1970s 
and 1980s referencing Tennant Creek also reflect this progression of  
arts funding, with productions from theatre companies in the metro-
politan and regional centres (for example, Darwin Theatre Group) 
being presented by the then Northern Territory Arts Council. The 
majority of  those listed in this period are theatre in education and 
children’s theatre and puppetry performances, indicating a preference 
towards family-friendly theatre that continues today.19

In the late 1980s and into the 1990s, a series of  collaborations 
emerged in the Northern Territory and Western Australia between 
non-Indigenous artists and First Nations young people, resulting in 
tours across regional and remote communities. Darwin’s Browns 
Mart Theatre was the birthplace of  two key Northern Territory arts 
organisations: Tracks Dance Company and Corrugated Iron Youth 
Arts. These bodies launched two state-wide competitions for young 
playwrights, who were invited to respond to the themes Living in 
Isolation (1987) and New Ways, Old Ways (1989). In each round, 
a shortlist of  winning works was produced the following year and 
toured the Territory, including into Tennant Creek, and these were 
accompanied by community workshops.20 This appeared to signal a 
shift in emphasis from touring outside works into the region towards 
working in community partnerships to generate local stories. The 
focus on youth arts, and the presence of  community partnerships 
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and collaboration with local organisations such as schools, remains a 
strong theme today.

We were also made aware anecdotally of  at least three tours 
that were undertaken by the Darwin Theatre Group during the 
mid-1990s that included Tennant Creek: Emma by Graham Pitts 
and Sanctuary by David Williamson at the Civic Centre, as well as 
a day-long Theatre Sports event that started with workshops in the 
school and ended with a showing at the Battery Hill Mining Museum.21 
The two other notable documented tours into the Barkly from the 
1990s include a performance of  Sweetown by Melissa Reeves (1993) 
presented by Adelaide’s Red Shed Company and Bindjareb Pinjarra, 
a collaboration between First Nations and non-Indigenous artists 
from Western Australia. The former is set in a fictional Australian 
outback town in the 1960s and explores the tensions around how the 
town chooses to memorialise an Aboriginal massacre that occurred 
100 years previously, while the latter addresses the Pinjarra Massacre 
of  1834. A reprise of  Bindjareb Pinjarra returned to Tennant Creek 
in 2012 supported by Artback NT, which describes it as Western 
Australia’s longest running theatre production and an iconic ‘comedy 
about a massacre’, which fuses comedy and tragedy in an effort to 
engage audiences and avoid breast-beating or finger-wagging.22

These performances signal a desire for touring relevant 
stories into the region that tackle the complexities and realities of  
Australia’s socio-political history and the lingering impact that colo-
nisation and successive racist government policies have had on First 
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Nations Peoples and communities. Yet despite these kinds of  stories 
continuing to enjoy popularity in diverse styles and genres in con-
temporary Australian theatres across the country, we found no other 
examples of  such performances being made or toured in the Barkly 
beyond 2012.

C O N T E M P O R A RY  T H E A T R E  I N  V E RY  R E M O T E 

A U S T R A L I A :  W H A T  T H E  B A R K LY  C A N  T E L L  U S

Analysis of  theatre in remote and very remote contexts in the Barkly 
or beyond remains rare. Scholarly discourse around the arts and 
culture more broadly in very remote contexts in Australia has tradi-
tionally been dominated by anthropological studies of  First Nations 
groups, customs and languages, and analyses of  First Nations visual 
art movements and art centres (most often in Arnhem Land, Central 
Desert and APY lands of  the Northern Territory). Further, several 
scholars have pointed out the problem with the metro-centric desig-
nations of  ‘regional’ and ‘remote’ that are used to define arts policy 
and provision in Australia: regional in relation to whom?23 or, remote 
from what?24 For example, the Australia Council for the Arts’ 2017 
National Arts Participation Survey25 divided responses between either 
metropolitan and regional/remote settings across the country, with 
the latter combining all four ASGS categories outside metropolitan 
cities. This marginalisation of  very remote regions was demonstrated 
clearly to us by several sector professionals describing the Barkly as a 
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‘forgotten’ region, consistently sidestepped in regional development 
policy and funding. While some of  this bias towards metropolitan 
centres has been corrected in the last decade by researchers such as 
Chris Gibson, Susan Luckman and others,26 studies aiming to capture 
the creative industries in regional or remote parts of  the Northern 
Territory nevertheless usually focus on centres such as Alice Springs 
and Darwin. Stephen Carleton offers a useful critical investigation 
of  theatre in the North, but this is focused on Northern Australia, 
taking in Darwin and the Top End, rather than further south in the 
Central, Eastern or Western Deserts.27 Similarly, examining the state-
by-state findings of  the National Arts Participation Survey provides 
little information about very remote areas such as the Barkly, with 
the Northern Territory data incorporating high-concentration areas 
such as the Greater Darwin area and Alice Springs.

Records of  theatre produced or presented in the Barkly become 
easier to trace from the turn of  the millennium onwards, and these, 
combined with data from the Creative Barkly project, demonstrate 
that popular, family and youth-oriented work – such as youth theatre, 
educational theatre, street theatre, community circus, cabaret and 
bush poetry performances – have continued to be more prevalent 
than conventional homegrown theatre productions or touring works 
for the stage, including more challenging or experimental works. We 
found some exceptions – for example, In Between Two (2017), which 
combined music and story-telling by Joel Ma and James Mangoohig 
and explored their experiences of  growing up in Australia with mixed 
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Asian heritage; and the Democratic Set residency (2012), an installa-
tion inviting community members to perform inside a custom-made 
film set that was produced by Geelong’s Back to Back Theatre.28 The 
majority of  these works have been presented in Tennant Creek as part 
of  the Barkly Regional Arts annual Desert Harmony Festival,29 and 
in the case of  touring theatre works, often presented in partnership 
with Artback NT. Given the high proportion of  First Nations Peoples 
in the Barkly population, it is perhaps surprising that First Nations 
theatre has not been toured more frequently in the region; this 
despite the Australia Council’s recent national mapping data of  First 
Nations performing arts showing that theatre was the most frequently 
presented art form.30 Perth’s Yirra Yaakin is the only First Nations 
theatre company that we saw documented as touring in the Barkly 
since the mid-1990s, first with Muttacar Sorry Business (2008) and 
again in 2010 with the one-woman show I Don’t Wanna Play House 
by Tammy Anderson. Both of  these toured to Tennant Creek but did 
not appear to reach the Barkly’s other remote communities. Almost 
without exception the works presented have been new, aligning with 
Carleton’s analysis of  theatre in the regions. However, Carleton’s 
assessment that innovative performances engaging with the heart of  
the nation’s intercultural and spatial anxieties and preoccupations31 
were thriving in the regional north, did not appear to translate further 
south into the Barkly.

While it is impossible to extrapolate into other very remote 
contexts all our findings from this singular and very unique region in 
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terms of  its histories, cultures and geography, we nevertheless now 
turn to some key themes and findings surrounding theatre in the 
Barkly that might inform how we begin to think about theatre in very 
remote Australia.

T H E  C H A L L E N G E S  A N D  O P P O R T U N I T I E S  O F 

( V E RY )  R E M O T E N E S S

Very remote communities in Australia face particular challenges 
in terms of  their climate, environments and physical distance 
from major centres. The extreme weather, long distances between 
communities, and the quality of  roads (many of  them unsealed or 
otherwise dangerous) have led to a raft of  attendant issues for both 
individual artists and organisations in our research. These included 
accessing and maintaining reliable transport; increased costs for 
freight and goods; and infrequent or unreliable trade services for 
utilities, building and maintenance. Environmental factors such 
as the narrow window available for travel because of  the seasonal 
weather patterns was identified as a barrier in the Barkly Region in 
relation to planning and completing activities and events, and in fact 
some activities had to stop altogether. The heat also prevented artists 
from working over the summer if  they did not have access to air-con-
ditioned spaces.

Writing in 2003, Milne suggested that producing theatre 
in a regional centre costs approximately 30 per cent more than 
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it does in a capital city,32 and this is almost certainly amplified in 
very remote towns and communities, particularly as the workforce 
required to mount productions is hard to come by. For example, we 
found that many of  the artists involved in Barkly projects and events 
(including theatre) were a fly-in fly-out (FIFO) workforce, even if  
they might be embedded or engaged in communities for extended 
periods. According to Barkly Regional Arts (BRA) EO Alan Murn, 
this makes theatre in the region hard to mount locally and hard to 
bring in also. He went on to explain how experienced professionals 
were required to support touring works, and those people were not 
always present in the Barkly communities. Murn also told us that 
the transient population led to difficulties in developing homegrown 
theatre – ‘Occasionally we’ll get someone who’s got a really strong 
… theatre interest who may take up a production of  some sort’ – but 
that this was rare and other art forms were better attended. Artback 
NT CEO Louise Partos agreed that despite there being some thirst 
for theatre, audiences were more likely to reach for dance or music.

As was the case for The Doll in the 1960s, finding suitable venues 
for arts activities was still one of  the key challenges associated with 
remoteness that faced Barkly artists in our study, and this was partic-
ularly the case for theatre, performing arts and larger-scale, multi-arts 
events. The performing arts centres (PACs) described by Milne33 and 
Scollen34 that emerged in regional cities across Australia throughout 
the 1970s and 1980s remain out of  easy reach for Barkly residents. In 
Tennant Creek, the only purpose-built performance venue is the Civic 
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Centre, which Murn pointed out is expensive to hire (sometimes prohib-
itively so), and lacks the necessary lighting, sound equipment and occu-
pational health and safety provisions for many kinds of  performance. 
In order to deal with this, BRA has cordoned off a section of  their 
premises in a former Northern Territory Government training centre 
(essentially part of  a large shed) to create the Barkly Arts Theatrette 
(BAT), which can hold up to ninety people. For larger events, BRA has 
recently used a pavilion at the local showgrounds but this also has its 
limitations – for example, having to spend $2,500 on blacking out clear 
roof-sheeting panels. This spirit of  make-do was echoed throughout 
our research, where we found that organisations across the region were 
adept at repurposing and adapting non-traditional arts spaces such as 
bowling clubs, sheds, sport and recreation halls and empty shopfronts, 
sometimes for special site-specific events but mostly out of  necessity 
due to a lack of  available, dedicated arts spaces.

Yet despite these challenges, we found that the most commonly 
cited advantage of  living in the Barkly for artists and creative practi-
tioners in the survey was the sense of  home, connection to place and 
Country,35 family, or community. This was particularly strong among 
First Nations respondents whose creative practice was inherently tied 
to their connection to Country. Further, the unique sense of  place 
arising from the diversity of  cultures and communities, the sense of  
remoteness and isolation, and the beauty of  the landscape, were all 
integral to many of  the creative events and individual works produced 
in the Barkly, and they played a key role in how people worked 
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together to strengthen the sector. Youth performances that BRA has 
produced as part of  the Desert Harmony Festival, such as Birds of  
Tennant Creek (2010) and Double Vision (2011), were an example 
of  this. For these projects, visiting artists collaborated with schools 
and communities through workshops to create a multi-arts event for 
the public. These invariably reflected the strength of  community, 
Country and place that characterised other art forms. Double Vision 
was a variety performance incorporating dance, drumming, film, 
music and comedy segments that fused contemporary and traditional 
perspectives from a number of  communities across the Barkly. Birds 
of  Tennant Creek depicted First Nations and other non-Indigenous 
cultural stories about birds from different Barkly communities, 
integrated into an overarching narrative about dispossession, conflict 
and reconciliation. Again, little documentation exists for these works 
beyond BRA’s annual reports and anecdotal corporate knowledge, 
but they demonstrate the potential of  place-based, community-en-
gaged, multi-arts performance-making in very remote regions that 
can, as with all art forms, strengthen the sense of  pride, positive 
identity and collaboration.

M O R E  T H A N  J U S T  T H E A T R E :  C O M M U N I T Y 

E N G A G E M E N T  A N D  C A PA C I T Y  B U I L D I N G

The kinds of  performances described above were dependent upon 
high levels of  community engagement, which we found was a key 
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characteristic of  theatre in the Barkly. Artback NT toured a number 
of  children and youth-oriented shows there, including Sticks Stones 
Broken Bones (2015), a junk puppetry show and workshop programme 
by Canadian company Bunk Productions, and The Package (2019), 
a performance, exhibition and workshop produced by Packed 
Theatre (Alice Springs) which combined puppetry, physical theatre, 
animation and mask, and toured to Tennant Creek, Ali Curung 
and Elliott.36 Community circus was also very popular, manifesting 
in a number of  different styles and approaches and mostly directed 
towards children and young people. Examples ranged from a 
street theatre and circus artist from Melbourne being engaged by 
Barkly Regional Council to act as an artist in residence for the town 
throughout the Tennant Creek Show and Desert Harmony Festival 
period, through to the stunt spectacular 360 Allstars presented by 
Artback NT at Tennant Creek High School.37 During our research, 
a travelling circus troupe billed as Xtremo Fire was brought in for 
the Traditional Dance Festival at Ali Curung (2018). Art Centre 
Manager Ian Greives had engaged this itinerant troupe many 
times over the years, citing their ability to quickly engage kids and 
families in the community with their fire breathing, juggling and 
physical comedy performed out of  the back of  an old truck (see 
Figure 3). The troupe spent the early part of  the evening teaching 
circus skills to the children, put on their own show after dark, and 
then re-engaged with the community the next day by MC-ing a 
hip-hop dance competition before the traditional dance began.
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F I G U R E  3 :  X T R E M O  F I R E  P E R F O R M I N G  AT  T H E  H A R M O N Y 
T R A D I T I O NA L  DA N C E  F E S T I VA L ,  A L I  C U RU N G,  2 0 1 8 .  I M AG E :  S A R A H 
WO O D L A N D.

Barkly Regional Arts’ condition for presenting any touring works 
from outside was that companies must engage meaningfully with the 
community, usually through skills development workshops. ‘That’s the 
core message we bring to all theatre and performances and musicians. 
We really like there to be some skills left in our folio when they leave’, 
Alan Murn asserted, ‘and not just a token workshop’. In addition 
to the youth theatre performances described above, Letters to Lindy 
(2018), written by Alana Valentine and co-produced by Merrigong 
Theatre Company and Canberra Theatre Centre, was an example of  
this. It explored the public’s relationship with the famous Australian 
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figure Lindy Chamberlain, whose daughter Azaria was killed by a 
dingo while the family was camping at Uluru.38 The performance 
was accompanied by a series of  workshops conducted with the 
Tennant Creek Writers’ Group, who wrote their own responses to 
the events and performed excerpts of  these as part of  the evening’s 
performance (see Figure 4).

F I G U R E  4 :  G E O F F  E VA N S  A N D  RO S E M A RY  N U R RU R LU  P LU M M E R  F RO M 
T H E  BA R K LY  W R I T E R S ’  G RO U P  P E R F O R M I N G  AT  L E T T E R S  TO  L I N D Y , 
BA R K LY  A RT S  T H E AT R E T T E ,  2 0 1 8 .  I M AG E :  S U P P L I E D  B Y  BA R K LY 
R E G I O NA L  A RT S.

According to Alan Murn and Louise Partos, cabaret has always been 
a big drawcard for audiences in the Barkly, with Melbourne-based 
Finucane and Smith noted as a company that was able to meet a 
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diverse range of  needs within the community through their socially 
engaged style of  cabaret.

They’ve got capacity to bring locals into their show and 

they’ll put on a major show which is largely adult only and 

then they’ll put on something like a kids’ version of  it with 

lots of  kids on stage and running riot, going crazy.

BRA also valued and supported theatre projects that reach outside 
of  Tennant Creek into the smaller Barkly communities. The Birds 
of  Tennant Creek and Double Vision projects included children and 
young people from a number of  Barkly communities; and prior to the 
COVID-19 restrictions, Finucane and Smith had begun working in 
collaboration with musicians from Marlinja to create a performance 
that would be presented in that community as part of  the 2020 Desert 
Harmony Festival (Figure 5).

F I G U R E  5 :  F I N U C A N E  A N D  S M I T H  C A BA R E T  P E R F O R M  W I T H  M A R L I N JA 
M U S I C I A N  R AY M O N D  D I XO N  AT  T H E  D E S E RT  H A R M O N Y  F E S T I VA L , 
T E N N A N T  C R E E K ,  2 0 1 8 .  I M AG E :  S U P P L I E D  B Y  BA R K LY  R E G I O N A L  A RT S.
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Meaningful community engagement as described in the 
examples above serves multiple ends in very remote communities 
such as those in the Barkly. Scollen suggests from her findings that 
creating locally produced performances ensures relevance and might 
reduce the cultural cringe.39 Audience data gathered from the Desert 
Harmony Festival that formed part of  our study also showed that for 
other performing arts – such as music, opera and ballet – audiences 
also got enormous satisfaction from seeing their own friends, family 
and fellow community members performing on stage. This kind 
of  engagement provides normally isolated local artists with skills 
development and exposure to nationally recognised professionals, 
while at the same time empowering them to showcase their talents, 
represent their communities and contribute their own creative works 
to a national discussion.

R E L I A N C E  O N  F U N D I N G  A N D  PA R T N E R S H I P S

The focus on community engagement, the challenges of  remoteness 
and consequent limited access to resources creates an environment 
in very remote communities whereby there is a need for strong part-
nerships and cross-sectoral collaborations. This also leads to a higher 
dependence on external funding – the Creative Barkly study found 
that the arts sector in the region was almost entirely not-for-profit, 
with all arts organisations heavily dependent on government subsidy. 
For organisations, this represented a significant challenge, particularly 
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the sense of  competition for a small pool of  local, state and federal 
funding; the need to access larger amounts of  long-term operational 
funding for future planning and security; and the precarious nature 
of  funding in a frequently changing government policy landscape. 
These challenges are not unusual in other parts of  Australia, but are 
exacerbated by the limitations presented by remoteness in the context 
of  capitalist models of  regional economic development that direct 
resources towards more economically viable regions. Milne’s analysis 
of  the decline of  funding for regional theatre producers from the 
1990s onwards suggests that this gave rise to the co-production model 
with city and sister companies that we still see today. Theatre in the 
Barkly is no exception, with both touring and homegrown productions 
being heavily subsidised by a range of  funders and dependent upon 
multiple partners to produce, present and tour works.

Alan Murn describes a key part of  Barkly Regional Arts’ 
mission as giving remote outback people an arts excellence experience 
that they might not otherwise be able to access, and this was 
recognised as one of  BRA’s strengths as an organisation by interview 
and survey respondents in our study. This is also reflected in Scollen’s 
study, which found that regional audiences wanted high-quality, pro-
fessional performing arts experiences comparable to those being 
offered in metropolitan centres.40 And yet the constraints of  funding 
can dictate what kinds of  works are produced and for how long. 
Murn described how a First Nations corporation or other organi-
sation might get some youth diversion funding to employ a theatre 
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artist or musician, which would lead to a short-term burst of  youth 
arts activity that would then disappear. This not only goes against the 
more meaningful approaches to community engagement described 
in the previous section, but also potentially undermines the capacity 
for people to meaningfully engage with theatre as an art form. Both 
Murn and Partos described the pressure that arts organisations and 
venues were under to break even, which made them risk-averse and 
lean towards programming productions that Partos described as 
‘light and fluffy’ works. Partos acknowledged that this may also be a 
by-product of  the more widespread challenges facing the performing 
arts in this country.41 As a result, these factors can limit theatre literacy 
for audiences and their capacity to engage with more challenging or 
experimental theatre works (as we discuss further below).

The productions described above were almost without 
exception co-produced and co-presented by organisations from within 
the Northern Territory and outside – often with a regional theatre 
partner from interstate as opposed to a larger metropolitan company. 
We found that arts and non-arts organisations were interdependent 
in the region, leading to interesting cross-sectoral, socially engaged 
theatre. An example of  this was Yirra Yaakin’s Muttacar Sorry Business 
(2008), a partnership with the Northern Territory Department of  
Lands and Planning’s road safety branch that addressed the high 
incidence of  road trauma in Indigenous communities. While these 
complex partnerships can yield large-scale projects with significant 
community engagement and networked cross-sectoral collaboration, 
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our broader study found that they were not without tensions. These 
arose out of  the sometimes-competing approaches and philosophies 
of  the organisations involved, the tendency for organisations to 
operate in silos, and the heavy reliance on FIFO artist collaborators 
whose knowledge, relationships and investment in the region may not 
be as strong as that of  local artists.

C H A L L E N G E S  T O  T H E A T R E  L I T E R A C Y: 

E X P O S U R E ,  E D U C A T I O N  A N D  E M P L O Y M E N T

With the various challenges associated with remoteness, a highly 
competitive and precarious funding environment, and a consequent 
tendency towards risk-aversion among producers and presenters, it 
is already unsurprising that theatre produced within the Barkly or 
toured from outside was only a marginal feature in the arts ecology. 
Barkly residents – especially those in smaller communities outside 
Tennant Creek – have had limited exposure to theatre which, in turn, 
has led to lower audience numbers when performances have been 
presented. This is in line with Scollen’s findings about both regional 
and metropolitan audiences, with the primary deterrent from 
attending theatre being fear of  the unknown. She suggests, ‘Non-
theatre goers typically do not have a history of  arts experience, do not 
have friends or family who attend and have limited information at 
their disposal about productions and venues’. 42 This is supported by 
the results of  the 2011 TheatreSpace research project, which found 
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that for young people across all cultures in Australia, engagement in 
theatre was a learned behaviour influenced by factors such as family 
histories of  engagement, drama classes in childhood, an experience 
of  making theatre, positive educational experiences, theatre literacy 
and peer influences.43

The Creative Barkly study found a prevalence of  family 
mentoring, peer mentoring and non-accredited training in the form 
of  cultural transmission among artists and creatives in the Barkly both 
among First Nations and non-Indigenous people. Yet across cultures, 
Anglo-European or intercultural forms of  theatre and drama did 
not feature in accounts of  this kind of  cultural transmission. Added 
to this, we found that there was limited access to arts education in 
schools and tertiary institutions within the region, with arts teachers 
being engaged only intermittently at Barkly schools, and fewer of  
those still having skills in theatre and drama. Both Alan Murn and 
Louise Partos commented on this, with Murn suggesting that theatre 
relies on schools and school theatre to stimulate and incubate that 
sort of  activity. An absence of  theatre education therefore not only 
affects young people’s ability to engage with the art form directly, but 
it also has wider implications for consistent provision of  communi-
ty-engaged theatre in very remote regions. These educational factors 
have knock-on effects in terms of  artists (particularly theatre artists) 
achieving employment within the regions, with previous studies 
acknowledging that artists often move from regional towns to the big 
cities to work, and this flow is often one-way.44
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C O N C L U S I O N S 

There is reason to suggest that the Barkly is not the only forgotten 
region in Australia in terms of  economic and social development, 
arts policy and cultural discourse. Successive economic rationalist 
and traditionalist government policies through the last decade have 
ensured the continuation of  metro-centralism, notions of  high art, the 
tyranny of  distance and the misguided romanticisation of  authentic 
or traditional First Nations arts – all tired tropes that continue to 
plague the national conversation. With a lack of  academic and policy 
discourse around theatre in very remote Australia, this article aims to 
lay the foundations for further research in this terrain. It also presents 
the first documentation of  theatre practice in the Barkly, investigating 
the unique challenges and opportunities in making, presenting, and 
touring work there.

It is clear that a number of  forces and factors contributed 
to theatre’s marginal place in the Barkly Region’s communities and 
towns relative to other art forms such as music and visual arts. With 
theatre (especially independent theatre) holding a precarious position 
in Australia’s national arts landscape, it seems unsurprising that this 
was also the case in the Barkly Region, where more popular forms of  
entertainment such as circus, cabaret and youth theatre have been an 
enduring feature. Like other larger arts events and projects, theatre 
in the Barkly was often reliant on cross-sectoral partnerships and 
diverse funding streams that sometimes direct works towards a social 
message, and it often relied on key individuals to make it happen. 
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The logistical challenges for touring and the limited arts education 
provision in schools – both associated with the region’s remoteness 
– have led to Barkly communities having limited exposure to theatre 
over several generations. This creates a Catch-22 situation whereby 
people have limited theatre literacy and are less likely to risk attending 
theatre, or to use it themselves as a vehicle to tell their stories.

And yet it is also clear that theatre in the Barkly has much to 
contribute to communities, and the presence of  more diverse kinds 
of  theatre appearing in the Barkly since the 1990s (albeit rarely) 
suggests that there may be some appetite among audiences that 
could be leveraged towards stronger audience development and arts 
education initiatives. Although given that we found the arts sector 
in the Barkly to be almost 100 per cent not-for-profit, it must be 
recognised that continued public investment will be a key enabler 
in its sustainability and success. With the demographic profile of  the 
Barkly communities, it seems that arts funders, policy-makers and 
educators might productively turn towards providing more support 
for interstate professional First Nations theatre companies such as 
Yirra Yaakin and ILBIJERRI to engage with regions like this through 
touring and extended residencies. It also might be valuable to foster 
intercultural or syncretic theatre productions at the local level that 
integrate First Nations cultures and stories with diverse non-Indig-
enous and contemporary performance aesthetics, reflecting local 
concerns and engaging very remote communities in a vital national 
conversation. This would, of  course, be dependent on a stronger will 
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to appropriately develop First Nations theatre and performance, and 
independent theatre more broadly, at the national level. We therefore 
hope that this case study from the Barkly might contribute to a more 
nuanced understanding of  theatre in very remote Australia that can 
inform academic and policy discourse, ensuring that very remote 
regions, artists and audiences do not continue to be forgotten.
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