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

C O N S T R U C T I O N  O F  M E A N I N G 
A N D  A U D I E N C E  E X P E R I E N C E

N A T A L I E  L A Z A R O O  A N D  J E N N I F E R  P E N T O N

Please be advised that this article contains images and names of
Indigenous Australians who may be deceased.

This article examines an archived Theatre for Young People (TYP) 
performance, Funerals and Circuses, by Magpie Theatre from South 
Australia. Details of  this performance were included as part of  a 
research project that considered elements of  venue and design across 
the work of  two prominent, but now vanished, TYP companies.1 
From the data analysed within this project, Funerals and Circuses 
was selected as a key example of  how venue, space and design were 
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used to affect the experiences of  the audience, and how the creative 
team utilised these to further develop the political dimensions in their 
work. This article will discuss these aspects of  Funerals and Circuses 
by considering how the theatre piece constructed the physical and 
emotional landscape of  the Australian outback, and how techniques 
such as promenade and ‘invisible theatre’ generated political meaning 
throughout the performance.

In March 1992, nationally renowned TYP company Magpie 
Theatre in South Australia staged their debut of  Funerals and Circuses 
as part of  the Adelaide Festival. Steve Gration, Artistic Director of  
Magpie from 1991 to 1993, was invited to present something at the 
festival, partly because Magpie was an official ‘wing’ of  the State 
Theatre Company. Gration initially conceived Funerals and Circuses 
from the ‘bare bones of  an idea … [about] the marriage of  a white 
woman to an Aboriginal man in an outback town and the incidents 
that follow such an event’.2 He then invited Indigenous playwright 
Roger Bennett, whom he had met during time spent in Darwin, 
to dramaturg and eventually write the play, which would be built 
through a devising process with a group of  performers that Gration 
had already assembled.3

For its premiere season in Adelaide, five members out of  
the cast of  twelve were Aboriginal actors: Roger Bennett (whom 
Gration had enlisted to also act in the show), Lily Sansbury, Simone 
Tur, Michael Harris and Robert Crompton.4 The other actors were 
Paul Kelly (also composer and musician), Wayne Anthoney, Fille 
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Dusseljee, Kate Roberts, Mandy Sandilands, Nick Hope and Francis 
Greenslade. Reviewers deemed Funerals and Circuses a ‘star turn in 
[the] festival’5 as well as a festival highlight with ‘first-class staging’, 
pointing towards the show’s use of  promenade.6 Although the show 
was not intended to have a life beyond the Adelaide Festival, Gration 
was then invited to tour it to Melbourne for the Melbourne Inter-
national Festival of  the Arts in September 1993, and thereafter to 
Canberra for the National Festival of  Australian Theatre in October 
that same year. He acknowledges that the show’s innovative use of  
form was the reason why the respective festival directors had booked 
it. The reviews of  the show in Melbourne and Canberra were 
equally enthusiastic; Scott-Norman described Funerals and Circuses 
as being one of  the most politically aware and delightful shows of  the 
Melbourne International Festival,7 while in Canberra, Musa drew 
attention to its ‘engaging, entertaining format’.8

In her examination of  TYP in Australia and Magpie’s work in 
particular, Mary Ann Hunter highlights the company’s shift in focus 
back to its early roots towards collaboration and social justice in the 
late 1980s and early 1990s, while under the directorship of  Angela 
Chaplin (1988–91) and later Gration.9 Magpie’s reputation as a TYP 
company meant that there was a large youth audience that attended 
the show, particularly the matinees. Gration sought to draw in new 
young audiences by integrating the storytelling aspect of  traditional 
theatre with live rock music and the ‘athleticism, spontaneity, and 
the unknown [of  a] sporting event’.10 However, there was also a 
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much wider audience that attended Funerals and Circuses, not 
only in Adelaide but later in Melbourne and Canberra as well; this 
outcome is perhaps testament to the claim that good TYP is ‘simply 
“good theatre”, transcending age and background’.11 In fact, Hunter 
proclaims Funerals and Circuses as being the ‘most outstanding 
production’ to emerge out of  Magpie’s work during that period.12 
Theatre for Young People in the 1990s was seen as becoming more 
sophisticated; even though there was still some ‘sanitisation’ in the 
TYP sector, there were companies open to taking risks and stepping 
outside curriculum-driven objectives.13 It is our contention that 
Funerals and Circuses is one such show that falls within this remit, 
and we agree with Rosemary Nursey-Bray’s argument that the show 
brought Magpie ‘beyond the conventional view of  theatre for young 
people into new territory as “alternative theatre”’.14

Much of  the existing literature on Funerals and Circuses 
situates it within a wider commentary on Aboriginality and cultural 
politics in Australian theatre, which we present later in the article. 
Certainly, our examination of  Funerals and Circuses responds to and 
extends this discussion by providing a more in-depth depiction of  
how the show was developed and designed. In doing so, we hope 
to give a fuller account of  this significant festival production drawn 
from the wealth of  archival and interview materials afforded to us 
through the research. We thus also respond to Margaret Leask’s 
lament about the ‘cultural amnesia’ surrounding TYP in the past, 
and to prevent ‘further neglect by encouraging research into, and 
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acknowledgement of, the significance in our cultural history of  
continuity alongside change’.15

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

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

E M O T I O N A L  S PA C E S

This section deals with how the notion of  the Australian outback was 
realised – not only through the stage design but through the stories 
told. As such, it considers the various elements that contributed to 
the construction of  the outback, both physically and emotionally, 
and how these shaped meaning and experience for an audience. 
While we focus primarily on the Adelaide version, we draw on 
examples from the Melbourne and Canberra productions to aid in 
our discussion.

When work towards the production first began, Gration knew 
that he needed to find a venue that could support his vision for the 
play. Even though Magpie Theatre had a history of  creating work 
in various non-theatre venues, the size and cost of  the show meant 
that Funerals and Circuses had to be staged in a conventional theatre 
space. Gration considered how a large, open-space venue could have 
been effective, but that the intended incorporation of  promenade 
and staged brawls might have been seen as an issue by the Festival 
Centre. As such, the old Theatre 62 was chosen, described as an ‘out-
of-the-way theatre in one of  Adelaide’s less salubrious suburbs’.16
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The writing of  the scenes themselves was heavily influenced 
by the possibilities created by the various spaces in Theatre 62. 
For the performance, all the areas of  Theatre 62 were used; this 
multi-dimensionality, according to Gration, contributed strongly to 
the shape and action of  the play.17 Funerals and Circuses begins on the 
street outside the theatre, where two young Aboriginal men, Joseph 
(Crompton) and Richard (Harris), are refused entry by the bouncer 
(Greenslade). The action then moves into the foyer, which has been 
remodelled to resemble the local pub. Thereafter the audience 
is directed into an actual chapel situated adjacent to the foyer to 
witness the wedding between Ben Bean (Bennett), an Aboriginal 
elder and artist, and Nona (Dusseljee), the daughter of  town cop 
Graham (Anthoney). The audience is afterwards led back through 
the foyer, and into the main theatre, which now represents the 
exterior of  the town, ‘with pub and general store on one side and 
a shack occupied by the newlyweds and their unruly family on the 
other’ (see Figure 1).18 The audience walks across the stage, thereby 
through the ‘township’ itself, to access their seats. As McCallum 
notes, the town setting sets up a clear demarcation between the 
whites on one side and the blacks on other.19

During the interval, the audience participates in a raffle and 
talent quest held at the ‘pub’, where the mirth is cut short by the 
funeral procession of  Joseph’s younger brother, who was revealed 
earlier in the play to be missing. Amid this, the audience is then asked 
to help in the search for Ben’s missing teenage daughter, Jessie (Tur), 
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who has not returned from her trip to her mother’s dreaming place 
out in an area called Three Ways. The audience is promenaded to the 
rear of  the pub and through a storage area, which has been converted 
into Graham’s lock-up. As they walk through the space, the audience 
has to pass Joseph, who has been locked up for unruly conduct and 
is trying to saw his way out of  the cell. The audience re-enters the 
theatre, where the stage setting has been changed to reveal a location 
further into the outback, with an old rusty windmill and hut where 
a hermit woman (Roberts) lives. Towards the end of  the play, the 
theatre gets transformed one last time back into the township. As 
an instrumental tune is played on guitar, the actors hoist up the 
cycloramas to reveal the petrol bowsers and pub exterior, the hermit 
woman’s hut closes up and gets turned back into Ben’s veranda, and 
the windmill gets carried off stage.20

Gration’s experiences in outback South Australia informed 
the entire aesthetic of  the town in Funerals and Circuses. To bring 
the outback into the theatre space, red earth, a distinguishing feature 
of  the Australian outback and a shaper of  Australians’ spirits and 
values,21 needed to be present. Designer Kathryn Sproul describes 
her connection to the rural landscape:

There’s a beautiful sense of  the landscape and I think if  

you’ve ever been and lived in rural Australia, you know 

what it feels to have that red earth under your feet. I grew 

up for a period of  time in a small country town so there’s 
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an inkling of  an understanding of  what that soil, that earth, 

that land, that smell, of  the bush is like.22

In order to enhance meaning-making for the audience, the design 
of  the production therefore needed to be ‘sensorially convincing’,23 
but the limitations imposed by the space prevented actual red earth 
from being used. To navigate this, Sproul instead used sisal carpets, 

F I G U R E  1 :  S K E TC H  O F  S E T  D E S I G N,  C O U RT E S Y  O F  K AT H RY N 
S P RO U L .  O R I G I NA L  C O P Y  H E L D  B Y  S TAT E  T H E AT R E  C O M PA N Y  O F 
S O U T H  AU S T R A L I A .
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which had a texture that was part-grass and part-earth. In addition, 
the carpeting emanated a sort of  dry straw smell, thereby activating 
not just the visual but the olfactory sense as well. Certainly, reviews of  
the production focused on the attention paid to the staging. Murray 
Bramwell, for instance, describes it as ‘a practical and appropriately 
detailed set [where] [t]he store fronts and shanties, petrol pumps and 
desert settings give specificity to the narrative and anchor the drama 
in an identifiable locale’.24

In terms of  designing particular set pieces, Sproul explains how 
she was challenged to find ‘a visual language that supported the reality 
of  the characters … and to be responsible for finding a way of  creating 
art that reflected [Ben as] an Indigenous artist’.25 Helen Gilbert argues 
that theatre can offer ‘an important space for multiple and specific 
expressions of  Aboriginality’, where negotiations need to take place 
throughout each stage of  the theatre-making process, including 
decisions on design.26 In Funerals and Circuses, the veranda of  Ben’s shack 
features as part of  the set. As Gilbert suggests, motifs from traditional 
Aboriginal art, such as dot paintings, can ‘incorporate specific 
Aboriginal epistemologies … [and offer] an immediate visual hook for 
audiences’.27 The challenge for Sproul – as a white woman – was thus 
to design art pieces for Ben that would reflect his expressions of  Aborig-
inality, while ensuring adherence to and respect for Indigenous 
protocols. Through discussions with community members, Sproul 
learnt that it would be culturally inappropriate for her to create dot 
paintings for the character. Sproul eventually created a large canvas 
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with spray-painted-over handprints as part of  the ‘Art for Sale’ sign 
outside Ben’s house; these motifs were still recognisable as expressions 
of  Aboriginality, with the handprints representing a sense of  belonging 
that Indigenous people feel to a particular place. In addition, the 
landscape once again proved significant in offering a solution. In the 
lead-up to Funerals and Circuses, the Magpie team had toured to Nullarbor 
communities, which Gration describes as ‘corrugated iron towns’.28 
The aesthetic of  the towns thus informed the type of  art that Ben 
created, which were sculptures out of  recycled corrugated iron (see 
Figure 2). In both instances, connection to place and the land became 
significant in helping to shape meaning for an audience.

F I G U R E  2 :  H OWA R D  S U M N E R  A S  B E N  B E A N  I N  T H E  M E L B O U R N E  TO U R 
O F  F U N E R A L S  A N D  C I RC U S E S .  S C R E E N S H OT  O F  R E C O R D I N G,  C O U RT E S Y 
O F  S T E V E  G R AT I O N.
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While careful attention had to be paid to creating the physical 
space of  the outback, it was just as important to craft its emotional 
space. As mentioned in the introduction, the play began from the seeds 
of  an idea about an interracial marriage in an outback town; through 
this, Gration wanted to explore the stories of  racism encountered 
by Indigenous Australians, which he had witnessed during his time 
in Darwin. The creative development entailed numerous improvi-
sations with the cast, which Bennett would later write up as scenes. 
Gration observes how this process ‘allowed the personal experiences 
and suggestions of  the ensemble to be included in the script as well 
as contemporary news items concerning racism and violence’.29 For 
example, Bennett’s experiences ‘growing up in a predominantly 
“white” Australia’, alongside his involvement with police and impris-
onment as a young man, were written into the play.30 Importantly, 
Bennett explains that the show was ‘an opportunity … for him to 
make a strong political comment on behalf  of  Aborigines’, and that 
his role was to ‘write educational stories about Aboriginal culture for 
the whole world to see, from the viewpoint of  a black writer’.31 Aborig-
inality is affirmed through political engagement in the content of  the 
drama,32 and the emotional space of  the ‘outback’ is thus activated 
through the politically charged plot, which ‘is told clearly with much 
humour, [and] which heightens the moments of  gravity, frightening 
fear and almost horror we feel when we witness the appalling human 
behaviour to which we are still prone’.33

In Funerals and Circuses, it is notable that the physical and 
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the emotional spaces are not completely separate; rather, they are 
intertwined both in their ability to enact expressions of  Aborigi-
nality and to evoke greater meaning. Geoffrey Milne, for instance, 
reflects how the realistic portrayal of  the bush town in the production 
‘enhanced [the audience’s] appreciation of  the events in the play’.34 
Gilbert, in examining contemporary Aboriginal theatre, draws 
attention to its use of  ‘“real” sites [such as the] outside steps, the 
theatre’s foyer, the gallery, the aisles, [and] the stage itself ’. According 
to Gilbert, these ‘tailor-made’ spaces connected to the different kinds 
of  ‘oral discourses enacted’, which included an altercation between 
an Aboriginal man and a policeman, a wedding, and a funeral chant, 
among other examples.35 The next section delves further into how the 
sense of  ‘realness’ in the staging and design of  Funerals and Circuses 
connects to political discourses of  Aboriginality.

T H E  P R O M E N A D E  A S  P O L I T I C A L

Schools are where TIE [Theatre-in-Education] companies 

find their audiences; it doesn’t have to be where they find 

their form or content.36

Gration’s idea to incorporate promenade can be traced back to Jack 
Davis’s play No Sugar (1986). No Sugar tells of  a family’s experiences 
during the Great Depression and the particular issues encountered 
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by the Aboriginal population living on the outskirts of  Northam.37 
More specifically, Gration explains how the revised and remounted 
production directed by Andrew Ross and presented at Fitzroy 
Town Hall in Melbourne inspired his directorial vision for Funerals 
and Circuses. He describes how No Sugar begins ‘downstairs in a 
shanty-camp of  an Aboriginal community’, then moves ‘upstairs on a 
sand-laden outstation’.38 Funerals and Circuses thus became Gration’s 
‘No Sugar experiment’, placing the audience in a visceral environment 
where they had to negotiate their interactions with the actors as well 
as the space. As described by Gration in the programme for the 
Melbourne and Canberra tour of  the production, the ‘theatrical 
form of  Funerals and Circuses combines sequences of  street theatre 
and promenade in addition to the more traditional “audience as 
observer” relationship’.39

We argue that the promenade style of  the performance further 
reflects Gration’s view that:

[t]he sort of  theatre I’m making is not for people who like

high art – it’s a bit rough for their liking. Many people don’t

like being herded into a room and made to stand and watch

something, and have the actors so close.40

Rosemary Nursey-Bray notes that the innovative style of  the 
performance meant that ‘audiences found the form exciting and 
involving’.41 When reviewing the production in Canberra, Christopher 
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Bedloe comments on the rarity of  enjoying the ‘initially bewildering 
opportunity of  being involved as a participant’.42

Gilbert explains how the use of  promenade worked well to 
implicate the audience in the action, thereby adding a ‘dramaturgical 
complexity to the play’s treatment of  racism in small-town Australia’.43 
She also argues that the promenade style of  the production ‘spati-
alise[s] [its] narrative concerns’ by:

draw[ing] attention to contested space, in this case via a 

staged confrontation which occurs as audiences arrive at 

the theatre where an Aboriginal man (one of  the actors) is 

debarred from entering because of  his supposed disorderly 

behaviour. Momentarily taken in by the seeming reality of  

this performance, most viewers are positioned as uncom-

fortable witnesses to precisely the kind of  racial discrimina-

tion they will witness in an overtly fictionalised form as the 

play progresses. Subsequent scenes staged in the foyer of  the 

theatre and in various parts of  the auditorium continue to 

blur the usual boundaries between spectators and actors.44

There is, in a sense, a blurring of  the ‘boundaries between normality 
and irregularity; that is, between the safety of  spectatorial distance 
and the unpredictability of  proximity’.45 During the research process, 
however, we found in the archival materials a handwritten letter 
from an audience member that could possibly have been the source 
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of  Gration’s comments quoted earlier. In the letter, this audience 
member recounts:

During one of  the breaks I saw an acquaintance in the 

audience (a teacher of  English in one of  our ‘better’ schools). 

She remarked that she hated this ‘herding around’. I said 

‘But that’s the Aboriginal experience’. She left!46

In her analysis of  Funerals and Circuses, Radhika outlines how 
audience members were ‘at some level forced to view the world from 
the Other side of  the racial divide’.47 Based on the response found in 
the archival material, it is possible to see how the use of  promenade 
became political in itself; in the encounter with the audience member 
who hated the show’s use of  the promenade form, we can begin 
to understand how this embodied approach further connected the 
audience to the often-uncomfortable experiences of  Indigenous 
Australians in society. However, even if  audience members, as 
Radhika suggests, were forced to experience the world from the 
Other side, they still had a level of  agency to distance themselves 
from this positionality, knowingly protected by the fictional frame of  
the performance.

We would like here to return to Gilbert’s point about the 
staged confrontation between the actors, and its resulting effect of  
positioning the audience as ‘uncomfortable witnesses’. The existing 
literature on Funerals and Circuses that discusses the show’s form, 
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such as Gilbert’s and Radhika’s work examined earlier, primarily 
notes its use of  promenade. Yet little has been said about how the 
ambulatory nature of  the performance is augmented by Gration’s 
incorporation of  ‘invisible theatre’ – a form of  socially engaged 
theatre practice most commonly associated with Brazilian theatre 
practitioner and activist, Augusto Boal.48 In essence, invisible theatre 
is ‘theatre disguised as life’; it ‘rejects the theatrical conventions and 
hence the agreement with the spectator, who is led to believe that he 
[sic] is witnessing an actual occurrence’.49 Thus while Gilbert refers 
to how the promenade contributed to audiences being momentarily 
taken in by the seeming reality of  the show, she is in fact pointing 
towards the use of  invisible theatre. A couple of  reviewers of  the 
Adelaide production also mention their response to the staged 
altercation. Leonard Radic, for instance, admits how he ‘was one 
of  those initially taken in’.50 Offering more detail of  her experience, 
Katrina Power writes:

As I waited in the bar for curtain call to review the play, two 

seemingly sober Nungas were fighting with the publican 

and the bouncer for access. With the furore of  Yothu Yindi’s 

refusal of  entry to a trendy Melbourne nightclub51 still fresh 

in our minds, it seemed unthinkable that Nungas be refused 

entry to this Nunga play. Outraged and ready to leap to 

their defence, someone yells out ‘No time for this, we got 

a wedding to go to’. Imagine my relief  when it dawned on 
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me that the altercation outside was all part of  the act.52

Gration also recounts some of  the reactions of  other spectators at 
Theatre 62:

Some people would see the fight at the door, go into the 

‘bar’ and say, ‘There’s a couple of  drunk Aboriginal guys 

hassling your guy at the door. You might want to sort it 

out.’ They didn’t know that the bartender was a character 

in the play … When the Aboriginal boys come bursting 

[back through the door], they’d say … [sarcastically] ‘Yeah, 

thanks for your help’.53

In later correspondence, Gration elaborated on how a prominent 
Aboriginal author who had come to see the play witnessed the 
altercation on the street front and proceeded to walk away from the 
theatre. Gration, who was monitoring the action, asked Crompton 
to approach her and quietly inform her that the treatment by the 
‘bouncer’ of  the two young men was part of  the performance. She 
returned to the theatre relieved and communicated to Gration 
how the scene closely reflected her own experiences of  being an 
Indigenous Australian.54

One of  the actors, Anthoney, who played the local policeman 
in the show, shares his own recollection of  the encounters:
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In my role of  policeman I strolled up and down outside the 

theatre for about fifteen minutes before the start, observing 

the scene but taking no action. This piece of  street theatre 

conned most of  the audience, who were in turns upset, 

angry or scared. Some would come up to me if  they saw 

me, expecting me to do something and threatening to report 

me if  I did nothing. Others would storm into the theatre, 

demanding to see the manager. Though I was acting a role, 

I felt good for the people who were taking action at what 

they perceived to be rampant racism and I found myself  

wondering how the others felt, those who lowered their 

eyes, not wishing to be involved.55

The performance thus asks more of  the audience than simply 
being ambulatory, and this is what distinguishes Funerals and Circuses 
from other productions that make use of  promenade. Thus while 
the promenade form does blur the boundaries between spectatorial 
distance and proximity, invisible theatre takes boundary blurring a 
step further by seemingly removing the fictional frame and presenting 
the illusion of  reality. The preceding audience responses speak to 
how invisible theatre – as Boal intended – offers opportunities to 
‘transform members of  the audience from passive spectators to actors 
and to culminate in action in the world’.56 Not only do they become 
‘uncomfortable witnesses’ but they are given some capacity to act – 
whether or not they choose to do so. Notwithstanding some ethical 
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concerns that other scholars have raised about invisible theatre,57 
it is important to acknowledge how this was integral to what the 
Indigenous members of  the cast wanted to communicate. As Gration 
explains in terms of  the group’s process, the Nunga members of  the 
team wanted to ‘give [the audience] that first-hand experience to 
truly show them what we go through at the doors or pubs or clubs … 
If  you’re going to tell our story, we want to tell it with this sort of  grit 
and hands-on [experience]’.58

C O N C L U S I O N

Sarah Thomasson argues that ‘contemporary arts festivals are an 
important part of  the “cultural body politic” of  their cities and 
function as focal points around which broader social, cultural and 
political conversations can happen’.59 For the 1992 Adelaide Festival, 
Artistic Director Rob Brookman shared this comment:

For three weeks in March this comfortable and welcoming 

city gives its attention to one of  the greatest pieces of  arts 

advocacy in the world. Let us tackle big issues; let us stir the 

emotions and intellect; let us drop our carefully constructed 

defences and allow matters other than materialism, politics, 

ambition and short-term gratification to enter our lives. 

And let’s have lashings of  short-term gratification while 

we’re at it!60
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The value of  Funerals and Circuses as a festival show can be seen 
first in the way that it fits into the cultural body politic: it unsettled 
the comfort of  its audience through both its form and its content, 
which tackled the ‘big issues’ of  racism and violence, and how it is 
often the young who suffer the most. The show certainly stirred up 
commentary about how ‘no amount of  tea and sympathy about a 
black death can make up for the original and continuing injustice that 
underpins race relations in Australia’.61 Even the show’s title refers to 
the ‘strange world that celebrates at funerals and weeps at circuses’,62 
and embodies the concept of  the festival as ‘a cultural phenomenon 
[that can] subvert or celebrate, or at times … present subversion as 
celebration’.63

Susan Richer commends the work of  TYP companies who 
engage with ‘pushing form, and are connecting with popular culture, 
as well as having a clear philosophical framework, and a mission to 
connect with different groups in the community’.64 Gration’s own 
philosophy is clear; he declares: ‘We need to mock, challenge and 
prod the dominant conservative culture that exists today’.65 Inter-
estingly, Gration was asked to consider ‘diluting the politics of  the 
show’, for fear of  tarnishing the reputation of  the State Theatre 
Company and being seen as portraying South Australia as a racist 
state. Perhaps tellingly, the final report on the Royal Commission into 
Aboriginal Deaths in Custody from 1980 to 1989 was released in 
1991, and that same year there was also a national inquiry into racist 
violence. In 1992, then Prime Minister Paul Keating would give his 
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famous Redfern Speech acknowledging the struggles of  Indigenous 
Australians, and the impact that white settlement has had; this 
speech was made within the same year as the debut of  Funerals and 
Circuses. Despite the concerns expressed to Gration, he persisted in 
his vision, drawing on years of  experience of  conversing and working 
with Indigenous communities in South Australia and the Northern 
Territory. With Funerals and Circuses, Gration aimed to challenge 
the political paradigm of  the time by bringing to the fore the real and 
embodied experiences of  racism, through both the content of  the 
piece as well as its innovative and considered use of  space and design.

In 2002, John Baylis, then manager of  the Theatre Board 
of  the Australia Council, announced a review of  TYP, outlining the 
importance of  documenting practices that contribute to the creation 
and delivery of  high-quality work.66 Almost two decades on, it seems 
equally urgent that significant productions such as Funerals and Circuses 
are archived, as TYP faces another big shift in the twenty-first century, 
with the introduction of  more sophisticated technologies alongside cuts 
in funding. Despite Funerals and Circuses being described as ‘low-bud-
get’,67 the form of  promenade meets invisible theatre was considered 
theatrically ingenious at the time,68 and the attention paid to youth and 
popular culture sought to connect with young audiences. Importantly, 
the show did not shy away from timely and hard-hitting topics like 
violence and racism, thereby confronting its audience with close-up 
encounters of  these issues, imbricating them in the action. Perhaps the 
need for young people to engage dynamically in issues of  social justice 
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today is even more pressing, with increasing threats to our climate, 
ongoing debates about refugee and migration policies and fears of  a 
global recession looming ahead. How might TYP today respond to 
these changing times? We propose that TYP practitioners need to 
constantly consider the forms that can speak strongly to the sensibili-
ties of  young people while still supporting meaningful examination of  
content. In presenting our discussion of  Magpie’s Funerals and Circuses, 
we hope that even as technology continues to advance in the twen-
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ty-first century and beyond, these ‘relics’ of  TYP past can still provide 
a wealth of  material as grounding for future directions.
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