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1. About Arena
Established in Melbourne in 1966, Arena is one of Australia’s longest-running producers
of theatre for young people. Over the past 50 years Arena has performed for more
than 500,000 people in 15 countries. In its recent history, Arena has established itself as
a leader in innovation, engaging young people in creative projects that use
cutting-edge technology to enhance their experience of creativity.

Mission
Arena understands theatre’s unique ability to provide a space of reflection,
celebration and transformation for young people. We speak to young people in
languages they understand, in the spaces they occupy, but in ways they never
thought possible.

Vision
Arena is a place where professional artists meet young people on equal terms, in the
pursuit of new ways to understand and imagine our world and ourselves.

Values
• Arena believes all children and young people have the right to experience art on
equal terms as an essential part of their relationship to the world, and not simply as
preparation for adulthood
• Arena strives to create an inspiring, well-resourced environment for professional
artists to apply their skills and experience in the pursuit of the most extraordinary
theatre for young people possible
• Arena provides children and young people with art that encourages them to
imagine what their world is becoming, rather than reinforce the world defined by
previous generations.

Creative Process
We collaborate with young people in their own communities to research and develop
our work. Using innovative technology and artistic practices, our artists empower
students in our workshops to be creative, critical thinkers and cultural agents within
their community. We draw on these conversations to find new ways of thinking about
the form and content of a project, and different means of engaging with our
audience. We then take these works further afield, extending these conversations
nationally and internationally as we develop our ideas into fully realised stage
productions.
Our creative process comprises three core complementary streams:
• Workshops: Created for schools and community contexts, running between one
hour and one day
• Residencies: Created for schools and community contexts, running for 3-6 months
• Productions: Developed through professional creative development and employing
a combination of theatre-based and non-traditional performance forms.
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2. Achievements
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The Last Decade

16
world premieres, along with 15
return seasons of new Australian
works, including two world
premieres in Bendigo.

map

star

23

local seasons and four regional
Victorian tours, including
partnerships with Melbourne
Theatre Company, Arts Centre
Melbourne, Malthouse Theatre,
Arts House, Footscray Community
Arts Centre, ArtPlay and Regional
Arts Victoria.
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major Australian festivals seasons,
including the Melbourne Festival,
Come Out Festival (Adelaide),
Perth Festival and 16TH ASSSITEJ
World Congress & Festival
(Adelaide).

interstate tours including
venues such as the Sydney
Opera House, Sydney Theatre
Company, Queensland
Performing Arts Centre and
Riverside Theatres Parramatta.

international tours and creative
collaborations, including IPAY
in Pittsburgh, New Visions New
Voices at the Kennedy Centre
in Washington DC and ASSITEJ in
Beijing, China.

2018

star

ticket

users

Performances: 25

Attendance: 3431

Workshops: 18

Trapper – 6
Robot Song – 10
Air Race – 5
Sunny Ray – 4

Trapper – 655
Robot Song – 521
Air Race – 655
Sunny Ray – 1600

globe
International seasons: 1

Industry development and networks
• IDIERI International Drama in Education Research
Institute - Artistic Director Christian Leavesley and
Alexandra McCallister-Bills spoke about theatre
making in Victorian secondary schools.
• ASSITEJ Artistic Gathering in Beijing - Artistic Director
Christian Leavesley and Artistic Associate Jolyon
James presented a workshops as part of China
Children’s Theatre Festival detailing their work with
AI technology in schools.
• Victorian Theatre Forum – Artistic Director Christian
Leavesley spoke at the forum with an update on
Arena’s relocation and transition to becoming a
regionally based company.
• PAC Australia PAX Conference – Artistic Director
Christian Leavesley and Executive Director Sharon
Custers spoke on a panel about the relocation of
Arena to become a resident company in Bendigo.
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• Artlands workshop presentation – Artistic Director
Christian Leavesley and Artistic Associate Jolyon
James presented a workshop on the Secret
Schoolyard project.

Research
• Arena is an industry partner in Creative
Convergence: Enhancing impact in regional
theatre for young people, a research project
undertaken by the University of Melbourne and
funded by the Australian Research Council.

3. Chair’s report
I am pleased to present Arena Theatre Company’s first Annual Review from our new base in Bendigo. Moving
home can be challenging but, thanks to the hard work of all at Arena and the tremendous support of those
around us, we have enjoyed a remarkably smooth transition and now feel very much at home at The Engine
Room.
In addition to the organisational demands of the last year, we have delivered an extensive creative program,
including two wonderful premieres, Robot Song and Air Race. These shows demonstrate just how fortunate
we are to have the remarkable talents of Christian Leavesley and Jolyon James working with Arena. We were
also pleased that both shows engaged the skills and experience of several local professional artists and we
look forward to more such collaborations in the future.
Arena’s work within schools is essential to our creative process and 2018 saw us begin what will be an
extensive workshop program with schools in our region, building on the successful program we continue
to deliver throughout Victoria. Indeed, for a small company, Arena is remarkable in its national and
international reach; the last year has seen us everywhere from Orbost to Beijing and our forthcoming tours will
take the Company to nearly every Australian state and territory.
We could not achieve these ambitions without the commitment of our partners, our staff, and our Board.
We are grateful for the generous financial support of Creative Victoria, the Australia Council, and the
Crown Resorts Foundation; our growing number of private donors and supporters; and our key project and
presenting partners including the Sydney Opera House, Melbourne Theatre Company and Capital Venues
and Events.
Arena’s achievements depend on the considerable skills and commitment of a small and very hard-working
team, led by our Executive Director, Sharon Custers who has, over the last year, adroitly and successfully
balanced the demands of our relocation with a very busy creative program.
We have seen several changes at Board level this year. Three long-serving directors, Virginia Lovett, Darren
Fewster and Ruth McMullin have retired. Their skilled and generous contributions to the work of the Board,
over many years, have been invaluable and I am pleased that all remain dedicated supporters of the
Company.
I am delighted to welcome three new directors, Tom Wolff, Jon Anstey, and Janice Muller to the Board, all
of whom have strong connections to Bendigo. Together, they bring a formidable range of talents and
experience, as well as evident enthusiasm for the work of the Company.
Indeed, thank you to all who have been involved with Arena over its 50-year history, and to all those who
will be involved in its future. I believe that we can begin 2019 truly confident that we will continue to speak
to young people in languages they understand, in the spaces they occupy, but in ways they never thought
possible.

Liz Grainger
Chair
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3. Artistic Director’s report
Change has been the major theme for the year
at Arena Theatre Company. It is remarkable
how a process of change involves the
interaction of many different elements, some
shifting instantly, some shifting slowly, some
revealing themselves to be foundational with
movement more tectonic in nature. The most
exciting thing for me is the inevitable and
wonderful change in the art that Arena will be
making into the future.
Arena’s move to Bendigo was significantly
predicated on our desire to build a community
around our theatre, a community whose young
people we work with and for to make the
theatre that they need.
This process is necessarily a considered one, as
relationships grow and trust is earned. We have
begun engaging with young people in schools
and in the community, seeking out connections
across a diversity of groups in Bendigo and
Central Victoria, always with an emphasis on
serving those with limited access to the arts.
This engagement is proving highly stimulating.
Most importantly, it is actively seeding Arena’s
future works and collaborators.
Initiatives such as The Bendigo Studio are
bringing diverse artists into our established
processes, creating pathways for the
development of new works made especially
for the young people of Bendigo that will tour
nationally and internationally in coming years.
One of our priorities of last year was to
demonstrate to Bendigo who and what Arena
is, through the work that we make. We grew
our program last year to reflect the scale of
program that we would like to offer every year.
The program included two premieres, Robot
Song and Air Race, 1 national tour of Trapper,
and one international tour of Sunny Ray and
the Magnificent Moon.
Our first presentation for the year was a
remount of Trapper for the Sydney Opera
House in April. Brand new works always derive
tremendous benefit from second and third
seasons, especially when they are of the scale
and complexity of Trapper. We were very proud
that the show was recognised by our industry
peers through nominations for two Green Room
Awards.
Artistic Associate Jolyon James’ first original
musical for Arena, Robot Song was the best
possible start to Arena’s life in Bendigo. The
audience response was utterly overwhelming.
As a show exploring neuro-diversity and
bullying, it touched the hearts and minds
of every person who attended, both young
4

and old. It was immediately programmed for
Australia’s largest festival of theatre for young
people, Dream Big, and has a long national
tour in 2019.
Sunny Ray and the Magnificent Moon was one
of 10 shows selected from around the world
for the China Children’s Theatre Festival and
ASSITEJ International Gathering. Every show
sold out. The children’s response to the actors
post-show was the most enthusiastic I have ever
seen. Sunny Ray is becoming one of Arena’s
longest running shows.
Air Race was our second premiere in Bendigo.
Partially inspired by the musical Hamilton,
and framed as an adventure, Air Race asked
whether women and first generation Australians
can ‘own’ Australian history in which they
are not represented. The costume designer
and lighting designer were both from Central
Victoria. Air Race has been programmed in The
Darwin Festival in 2019, with further touring in
2020.
Our final presentation for the year was a part
of our extended schools residency at Brookside
P-9 in Caroline Springs. A continuation of
our Flock project in Melton, Arena’s artists
explored the concept of flight and community
connection with the students. These projects
have grown to be central to Arena’s new
work development, and provide clarity and
definition to our artists’ relationship with our
young audience. We’re looking forward to our
first extended residencies in Bendigo.
I would like to acknowledge David Lloyd and
his staff at Bendigo Capital Venues and Events.
We are piloting a ground-breaking model for
partnership in the arts sector. His team were
thoroughly committed to making both of our
shows absolutely extraordinary at all levels,
signalling what a powerful partnership this is
going to be.
I would also like to acknowledge the staff and
members of the board of Arena, both outgoing
and incoming across the year. Your work has
been extraordinary, sometimes under serious
pressure as the Company has produced an
extended program at the same time as a huge
organisational transition. Thank you all.
Christian Leavesley
Artistic Director

4. Bendigo relocation
report
In 2018, Arena relocated to the city of Bendigo
in Central Victoria, through an investment
from the Victorian State Government. Through
this relocation, Arena aims to have a lasting
impact on the Bendigo community of families,
children and young people. Arena will provide
opportunities for young people to participate
in and experience professional performing
arts as well as contributing to Arena’s
unique creative research and development
processes.
Arena’s guiding principle in our first year was
to establish our identity and value in Bendigo.
Bendigo has a thriving arts scene, but its
professional arts industry is less developed.
Arena has already started to demonstrate that
a local professional performing arts company
can bring tremendous benefit and value to
the people of Bendigo.
In our first year in Bendigo, there have
been significant changes to the way Arena
conducts its core business, including changes
to staff, board and the artistic program. Arena
now employs eight Bendigo based staff - two
full time, three permanent part time, and
three casually contracted production staff.
The board is now made up of 75% Bendigo
region based board members. Strategies
in our original relocation plan have been
tested on the ground and, in most cases, our
expectations have been exceeded. To quote
a local teacher – “Arena’s arrival is the best
thing to happen to the arts in Bendigo in a
long time”.
Community response to our productions has
been overwhelmingly positive with surveys
expressing that 97% found our work “Amazing”
and would recommend an Arena show to
a friend. We will build on this reputation to
ensure that more and more of Bendigo’s
schools, families and children gain access
to Arena’s work. Strategies are underway to
build a network of engaged teachers who will
become strong advocates for the company in
the coming years.
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PROJECT REPORTS

“Futuristic and visually
stunning” - Theatre Press
“ideal space for a work
exploring identity in the
internet age”

Artists:
Created by
Christian Leavesley and Jolyon James

Trapper

Director:
Christian Leavesley

April 2018

Text:
Angus Cernini, Emilie Zoey Baker,
Christian Leavesley and Jolyon James

Sydney Opera House

Design:
Jolyon James

Age group: 14+
Sound Design and Composition:
Ania Reynolds

Do we live in a prison or playground?
Four performers battle each other inside a series of giant
sculptural machines, hoping to discover the proof of free will.
Using slam poetry and demanding physical agility, the
performers make their arguments from within the body of
the machines – simultaneously asking; are we in control or
being controlled? Trapper investigates the complex
relationship humans have with the systems we embrace,
inhabit and fight against.
Created by Christian Leavesley and Jolyon James with text
by playwright Angus Cerini and poet Emilie Zoey Baker,
Trapper is aimed at young adults (14+). Trapper world
premiered in August 2017 at Arts Centre Melbourne and
toured to the Sydney Opera House in April 2018 for six
performances. Trapper was nominated for two Green Room
awards in 2018 - Best Lighting Design for Theatre and Best
Ensemble Performance.
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Video Design:
Sean Healy
Lighting Design:
Paul Lim (Additive)
Costume Design:
Matilda Woodroofe
Set Construction:
Additive
Movement Director:
Ashlea Pyke
Production Management:
Emily O’Brien
Stage Management:
Anna Pidgeon
Assistant Stage Manager:
Julia Orlando
Cast:
Rachel Perks, Hamish Irvine, Daniel
Schlusser, Simone French

PROJECT REPORTS

“Gorgeously told and
superbly crafted, a must-see
for young people growing up
in a world where bullying is
widespread but who need to
understand that difference
should be seen as an asset.”
- Fiona Parker ABC

Artists:
Writer/Director:
Jolyon James

Robot Song

Composer/ Performer:
Nathan Gilkes

July 2018

Musical Director:
Ania Reynolds

World premiere at The Engine Room, Bendigo
Age group: 8+

If you sing you will find your song
When it comes to friends, Juniper May has no idea what all
the fuss is about. In fact when classmates tease her for being
like a robot she takes it as a compliment. Through the
unconventional eyes of a child on the Autism Spectrum,
Robot Song takes the audience on an incredible ride of
personal discovery.
Based on a true story, Robot Song is a deeply personal story.
It shares an honest, intensely funny and often unconventional
window into writer, director Jolyon James’ experience
parenting a child on the Autism Spectrum. The show poses
and attempts to answer the question, how do we support,
foster and celebrate difference in our children in the face of
an increasingly rigid and homogenised world?

Assistant Director:
Sarah Branton
Dramaturge:
Christian Leavesley
Script Adviser:
Anthony Crowley
Costume Designer:
Beth Sayer
Set Builder:
Justin Green
Lighting Designer:
Paul Lim and ADDITIVE
Production Manager:
Ben Van Dillen
Stage Manager:
Theresa O’Connor
Cast:
Ashlea Pyke, Phillip McInnes

Robot Song is a genuine family show. It is joyful and full of
hope. It is for any child who has ever felt isolated or pushed
to the margins and any parent desperate for tools to help.
The show employs cutting edge digital technology, startling
animatronics and a beautiful original musical score. Robot
Song was Arena’s debut work in Bendigo and performed
nine shows over two weeks in July 2018.
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PROJECT REPORTS

“Star-spangled theatre rock
party. This affectionate, well
thought out production is a
terrific small-scale jewel”
- Sydney Morning Herald

Artists:

Sunny Ray and the Magnificent
Moon
August 2018
International tour, Beijing, China
Age group: 4-8

Writers:
Clare Bartholomew and Daniel Tobias
Director:
Christian Leavesley
Design:
Emily Barrie
Lighting Design:
Richard Vabre
Music Production:
Benjamin Hense

Imagine what it’s like to stay up all night!

Choreography:
Gabi Barton

One night Sunny Ray breaks all the rules and instead of
going to sleep, stays up very, very late to party with the
Magnificent Moon.

Stage Manager:
Theresa O’Connor

Sunny Ray and the Magnificent Moon comes from the
imaginations of Clare Bartholomew and Daniel Tobias,
creators of the internationally acclaimed Die Roten Punkte
and Arena Theatre Company. Featuring original music
inspired by everything from folk to funk, disco and pop,
Sunny Ray and the Magnificent Moon continues Arena’s
investigation of cabaret for our youngest audience.

Page-Jones

Having world premiered at Sydney Festival in 2016 Sunny
Ray and the Magnificent Moon enjoyed four seasons in
2017 including an international tour to New Zealand. In 2018
Sunny Ray travelled to Beijing, China as part of ASSITEJ and
the China Children’s Theatre Festival and performed four
sold out shows.
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Cast:
Olivia Charalambous and Simone

PROJECT REPORTS

“The most spectacular piece
of theatre I’ve ever seen!”
– Bendigo audience member

Artists:

Air Race
November 2018
World Premiere at The Capital Theatre, Bendigo
Age group:

10+

Director/Designer:
Christian Leavesley
Writer:
Dan Giovannoni
Dramaturge:
Jolyon James
Script Advisor:
Sonya Suarez
Lighting Designer:
Paul Jackson

“Dreamers, thinkers, tinkerers and madmen...
the Great Air Race has begun.”
Inspired by the amazing true story of the 1919 Air Race from
London to Australia, this old-world adventure from Arena
Theatre Company captures an extraordinary moment in
history when flight was inspiring a whole new way of looking
at the world.
Seven teams take to the skies in a thrilling race to victory,
chasing an adventure that will take them half way across the
planet. Maintaining their flying machines with found objects,
random spare parts and the occasional wad of chewing
gum, these aviators undertook their extraordinary journey
at a time when ‘risk management’ just wasn’t a thing. Will
they survive? Will they make it to Australia? And whose stories
matter when you’re making history?

Composer/Musical Director:
Ania Reynolds and Kim Baston
Costume Designer:
Matilda Woodroofe
Production Manager:
Ben Van Dillen and Calum McClure
Stage Manager:
Kyrilee Bodin
Cast:
Chi Nguyen, Hamish Irvine, Simone
French, Vidya Makan

From crash landings to disappearing planes, their stories
range from harebrained and hilarious to deeply moving and
sometimes tragic. With incredible moving sets and live music,
this is theatre for young people like you’ve never seen
before.
The Air Race world premiere was held at The Capital Theatre
in Bendigo in November and December 2018.
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PROJECT REPORTS

2020 New Work development
The new work in development for 2020 is an exploration of contemporary relationships between
fathers and sons, bringing together three lead artists who are all fathers to young boys. With a
sense of urgency, they ask themselves what type of relationship they want to have and what role
model they want to be for their sons.
This project will take the form of a rock opera, staged inside a 360-degree projection screen, in
which the audience is located centrally. The ballads will be augmented by a projected visual
environment that surrounds the audience. The arc of the work will move from high energy and
adrenaline, into communal reflection and collective future vision.
It is within this stage that the work will stake out the emotional ground where fathers and sons
meet and connect, finding the complexity and beauty in their relationship as well as the darkness
and confusion.
In 2018, the three core artists spent time working with students from Far East Gippsland and
Bendigo, developing the concepts for the project.
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EDUCATIONAL PARTNERSHIPS

“The experience and expertise
these artists have brought to our
school is something we would
never have been able to offer.”
– Principle, Brookside College

Artists:

Flock
Schools residency
Venue:

Brookside P-9 College, Caroline Springs

Dates:

12 October – 14 December

Director/Designer:
Jolyon James
Penelope Bartlau
Mark Egan
Alexa Fernandez Martinez
Jessie Rizzi
Phillip McInnes
Gayle McClure

Flock is about community. A celebration of those tiny
voices and individual stories that, when combined,
become so powerful they take off!
Over Term 4 Arena artists were in residence at Brookside P-9
College in Caroline Springs. Arena worked with the Grade 6
students and staff to respond to ideas of ‘Flock’, and what
it means to them. Together artists and students undertook
a series of workshops in which they created their own birds
and stories, designed and built nests, created dragons out
of spoons and hid AI animals throughout the school.
Flock culminated with both a whole school parade, filmed
by drone, and a large-scale interactive installation for the
whole school community. The installation included a nest
environment featuring sounds and artworks from the
students, listening tents filled with original student stories, AI
creatures coming to life, student portraits, a feather wing
photobooth and a creative data display.
Arena was thrilled with the response from students and
teachers alike and would like to thank Brookside College for
hosting us throughout Flock. Flock will continue in 2019 with
further residencies in Footscray.
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EDUCATIONAL PARTNERSHIPS

Artists:

East Gippsland Workshop Tour
Dates:

16 October – 1 November

Schools:

Swifts Creek P12 College
Cann River P12 College
Mallacoota P12 College
Orbost Secondary College

In November we undertook our annual East Gippsland
Workshop Tour. Nate Gilkes joined the team, bringing his
extraordinary skills in creating original musical compositions
with groups of young people. This year’s workshop combined
music and poetry in the exploration of relationships between
fathers and their children. Each workshop generated an
original long form rock operatic ballad, combining singing
and spoken word that participants performed for the rest of
their school.
The responses from the students and the school communities
to each of the performances was wonderful, and emotional
at times. It is exciting to see students who were in younger
year levels in previous years take leading roles in the
workshops. Researchers from the ARC Linkage Project
Creative Convergence came to the Orbost Secondary
College workshop once again. We are looking forward to
sharing their observations and assessments.
This set of workshops provided important early stage research
into form and content for our new work in development.
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Christian Leavesley
Jolyon James
Nate Gilkes

EDUCATIONAL PARTNERSHIPS

“Having Arena Theatre
Company based in Bendigo
has been the best thing to
happen to the Arts in Bendigo
in a long time. The benefits
and possibilities available
by having this professional
company in our city to help
inspire our future creatives are
extremely valuable.”
- Teacher at Bendigo South
East College

Artists:

Bendigo Schools Workshops
Dates:

25 July
17-18 September

Schools:

Bendigo South East College
Catherine Macaulay College

Christian Leavesley
Jolyon James

Arena’s Creative Classrooms Program delivers inspiring, highquality, immersive arts experiences to young people who are
limited by geographic and other social barriers to accessing
arts programs. Using innovative technology and artistic
practices, our workshops encourage and empower students
to be creative, critical thinkers and cultural agents within their
community and beyond.
Arena has made some strong connections with Bendigo
schools since arriving in April 2018, leading to some initial
workshops being run in schools in 2018 and several more
booked for 2019. In July, Arena ran a workshop with
the students who attended Robot Song, exploring the
technologies used in the show. In September, Arena ran
several workshops with students in the development of the
new work for 2020, exploring the concept of the “father
figure”.

13

7. Staff
In 2018, Arena employed a core staff of two full-time employees and four permanent part-time
employees. These positions were Artistic Director (1.0EFT), Executive Director (1.0EFT), Artistic
Associate (0.6EFT), Admin Coordinator (0.6EFT), Marketing and Development Manager (0.4EFT)
and Accountant (0.2EFT)
In 2018 the Company employed or contracted 42 creatives, artists, technicians, production
managers and other collaborators. Arena also out-sources and contracts other staff where
appropriate. Outsourcing and contracting includes graphic design and publicity, to name but a
few. Arena hosted four emerging artist internships in 2018.

Christian Leavesley
Artistic Director
Christian Leavesley is the Artistic Director of Arena Theatre Company. He studied
theatre at the Victorian College of the Arts, Monash University and the University of
Missouri-Columbia. Before joining Arena he co-founded multi-award winning
company Uncle Semolina(& friends), whose works such as Gilgamesh, Ticky Tacky
and OT were known for their innovative use of playing space and theatrical form.
Leavesley’s work has appeared in festivals and venues right across Australia, and
internationally in Asia, North America and Europe. Christian’s works for Arena include Starchaser, Marlin,
Marlin Expedition, Point of View, The Sleepover, Sunny Ray and the Magnificent Moon, Trapper and Air Race.

Sheah Sutton
Executive Producer (outgoing March 2018)
Sheah tried her hand at acting but soon realised her skills lay elsewhere, and so has
spent the last 15 years working in arts administration and management across the
performing arts sector, with a particular passion for the small-to-medium sector. Her
previous roles include Company Manager and subsequently Executive Producer with
Snuff Puppets, General Manager with Midsumma Festival and Administration and
Finance Manager with The Song Room. In 2014, Sheah completed her Masters of Arts &
Cultural Management with the University of Melbourne.

Sharon Custers
Executive Director
(incoming March 2018)
Sharon joined Arena in March 2018, with the transition to Bendigo. She has over 20
years’ experience in the performing arts industry, including roles with Sydney Theatre
Company, Griffin Theatre Company, Spare Parts Puppet Theatre and Cirque du
Soleil. She recently headed up Bunbury Regional Entertainment Centre (BREC) as
their Executive Director, leading them to success in receiving the Drover award for
Australian Performing Arts Centre of the Year 2017. At BREC, Sharon developed and implemented a new
Strategic Vision for the organisation with a focus on Youth and Education and capacity building for local
artists. This included the development of a Youth Performance Company in partnership with Artistic Director,
Kathryn Osbourne of The Last Great Hunt.
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Jolyon James
Artistic Associate
As the Artistic Associate of Arena Theatre Company since 2014 Jolyon has been
involved in the creation of all productions throughout this time. Highlights include
Cautionary Tales for Children staring Virginia Gay, Marlin and the Marlin Expedition,
Trapper and Robot Song. As a graduate of the West Australian Academy of Performing
Arts, Jolyon has appeared in theatre, television and film roles both in Australia and
overseas, including Offspring, Time of our Lives, Rush, City Homicide and The Secret Life
of Us and the Universal film The Wedding Date. Professional theatre credits include Les Miserables, Jesus Christ
Superstar, Mamma Mia, Shane Warne the Musical, Into the Woods, [MTC] A Little Night Music [MTC] All About
My Mother [MTC]; and The Grenade [MTC].

Alexandra Macalister-Bills
Education and Programs Manager (outgoing April 2018)
Alexandra is an arts manager and emerging playwright. She was the General Manager
of literary organisation Going Down Swinging from 2014 – May 2015, having originally
joined the team as an intern in 2012. In 2014 she was awarded a RE Ross Trust Script
Development Award for her play Peripheral Damage. She is a graduate of the
Australian Theatre for Young People’s (ATYP) Fresh Ink Mentoring Program and National
Studio for emerging playwrights. Her work has been read at Courthouse Arts, National
Young Writers Festival and the Emerging Writers Festival and was produced as part of ATYP’s show The One
Sure Thing. Alexandra holds a Bachelor of Arts from the University of Melbourne, majoring in Creative Writing
and Cultural Studies and is currently studying her Masters in Teaching (Secondary) at La Trobe University.

Gayle McClure
Admin Coordinator (incoming May 2018)
Gayle graduated from Queens University Belfast with degrees in Theatre and Music.
She is a founding member and former Director of Accidental Theatre in Belfast. Since
making to the move to Australia, she has become involved in local Castlemaine
theatre company Three’s A Crowd as Chair and committee member, working on
productions of Assassins and Sweeney Todd. Most recently Gayle was the Events
Manager at the Old Castlemaine Gaol, running live music and theatre, and writing
and producing specialty ghost tours.

Josephine Collins
Marketing & Development Manager (incoming October 2018)
Josephine has nearly ten years’ communications experience and has worked as a
freelance writer and editor in the corporate and public sectors. As resident writer at
Red Stitch Actors Theatre from 2015-2017, her works included The Way Out and
Whistling Bird. The Way Out was published by Playlab in 2017. Other published works
include The Free Speech Fights, published in Fluid Prejudice, an Australian History
Comic Anthology (Glass Flag 2014). Josephine has a Bachelor of Arts from the
University of Melbourne.

Wendy Buchan
Accountant (incoming November 2018)
Wendy is the accountant at Arena and has a Bachelor of Business degree from
La Trobe University, Bendigo. She has worked for a number of different businesses
including a large book publishing company, a Buddhist retreat centre, numerous
businesses in the hospitality industry, and for a number of different “tradies”. The
highlight of her career to date was working with Park Avenue Productions in the UK,
who were responsible for the opening exhibits and content of the Millennium Dome in
2000.
15

8. Board of Directors
Liz Grainger, (Chair from January 2018)
Liz has considerable experience of executive
management in the public and private sectors
including with Deloitte (London); the Federal
Department of Agriculture, Fisheries and Forestry;
the Victorian Department of Treasury and Finance;
the National Gallery of Victoria; the State Library of
Victoria; and Melbourne Recital Centre. Liz served
as a board director of Craft Victoria for six years,
and is currently a member of the Audit and Risk
Committees of Victoria Police and of Film Victoria,
and a director of Geografia. Earlier in her career, she
worked in theatre administration, front of house and
marketing in London’s West End and fringe. Liz is a
chartered accountant by profession, a graduate of
the Australian Institute of Company Directors, and
has particular expertise in business strategy, financial
management, organisational governance, and public
sector funding. She currently provides independent
consultancy services to a wide range of public and
not-for-profit entities.

Virginia Lovett (Chair until January 2018)
Outgoing December 2018
Virginia is currently the Executive Director of the
Melbourne Theatre Company. Prior to this she held
the role of General Manager of the Melbourne
International Comedy Festival. Virginia has also been
General Manager, Corporate Communications at Zoos
Victoria; Manager Marketing and Communications,
Powerhouse Museum from 2004-2007; and spent
seven years at the Sydney Festival as Marketing and
Communications Manager. She has many years’
experience as Publicity Manager with Sydney Theatre
Company, Art Gallery of NSW and National Gallery
of Victoria. She has also worked as an advisor during
the Carr government in New South Wales. Virginia has
served on the Board of Force Majeure, Mardi Gras,
Legs on the Wall and Craft Victoria. In 2006, Virginia
was awarded a Churchill Fellowship.

Darren Fewster
Darren is the Executive Director of Telstra’s Human
Resources area (Shared Services and Strategy).
At Telstra, Darren’s team works across a range of
functions including recruitment, people IT systems and
advisory services. Darren has extensive public and
private sector experience. He has qualifications in
law (with first class honours) and psychology from the
University of Western Australia.
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Lee Casey
Outgoing May 2018
Lee came to Arena from the Melbourne International
Comedy Festival where she held the role of
Marketing and Sponsorship Director. She has over
ten years experience in arts management, theatre
and events across operations, administration with
a particular focus on marketing, sponsorship and
partnership management. She has worked for a
number of key arts organisations including Melbourne
Festival, ArtsHub, East Coast Blues and Roots Festival,
Melbourne Comedy Festival and Southbank Centre
in London. She holds a Bachelor of Creative Arts from
University of Melbourne/Victorian College of the Arts.
Lee was selected as part of the Australia Council’s
Emerging Leaders Development Program in 2013.

Richard Sallis
Richard lectures in drama/theatre education in the
Melbourne Graduate School of Education at the
University of Melbourne where he was a researcher on
the nationally funded (ARC) ‘TheatreSpace’ project.
He began his career writing, directing and acting in
theatre for young people and is a past state (Victoria)
contributing editor for youth performing arts magazine
Lowdown. Richard is the Director of Publications, for
IDEA, the international drama educators’ association
and he is a past president of Drama Australia. He is a
trustee of the Australian Children’s Theatre Foundation
and the Chair of the Theatre Board at the University of
Melbourne. He is a member of various advisory, writing
and assessment panels for the Victorian Curriculum
and Assessment Authority (VCAA) where he holds the
position of Chief Assessor for Theatre Studies. His award
winning (AATE Award, 2012) doctoral thesis looked at
boys’ participation in the Arts in schools.

Jon Anstey
Incoming June 2018
Jon Anstey has had an extensive career in law,
finance and strategy both overseas and in Australia.
He has previously worked for the United Nations in
Switzerland, Sri Lanka, Maldives and Pakistan. Currently
he is the Legal Counsel and Executive General
Manager of Insight and Innovation at Coliban Water.
Jon is passionate about the community and is currently
serving on the boards of the Australian Conservation
Foundation, Castlemaine District Community Health
and Lot 19 Galley Art Collective to name just a few!

Ruth McMullin
Outgoing May 2018

Tom Wolff
Incoming June 2018

Ruth is a social worker and family therapist with a
passion for the arts. She brings extensive experience
of working with children and young people both
in Australia and overseas in the areas of child
protection, mental health and education. Her career
spans the not-for-profit and private sectors as well
as governments, schools and universities. She brings
skills in network development and mediation as well
as her understanding of the needs of young people.
Currently, Ruth consults with a psychology practice
and a number of other organisations in relation to
client and staff well-being.

Tom Wolff is currently a lawyer with O’Farrell
Robertson McMahon, which he joined after moving
to Bendigo in 2013, He practices in all aspects
of family law. He was previously a Chair of the
Committee of Management at Star Cinema Bendigo
and is the former President and current VicePresident of Bendigo Law Association.
Tom is also a musician and composer having
performed and composed music for productions
programmed in the Adelaide and Melbourne Fringe
Festivals, Castlemaine Writers Festival among others.
He is a proud alumni of the Sir Zelman Cowen School
of Music and Monash University Student Theatre.

Sandra Willis
Sandra is one of Australia’s leading arts sector
executives and has extensive experience of the
strategic leadership of arts organisations, producing,
fundraising, audience development, production
management, touring and community programs. She
is currently Executive Director of Opera Queensland
one of Australia’s Major Performing Arts Companies.
Sandra’s previous roles have included Executive
Producer, Touring and Outreach at Opera Australia,
General Manager Oz Opera, Company Manager
of Bell Shakespeare and Company Manager of
Priscilla Queen of the Desert – The Musical for its
first two years. After graduating from NIDA, Sandra
freelanced in stage management, event, and
production management for many of Australia’s
theatre companies, Arts Festivals, and Event
Companies. She has served as a Branch Council
member for the MEAA, Council Member for the
Performing Arts Touring Alliance, was a Trustee of
the Opera Australia Benevolent Fund for five years
and was a member of the Regional and Touring Arts
Programs Expert Assessment Panel for the Office of
the Arts.

Janice Muller
Incoming December 2018
Janice Muller is a theatre director based in
Newstead, Victoria. In 2016 she was Director in
Residence at the Malthouse Theatre, Melbourne. Her
most recent credits include the world premiere of
Ned, composer Luke Styles/libretto Peter Goldsworthy
(Perth Festival), co-adaptor with Osamah Sami and
director Good Muslim Boy, (Malthouse Theatre,
Queensland Theatre) and the Australian premiere
of Revolt She Said. Revolt Again by Alice Birch
(Malthouse Theatre).
Janice has received various scholarships and
awards including the inaugural Playwriting Australia
Dramaturgy Fellowship in 2006, the VCA’s Keith &
Elisabeth Murdoch Travelling Scholarship in 2003 and
in a scholarship to attend the Royal Court Thaetre’s
international residency program in 2001. She is a
graduate of the Victorian College of the Arts, the
University of New South Wales and AFTRS. She has
previously worked as a radio journalist, news reader,
media advisor and publicist.

Christian Leavesley
See staff biographies.

Sharon Custers
Incoming March 2018
See staff biographies.
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