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Fergus Linehan: Douglas Gautier here is the CEO and Artistic Director of the Adelaide Festival Centre 
prior to which he was the Executive Director of the Hong Kong Arts Festival and has had a very 
esteemed career both in Australia and Hong Kong and elsewhere. 
 
Rachel Healy is the Director of Performing Arts at the Sydney Opera House and prior to that was 
General Manager of Company B.  
 
Tina Rasmussen is the Director of Performing Arts at Harbourfront Centre and as such is the AD of 
World Stage, Habourkids and world leader in many other programs in that wonderful venue. 
 
David Sefton is Director of Performing Arts at UCLA prior to which was head of contemporary culture at 
the Royal Festival Hall. 
 
This is a kind of extraordinary cross section because I think there’s two things that have come up in our 
discussions in relation to this. One is what’s happening internationally but that there’s a very 
pronounced shift happening in Australia at the moment in relation to this, a shift that may be happened 
in other places some time ago, and in some cases which has run its course. 
 
I think that the idea that arts centres are now curating, producing and presenting individual 
performances and seasons of work is not a new idea, certainly across European centres. And I think 
there’s a few examples, probably particularly in London at the moment, where this particular style of 
programming has created difficulties perhaps, in terms of we’ve seen some of the limitations of how far 
it can go. 
 
But I want to just kick this off by starting with you Douglas, if I may, because in this particular building in 
which we’re sitting at the moment there was a very definitive statement of intent that this should not be a 
hall for hire and that it needed to do much more than that. And when you arrived Douglas that was 
articulated both I guess at your level but also at board level, and part of the reason you’re here. Maybe if 
you could explain to everyone how that came to pass and why it came to pass. 
 



 

 
 

Douglas Gautier: Thanks Fergus. Clearly, this building and the people who’ve been through it over the 
years, there’s a very proud tradition and it’s to do with the building. It’s to do with the aspirations of the 
state and the city and so forth. 
 
And I think there was a view at governmental level and at the board level and at the industry level, both 
political and civil service, and within the industry, that the place needed to be program-led once again. 
 
That was not only an artistic prerogative but it think it was also that there was a feeling there was an 
economic argument there too, that with a program-led approach that would drive box office. We would 
be masters of our own destiny to some degree. It would also drive sponsorship, and then we’d be in that 
nearly virtuous circle, hopefully. 
 
So it was very clear I think. The board decided and the government decided that they wanted this place 
to have a creative life, to be program-lead and consequently I guess that’s why my position carries both 
artistic and executive responsibilities. The board has been with us on that and I think again if you look at 
the positioning of the state, the tourism positioning particularly say with the festivals – Cabaret, Guitar 
Festival etc – is an important underwriting element in that regard. 
 
But program-led is what it was and what it continues to be. You know, I hesitate to draw any formula on 
that that might apply elsewhere but then I suppose the centres that one admires the most are ones 
where clearly a program-led approach is to the fore.  
 
The other issue for us really was working with the home companies and, a personal view, but I do think 
any great arts centre, arts complex or vibrant one has a good relationship and has good home 
companies. And we’re very fortunate in that respect with the ASO, State Theatre Company, Windmill 
and the State Opera.  
 
And of course what it has meant, where we’ve become far more active in programming and thinking 
ahead, that has put some pressures on those companies in terms of venue availability but I feel, and I 
hope they do too, that has been more than compensated by the fact that we’re working together to allow 
them to present work that they might not otherwise present. Mahler’s Symphonies in here with the ASO, 
the Sibelius Cycle etc. So, that’s an important element in the program-led approach as well. 
 
Rachel Healy: Can I ask a supplementary question about that because one of the tensions that usually 
arises when arts centres – certainly arose when I lived in Adelaide in the 90s - when the Adelaide 
Festival Centre I think ran a World Theatre subscription season and the tension was around whether or 
not there in fact a finite audience in Adelaide for theatre. 
 
Certainly there’s not competition in the sense that the State Theatre Company are importing 
international theatre works but there is a view that there is a finite audience for theatre per se. And with 
a new player in the market, even though everyone accepts and respects that it’s a good thing to have 
the Adelaide Festival Centre live and vibrant but it is in fact depleting audiences from other parts of the 
arts ecology here. 
 
Can I just take over like that? 
 
Douglas Gautier: Well, if you take that view, then you say, ‘Well that’s a finite audience and that’s 
where it is and I think that’s a fairly pessimistic view, you know. And State Theatre does what it does 
and does it very well.  
 



 

 
 

What we’ve tried to do is provide international theatre. For instance we did a production of Midsummer 
Night’s Dream here in Korean. State Theatre can©t and wouldn’t do that, presumably. So we try to 
complement and I think with an underlying view that in fact a larger audience can be built so that we’d 
be baking a bigger pie. 
 
That’s obviously – twixt lip and cup there’s always difficulties with that but I think you’ve got to take the 
optimistic view. 
 
Fergus Linehan: Can I just throw over to David because here we’ve got a particular kind of 
infrastructure where it’s sort of state arts centres. In the US that particular structure is more driven by 
universities and when you arrived in LA you very much embraced the idea that it had to have a very 
strong curatorial line and that that would something that you had articulated and would be quite close to 
you. 
 
Just I wanted, again in the sense it was a very clear shift, in terms of a board, admittedly in another 
country, saying, ‘No, it’s time that this needs to be more program-led.’ But just to explain it through that 
university structure. 
 
David Sefton: Yes, I knew nothing about this before I went there. But it’s weird and interesting in equal 
measure: there’s a couple of arts centre per se in the United States. There’s like one in New York and 
one in Washington. That’s about it really. Jueva Buena is going to be very upset about me saying that 
but… 
 
Frankly, the role of the multidisciplinary arts centre was as Fergus said, assumed by the universities 
because all of the universities had done ad hoc bits of public programming. And I think it was in the late 
60s there was a sort of consortium created between a bunch of universities, in all the key markets and 
the agents, in New York mostly. 
 
And that created this network which, for the first time in the State, there was a national touring network 
that enabled orchestras and dance companies and the occasional solo recitalist to go out on the road 
which was generally perceived to be a good thing by the agents and the universities. 
 
But over the course of time of course what that created was this homogenous circuit where everyone 
was just doing the same thing and so the symbioticness of the relationship created this network that 
didn’t differentiate. So you could go to Michigan and see the same thing as was being put on in Los 
Angeles as was being put on in Texas. 
 
Obviously there was a lot of good work went around. I don’t want to get into trouble, as ever, again. And 
I came into this looking at the program thinking, ‘That’s all very nice. Why on earth do you want me to 
come there because this isn’t what I do?.’  And what they were doing was this was a kind of sign of 
individual universities wanting to break out from that circuit and not do the same things as everybody 
else.  
 
And it was partly driven by, as you say, the desire to have a programmatic change. There was some 
fairly practical stuff though like there are no government agencies funding the arts in America so all the 
money comes, the principal sources apart from individuals are foundations and the grand giving agents 
of these individual private entities, who didn’t look at any of the universities because they were all doing 
the same programming. 
 



 

 
 

We’ve changed the program and that’s changed who will look at us. And I think part of it was a fairly 
smart/ cynical thing on the part of the campus where they knew.. the funniest thing was the interviews 
that went on for months. The guy who eventually was my boss kept saying that they wanted the 
program ‘on the map’. And that’s all they knew they wanted. They wanted to be distinctive, they wanted 
to be different. 
 
They got that. I mean sometimes it’s the ‘be careful what you wish for’ thing because they didn’t know 
how they were going to get on the map and they could as much have got on the map as somebody who 
came in and did.. I don’t know… trying not to say something rude… The Rocky Horror Show or Little 
Shop of Horrors but they got somebody that put them on the map and trying not to upset the good 
citizens of Los Angeles. 
 
And the circuit has broken out in lots of different ways now. And partly that’s financial but the interesting 
thing about being non-funded, because we’re 90% self generated financially, is you’re under less threat 
if you come from a mixed economy. So I look back at my old place and all my old colleagues in London 
are all tearing their hair out because they can©t get a budget out of the Arts Council. And I don’t wish to 
appear smug but I can see both sides of the argument of a mixed funding economy where you are 
enabled to actually put money into work. 
 
Fergus Linehan: Tina, Harbourfront is obviously very different in that it wasn’t a shift. It essentially 
started as a creative hub and didn’t grow into that. If you just want to tell people the origins of 
Harbourfront. 
 
Tina Rasmussen: I was going to say that I think it’s important to recognise that our genesis and our 
histories are all different, and our mandates and organisational structure, and most importantly I think 
the ecology in which we exist. 
 
Harbourfront Centre is 35 years old. We are contemporary arts centre on the shores of an epic body of 
natural water, to a non-harbour sort of environment. We have a literary program, a visual arts program, 
a craft, design architecture, performing arts, community and educational programs – on and on and on. 
and I’ve had a takeaway wine and I think my face is flushed. I feel I’m flushed. 
 
Fergus Linehan: They’d never have known. 
 
Tina Rasmussen:  It was very nice though. 
 
Fergus Linehan: The whole coffee cup ruse is blown by you telling them. 
 
Tina Rasmussen:  So this idea for hire is actually a really important thing for me to discuss here 
because at Harbourfront Centre I’ve actually been on this mission for the last two years to eradicate the 
word, or ‘rental’.  
 
And how does the international programming that we have and the national programming and the local 
programming co-exist and have meaning and authenticity and all those words that we really need to 
press refresh button on. 
 
But how the physical site and the programming, which is really about ideas and about problems that we 
see in the community, and really that’s what Harbourfront Centre has been about for 35 years is where 
there hasn’t been programming, so trying to solve the problems in certain areas and bring work to that 
through artists. 



 

 
 

 
Fergus Linehan:  Well, to start playing devil’s advocate a little bit, Rachel, obviously there’s some 
venues here have resident companies and some don’t. 
 
To a degree Sydney Opera House, most people will look at it and go.., you know. Even when you’re 
visitors to the city they want to go the opera, they want to go to ballet, they want to go to one of those 
resident companies. 
 
To what degree is this kind of dabbling because you’re bored as venue managers?  
 
[Laughter] 
 
I’m saying it’s like the choice between sitting around the pool in Avignon having a chat about the co-
production or taking the meeting about the fact that the toilets are blocking up.  
 
[Laughter] 
 
Is there a degree here whereby you just want to come and play at the sexy end of it, you know? 
 
 [Laughter] 
 
Rachel Healy: This from the man who’s just off the plane from Avignon. I think there’s more to it than 
that, funnily enough. 
 
I think that certainly arts centres, because they’re in the middle of most cities, and this isn’t just the 
Opera House, and they have a high profile, again not just the Opera House, within the community. It’s 
not just about having works that are going to be popular or companies that have an inbuilt audience. 
 
It’s also about providing a venue for artists and artistic teams that are engaged internationally with 
audiences. And I we were talking at lunchtime about Peter Brook who I don’t think had been seen in 
Sydney for 30 years. 
 
A place like the Opera House is probably the only venues, and indeed organisation in that city, and I 
think it’s the same for arts centres across the country that can find the subsidy to present the great 
artists of our generation. And I think that’s its job. 
 
Equally, there are opportunities for organisations like the Opera House to present and take a risk on 
artists that are going to appeal to parts of our community that are usually not in the mainstream. When 
we programmed Asha Bhosle with the Kronos Quartet we put ads in the Sydney Morning Herald and 
there’s be absolutely no response and we’d put ads in the Indian press and the sales would spoke 
within hours.  
 
And I think that using the cache of somewhere like the Opera House to put on those artists who are 
going to be the heroes of the homelands for so many in our community is actually what we’re there to 
do, frankly. 
 
Fergus Linehan: But everything is about choice and there’s so many different choices we can all make. 
How much can a large arts centre that has to incorporate all sorts of other things have a true curatorial 
identity?  
 



 

 
 

If somebody looks at this building or looks at the Sydney Opera House and goes, ‘Yes, I know the sort 
of thing that goes on in there.’ And if you really start to define that does that become a problem because 
obviously what you’re trying to do is you’re trying to get people to go to something that’s $10 and you’re 
trying to get them to go to something that’s $500.  
 
How much can you actually begin to control it? Is there such a thing as a curatorial vision that can apply 
to an organisation that has to be that multifaceted? 
 
Rachel Healy: I think things like a curatorial identity, it is really easy I suppose to seat an organisation 
like the Barbican and understand the kind of works that they have there. And I understand that South 
Bank have also recently just made the decision that everything is going to be curated. There’s no real 
place for establishment companies there. They’re not going to have the regular hirers, which is 
obviously creating huge issues in London for the orchestras and other organisations. 
 
I don’t necessarily think that you have to apply curatorial vision in the same way that you would apply it 
say at a festival. And you can clearly look at the work you©ve chosen over the last three years and see 
curatorial choices at play.  
 
But I think, at an arts centre, it’s not so much all of the choices that you’ll see there are the personal 
preferences of Rachel Healy. It’s about having a range of work, all of which you can see is responding 
to a particular community. And that includes work that is by the great theatre makers of the world - for 
which there are pretty understood dialogues about who the great artists are – as well as having those 
artists that may be from non-western communities as well as having, frankly, things like Australian Idol 
on the forecourt which are absolutely exciting for 13 year old girls around the country. 
 
And I think that you don’t have to use the term curatorial overview in the way that would say at Belvoir 
or at the Barbican. 
 
Fergus Linehan:  I think one of the interesting ideas that came up when we were talking earlier was 
this notion that - given that there’s a lot more collaboration now, the nature of the way work is made isn’t 
necessarily with big monolithic companies, it’s actually broken down an awful lot - that this notion that 
you actually need this kind of creativity at work in these centres to just be able to function out there. 
 
Douglas, you must have seen this, that it isn’t just the phone call to the three big hirers. That actually 
you need to be able to flexible and be able to come at these things from all sorts of different angles. 
 
Douglas Gautier: I think you do and certainly what a program-led approach means is that people – our 
programs have the imperative and have the drive to say work with collaborators in other centres. 
Whether it’s the big centres or not. We’re working with a lot of other smaller centres around the country 
and around the region for that matter, but at least to know that work that we’re looking at presenting will 
have a network of likeminded people in other centres, who will also look to take it and present it. 
 
So that you can offer the artist or offer the company some sense of continuity. It’s not going to be a one-
off thing, that there is other likeminded centres that are going to pick the work up as well. And I think 
that’s very important. 
 
So even though in many respects we all cut our cloth according to what we have, that trend that you©ve 
described I think around the country, where centres are taking programming much more seriously, and 
are being much more innovative, that really does behove for a much stronger critical mass, in terms of 
work, and more opportunities for artists, so that has to be a good thing, I think. 



 

 
 

 
Tina Rasmussen:  I think it’s also important that you can no, like no, you’re not going to be… And have 
a discussion with the company. Why? Or to work with the company about what it is, what they’re trying 
to achieve. We’re not a motel bed. We want to be a bed and breakfast that has a boutique relationship 
with the company and bring them into the arts centre. 
 
So ‘No’ is important and ‘Not right now’ or ‘Maybe, at some point, but no’ and also that it’s a reciprocal 
discussion, that it’s not just about me saying this but also that I listen and that I also have something to 
learn and understand my own biases and preferences and that of the art centre. And I think that that’s 
the greatest shift that we’re experiencing in Toronto. 
 
Fergus Linehan: One of the issues that comes out of all of this is just whether or not - to use a terrible 
word – it’s this notion of ‘festivalisation’ of the arts. And this idea that the power shifts away from the 
directors and artists and towards a bunch of jumped up administrators, basically. And that what you end 
up with is a series of rather arrogant dilettantes wandering around the world cherry-picking out work. 
 
David Sefton: Sounds good to me. 
 
[Laughter] 
 
Fergus Linehan: I wasn’t looking at you, David. But with little or no interest in the rather excruciating 
process of actually producing the work, beyond throwing in a commission at a meeting and then 
disappearing. We don’t actually sit in the five gruelling previews as the show tries to be put together. We 
go in, w see it ,we  book it and that kind of way of interacting with work in sense is very exciting but 
David do you not think that, if that is the direction in which work is going to be presented, do you not 
think there’s an actual kind of  danger that you end up with this quite bland homogenised  international 
festival type of thing doing the rounds. And we do it. 
 
David Sefton: Yes and no. I think a lot of this is context and frankly, by the way if there are any Sydney-
based taxpayers in the room, that was not a euphemism about the poolside Avignon meeting, that 
actually happened and Fergus was there and you paid. And I was there too.  
 
[Laughter] 
 
So that wandering around the world thing is not as bad as it sounds. 
 
I think there’s a lot of context here because of course the forty two or us that are in regular contact with 
each other do kind of book the same things but going into somewhere like Los Angeles which is - let’s 
be honest about this – a cultural wasteland, or it was. And you’re applying a kind of curatorial rigour 
going into town, and frankly you go into somewhere like that and there is the temptation, you can go our 
on stage and wave shiny object and everyone will be impressed. 
 
So, in many ways it’s harder because I could have got away with bloody murder but really sticking to 
your guns and bringing stuff that really stretches an audience that has not been exposed. I mean, 
honest to god, the festival structure in Australia means that actually a huge amount of international work 
has been seen by all of these communities. Robert Wilson had never been to Los Angeles. He’s 
American. So, I’m not just talking about the weird shit from Italy.  
 
There was no history. There’s been the Olympics in 1984. I arrived in 2000 and everyone was talking 
about a festival that was almost 20 years old. And the funniest thing of all was after the first festival 



 

 
 

which was a huge success and we did all this work you’re talking about, nothing bland or homogenised 
about it. 
 
And it was great but the thing that I found was the second year everyone was completely amazed that 
we did it again. They hadn’t seen something that happened twice, ever. So, I think the context is 
enormously important so we can get all smug and self castigating about the fact that we’re all booking 
roughly the same things but it’s been an enormous deal in Los Angeles. 
 
And actually I think an important piece of this that yes, you’re right. We’re not there at the horrible 
previews, but if you are bringing work which is of an incredibly high standard, then what I try to do is get 
as many local artists in as possible to see the work, because God alone knows they need to, in order 
toe expose them to  better work than they’re making. 
 
And obviously I don’t put it like that when I give them tickets – 
 
[Laughter] 
 
Fergus Linehan: It’s all being recorded. 
 
David Sefton: I try and put it a little – oh I always get into shit when I do panels. I don’t care. I think one 
of the reasons that so many companies come out of New York is not because everyone in New York is 
talented. They’ve just been exposed to lots of stuff over a sustained period of time. And I really believe 
that you up the game by, and I swear to God, really nothing had been to Los Angeles. 
 
Fergus Linehan: And to contradict myself I would say if you take something like Honourbound, which 
you really were all in there at the previews and grinding it out, there are models where venues can be 
engaged in some things at a higher level. 
 
Douglas Gautier: Yes, but I think the venues is not all festivals. Okay, we have our festivals we put on. 
We have special reasons for doing that whether it’s profile or certain packaging or whatever, but I think 
a lot of the work, certainly in this venue, as far as programming is concerned, is about continuity and 
getting to new audiences and people who wouldn’t normally be associated with it. 
 
For instance a lot of the work we do with ethnic communities here. And certainly the Moon Latin, work 
that we’ve done out in the park, is reaching new audiences. But that’s continuous work, trying to put 
together a dance season here where we join the dots between ADT, Leigh Warren and Australian Ballet 
with other things that we add in. That’s trying to build a dance audience over a full twelve months.  
 
So I think the festivals, yes, of course we do do that but just as important, probably more important is 
trying to build continuity of audience building with work that goes on over a twelve months period, which 
is work not just for twelve months you know. If you’re doing it properly it’s not for ten years, it’s for forty 
years, and that the kind of view you’ve got to have I think. 
 
David Sefton:  That’s a very important distinction between a season and a festival I have to say.  
People like Fergus, their professional life is comparable to a professional Santa. 
 
[laughter] 
 
 You work for three weeks of the year and then swan about for the rest of the year. The rest of us 
actually have shows going on for like nine.. well, for me I do take the summer. The summer is a 



 

 
 

downtime in LA but we have a ten month of the year program. And I’m not complaining about that and 
actually it is a different interaction with your audience as well because it’s not just the big blowsy blow 
out. You kind of have to get them to keep coming back.  
  
 Rachel Healy: That’s certainly one of the challenges I think in arts centres programming particularly 
international work is that when a festival is in town there’s an immediate context for it. I mean, you could 
read the telephone book and people will come because  there’s flags on the street and everyone’s out 
and about and wants to engage with live performance, particularly in Sydney in January. 
 
There are so many examples around the country of artists who’ve come to Australia and been in the 
Melbourne Festival and then travelled to another city to perform without a festival context or any really 
substantial programmatic context and they’ve died. And  I don’t think it’s because that particular 
community didn’t engage with the work. It’s just that there isn’t that programmatic context that enables 
audiences to come. 
 
And I think that that’s been shown so often. It’s something that I grapple with, and it seems my 
colleagues grapple, with in arts centres, how you can be there for the long term because it takes many, 
many years to keep programming this kind of work for it to filter through to the community that it isn’t just 
stuff that you’ll see at festival time. 
 
Fergus Linehan: I think that then, just to come back to the resident companies for those who have 
them, is that sort of notion of a creative hub and an idea, a centre of ideas can that actually feed into 
your relationship with them? Or is just something to do with the off weeks that they’re not on. 
 
Douglas Gautier: I think it should feed in. I mean if you©ve got a truly creative impetus within the venue 
and you care about the curatorial imperative then I think it’s important to take a hard look at where you 
might be able to create something which is greater than the sum of the parts in a way.  
 
And there are some things, many of those companies are having, experiencing financial difficulties, 
can©t do things that they would like to do or perhaps are not thinking in certain directions that our 
programs would think about. 
 
And there are a number of examples I think with all of the resident companies here where, now that we 
have taken a program-led approach we’ve said to them, ‘Hey look, we do think this repertoire should be 
seen here.’ Or we should maybe this or have you thought about that or look, we do… we’ve got the 
OzAsia Festival, is there any kind of Asian connection repertoire that you might be thinking about that 
you wouldn’t otherwise.  
 
So I think that’s got to be symbiotic in a way. That’s when you really get the best out of it, particularly if 
you©ve got good people running the companies because they’ll rise to the occasion.  
 
David Sefton:  However I think your point about the Korean Midsummer Night’s Dream presents a 
different attitude to that. In my previous life I lived with three resident orchestras in the building which 
was like inviting small factions of Serbs and Croats to live in your house.. 
 
[Laughter] 
 
Together! And they basically ran the diary. And now it’s quite funny because I started a festival called 
Meltdown in London which has been relatively successful but in order to start that festival I had to bite 
and gouge and scratch and claw the dates out of.. 



 

 
 

 
And the reason that festival happens at the end of June is no mistake: it’s because the orchestras just 
didn’t want the dates. And now I love the fact that now it’s the flagship festival of the Royal Festival Hall 
but it was such a battle.  
 
And you go in and you tell them, ‘You’re going to start a festival that’s going to be curated by a series of 
rock stars’ that they really don’t like and haven’t heard of, or haven’t heard of and wouldn’t like if they 
did. And my place there as a programmer was to do something that wasn’t and was never going to be 
done by the resident companies. 
 
In the end we did end up working with at least one of the more cooperative factions but ultimately I think 
there is symbiotic, yes but not necessarily always… I don’t think sweetness and harmony is necessarily 
always the way to go to get the best out of that relationship. 
 
Rachel Healy: I think the short answer is that there are huge opportunities to work with the resident 
companies but finally, when you are deciding if you want to have in your case say a contemporary 
music festival and there are dates issues, the question is: is your responsibility to the companies or is 
your responsibility to the community? 
 
And I think that’s probably a question that arts centres in Australia are going to have to interrogate more 
and more in the coming years. 
 
Fergus Linehan: There’s a question then in terms of actually the reality, the financial reality of 
presenting work which, even when full, will lose a lot of money and that subsidy needs to come from 
somewhere. And how much appetite there is for venues to be the holders of that subsidy. 
 
Say with Harbourfront, as a producing and presenting venue - because there is a certain kind of bad 
habit that certain government’s get into which is build the building and say, ‘Now it will pay for itself’ 
which of course it won©t, or the work will pay for itself.  
 
In terms of Harbourfront and the history of the actual subsidy and create work beyond just the building 
of the building itself, what’s been the history there. 
 
Tina Rasmussen:  Well, because we have so many different departments it was like the CEO was the 
dad and we would say I want to have priority, I’m going to college this year. I’d like to have a bigger 
budget. You know, you sort of fight within the organisation but you actually then find an opportunity to 
work cross-platform with the other silos as it were to try and pump up different budgets and so on.  
 
But, what we’re trying to deal with know is how the people that are coming into the arts centre can be 
our creative partners and we can both put our resources on the table and leverage our relationships and 
do a need assessment.  
 
Because sometimes what people need is space and we have that or people need different kinds of 
media relations or marketing assistance and it’s like taking what we have, as a huge machine, 325 
people, might actually not be about cash and about other things. So it’s like doing a needs assessment 
on each individual user/client/creative partner that comes through the organisation. 
 
And that is a lot of work and there’s not a lot of people doing it. We have a staff of five. It’s a lot but 
we’re trying to be not saying ‘us and them’. It’s like organising the diary so how we can actually have the 
weight of the community because Toronto, according to the United Nations, is the most multicultural city 



 

 
 

in the world and as a contemporary arts centre, and not presenting folkloric representation of work, this 
is a huge question that I need to have the artist and the community try and propose a solution to, or a 
response to. 
 
Fergus Linehan: One of the things that I think is going to be very interesting over the next few years is 
this whole explosion of venues in the Asia Pacific area. And also internationally where the great vanity 
project of the landmark building, and I think perhaps this is all a scramble around to find a model. 
 
Douglas, let’s take this through to its furthest conclusion. What is the absolute ideal, money being no 
object and one’s kind of dreaming about this building in ten years’ time? 
  
Douglas Gautier: Well, this building is 35 years old and there is a master plan that’s been floating 
around for I think about thee or four years which I think is about $100 million, which I suppose perhaps 
in comparative terms perhaps with Sydney and Melbourne is quite modest. But it deals with a whole 
upgrade of this precinct and adding in a sort of mini Federation Square and all that sort of thing, which 
in terms of traffic flows and upgrade of the theatre and the foyers and all the rest of it would be  very 
nice. 
 
But to be honest, I guess, when I came in I thought well, architectural solutions are terrific but ultimately 
what I’m more interested in is getting what goes on inside right first. 
 
So, and with your reference to Asia Pacific I think that’s true. Certainly in China we’re seeing, as 
somebody said yesterday I think on a panel, many, many wonderful venues being built in China and 
elsewhere but the question is, that’s going to go in them. 
 
So, I think that’s where we should be looking really. I mean, we should be looking at the content and 
how we develop that and how we look at the quality and how we distribute it. That’s the key issue I 
think. 
 
Fergus Linehan: In terms of the interesting thing about the whole question of the development of the 
Sydney Opera House, and obviously people are talking about it a lot, there isn’t a great deal of 
discussion aligned with that as to what goes in it, is there? This is just in terms of public expectation as 
to what you’re doing.  
 
There’s a lot of talk about it and what the public needs are but it’s that question of is it easier to get $100 
million to do a capital project if you have a venue but if you actually said, I want $100 million because 
I’ve got this programming idea over the next while.’  
 
There’s still a gap, certainly in the public perception, as to whether or not these venues are.. as opposed 
to say if the Ballet said they needed it, or the Symphony Orchestra said they needed it for an artistic 
programs. 
 
There’s still a degree of confusion in there isn’t there? 
 
Rachel Healy: Yes, I think it’s because arts centres haven’t traditionally been seen as creative 
organisations and I think that’s when we talk about a change. That’s what’s going on right now. I don’t 
know if in five or ten years you could say that people weren’t engaged with what the Opera House were 
programming. 
 



 

 
 

I’m not sure thought that people, the public are generally particularly interested in who’s doing what. 
They just care about what happens to be on when they look in the paper on a Saturday. So, who is 
actually masterminding it, how the networks are working, whether or not there’s better collaboration with 
out colleagues locally and interstate and in the Asia Pacific region. That’s all interesting for us but 
ultimately, for the public it’s just what happens to be on on Saturday night. 
 
And that’s I guess what the endgame is. 
 
Douglas Gautier: It’s interesting. I just remember about three years ago I was in London at a National 
Theatre talking about architectural solutions versus content and at the National Theatre, to be honest, 
it’s falling apart. Bits of concrete are falling off it. The carpets are a bit dirty and all the rest of it.  
 
But certainly since Hytner and all those people have taken over, wonderful content happening there and 
I remember being there on a number of nights, the bars are full, people are queuing for tickets, there’s a 
buzz going on but the carpets are still dirty and some of the seats don’t work, but who cares?  
 
There’s a palpable buzz because what goes in the place is terrific. 
 
Fergus Linehan: I’m going to throw this open to the floor now. I’m going to try and wrap it up by 25 past 
as well because I know people are running in about five different directions after this and I think half five 
is a little bit tight to get them to where they need to go. 
 
So, there’s a microphone here so if someone would be brave enough to put their hand up so I don’t 
have to do it. Here we go. And if everything could be posed in the form of a question. 
 
[Laughter] 
 
Floor: Yes, good point. I just want to ask you about what you think the relationships with arts centres is 
in terms of new work. I’m from Brisbane. We have more arts centres than we have people and we also 
have a lot of independent artists and a lot of the time independents are not independent by choice and 
it’s difficult to make new work. 
 
We’ve just Spotlighted here and the reason that work got bought by a Festival was because it was 
developed in collaboration with an arts centre. And that’s actually happening a lot in Brisbane, that our 
relationships as independent, particularly dance artists, is forming new work in partnership.  
 
We go to the US next year and again performing a new work with a relationship with a venue there. So, 
I just wanted to ask you about what you think the role is with arts centres and new work development. 
 
David Sefton:  I think one of the things about reading the article that was sent, the prep and the 
conversation about this discussion, was that it’s great to see that this discussion is happening here. 
 
It’s been happening elsewhere for quite some time now. And I’m not saying.. don’t get this the wrong 
way. I think it is good that it’s happening here.  
 
But if you look at the models, and we’ve talked about the Southbank and the Barbican and European 
models. Those arts centres have been involved in the making of new work extensively for decades and 
are very active in.. 
 



 

 
 

Not all of them. There are always, as ever,  good examples and bad examples. And I think what we 
were talking about, alluding to before about how you shape yourself to be involved in the making of 
work. And for us it’s about bringing the right people into the conversation. We know we are not 
originators of work but we know we have resources so we can put money into things. Form a queue just 
here at the end. But it’s all gone now. 
 
[laughter] 
 
But therefore we don’t have dramaturges and we don’t have active producers on staff so it’s about an 
awareness of what you can bring to the table that’s constructive and helpful, and makes you an active 
player. I think that’s incredibly important for us that we’re involved in the making of new work. And that’s 
very important to me. 
 
Rachel Healy: And can I just add I think supporting new work is kind of part of your tool kit when you 
are searching for any work. And certainly, if you’re looking at a team of artists as my colleagues did 
when Honour Bound was born, it was obviously the kind of artistic team that the Opera House wanted to 
be involved in. And so it was a straightforward proposition.  
 
Internally, there’s always wrangling about commission money and so on, but you’d hope that that’s just 
part of your options when you are seeking to find work for your venues. 
 
Floor: One of the key differences though is these organisations don’t employ artists and they certainly 
don’t employ artists in senior positions. Gone are the days of the Artistic Director being the CEO. How 
do we reconcile that, the disenfranchisement of the artist, as Fergus brought up before. 
 
Rachel Healy: We actually talked about this at lunch time and it might be worthwhile having my 
colleagues make some comments because there is actually a movement it seems to employ and artistic 
director at the head of the organisation. Ju Kelly is the example most recently, at Southbank. 
 
Douglas Gautier: I’m both. 
 
David Sefton: I think there could be an argument to be made that it’s happening in festivals as well 
which is the actual people who came up through a combination of management and various other 
things. But the greatest statement of intent would obviously be could we ever see an artist heading up 
one of these major organisations, in terms of the centres. 
  
Rachel Healy: The tricky thing, I think, is that as soon as you use the term ‘Artistic Director’ that actually 
comes with a whole range of expectations about that person making artistic choices and again, part of 
our discussion earlier, was David talking about the fact that he is both CEO, so having to kind of mind 
the shop, and run the organisation but also be out in the field, 51 weeks, at Avignon and elsewhere, 
finding shows. 
 
And I think as soon as you say, ‘I’m the artistic director’ there’s an immediate expectation by the 
community that you’re the decision maker. And interestingly, at Barbican, Graham Sheffield, I think his 
title is Artistic Director, it could be Executive Producer, but in fact he does very little of the purchase of 
shows or the choosing of shows. That responsibility is delegated to heads of arts form, which is where 
the artistic decision making is made. 
 



 

 
 

So, I think that it comes with an expectation about what the organisation does, and when you have 
seven venues, 52 weeks a year, it’s impossible to imagine that an artistic director, in the way we 
understand the term, is going to be filling that venue. 
 
David Sefton: I can see two sides to that argument. They could have given my job to Peter Sellars. I’ll 
just leave it at that. 
 
[Laughter] 
 
Fergus Linehan: Anyone else. Just at the back. 
 
Floor: Fascinating to actually hear the discussion in terms of iconographic arts centres, the nature of 
the Opera House, and the nature of the Adelaide Festival Centre. And clearly there’s a whole range of 
imperatives to do with maintaining standards across the entire 52 weeks of the year across seven 
venues and so on. 
 
My questions really go to the nature of that fragile ecology, to do with the theatre and the rest of the 
community, because if we talk about the nature of curatorial production with the major iconic venues 
then we’re starting to impinge on that very rare commodity in the Australian industry, and that’s the 
independent producer. 
 
If we actually take it to the small and regional organisations, the arts centres that are in Kalgoorlie and 
Bunbury – I come from Western Australia – then the other stakeholder that tends to be pushed out of 
the equation is the amateur movement, who are fighting for the venue. And there you have the 
relationship with community. 
 
I’m just wondering if the panel might comment on that nature of one the non iconographic arts centres 
and the nature of that ecology; and the nature of the other stakeholders that are vying for that very 
valuable commodity that is the space in a major centre. 
 
Most of us who are here today are trying to flog product of course, and to actually manoeuvre it into 
venues, and the idea of getting a show into the Opera House, to many middle range companies in tis 
country, to get to the Opera House is considered to be the epitome. 
 
I’m just wondering if you might comment generally about the nature of the range of arts centres and 
their relationship with those ecologies. 
 
Fergus Linehan: I suppose in a sense we haven’t touched on the fact that it’s the smaller arts centres 
have been engaged in the production and presentation of work al long time ago and on a day to day 
basis. 
 
Rachel Healy: I think we use the terms arts centres in a kind of homogenised way but obviously every 
arts centre is completely different and has a completely different relationship with its community. 
 
The Sydney Opera House, an artist described it to me recently as the place you end up if you’re really, 
really, really good. And I think that’s quite right. I don’t think that it’s the right place for amateur groups. 
 
But if I was running the Adelaide Festival Centre or if I was running an arts centre in Orange, like the 
Orange Civic Theatre for example, it would be a completely different set of relationships that I would 
have in order to make my arts centre make sense for my community. 



 

 
 

 
Douglas Gautier: I think that’s right and I don’t think it’s either/or.  Even within this state the relationship 
with some of the arts centres in the other towns, rural towns, is one that we are quite interested in 
developing, particularly in terms of touring product, and one which I think we could do a lot more with 
and we’re currently in discussion with Country Arts. 
 
And Rachel is right. The sort of ecology, to use your word, of what happens in a centre like this is pretty 
open really, relatively speaking, and we do encourage independent producers to talk to us and present 
their work here. 
 
Fergus Linehan: Have we any others? Just here at the front. 
 
Floor: I’m interested in the idea of the relationship with the audience because Rachel you said, quite 
rightly, that most people who buy tickets don’t give a damn who presented it, who produced it. It’s the 
actual product that they are interested in, for whatever hook.  
 
That’s not the case obviously with the home companies who have a subscription base and therefore 
they have a relationship with their audience. As an arts centre moves more and more into having a 
curatorial vision is it necessary then to really build that relationship where the fact that it is chosen or 
produced or facilitated in some way, that that makes a difference to the audience. 
 
Because otherwise you don’t really have a relationship with the audience, not in any direct sense. 
 
Rachel Healy: Do you mean should we be contemplating subscription season models? 
 
Floor: No. No, no. that’s just a way of selling but.. 
 
Douglas Gautier: Can I jump in? It’s all about that. that’s what it’s about. It’s about having a relationship 
with an audience because what’s the point of having someone come in here and just buy one ticket and 
never come back? 
 
What you want to have happen is for them to have an ongoing relationship with the centres so that 
when they come in once, see something they like, or intrigues them, that you get them to see something 
else, and that you have a relationship with them not only in the centre but perhaps through email or 
mailing or whatever, and that hopefully you have a relationship with them for thirty or forty years. 
 
And that you have the material here on offer that would appeal to them as a kid, might take them 
through adolescence and then beyond. I think that’s what it’s all about. 
 
Floor: Of course, but how do we get to that point from the point where ‘we don’t know who the 
presenter is, we don’t care.’ 
 
David Sefton: I think that’s the greatest challenge of any of these, myself included, where we have 
rental business and we have a curated program. Because your relationship with your audience is a 
trust-building one and basically, if you aren’t differentiated – and I’m a firm believer in differentiation 
because I can©t set a quality control on the rental business – but I can on what I put on myself.  
 
So I make extremely clear lines between the rental business and our own stuff because how do I build 
that trust if they come and see something that sucks and they think I did it? That’s the problem. 
 



 

 
 

And I’m not saying all the rental business sucks. We actually do some very good rental business. But I 
think Tina’s model is very interesting where they’re choosing to cherry-pick which people they work with, 
not calling it rentals but calling it collaborative. It’s hard to do that with 1800 seats. There’s a lot of pop 
shows go through and strange things that I have no idea of, have never heard and have no idea who’s 
going to come, including things that make me feel old, like suddenly realising you don’t know who Ryan 
Adams is. 
 
Fergus Linehan: You don’t know who Ryan Adams is? 
 
David Sefton: I do know! I didn’t know who Hannah Montana was either until about a month ago, and 
I’m really sorry I do know.  
 
[Laughter] 
 
So I personally believe you do make that thing that says this is our work, and I’m in the fortunate 
position of being able to – one of the Southbank things in their diary is ’everything’, so there is a sea of 
stuff of variable quality and in there, these fantastic things that the Southbank puts on itself. And it’s 
really, really hard to pull out that stuff, buried in amongst all this rental business. 
 
So I have to say that I believe that you differentiate. 
 
Tina Rasmussen:  And it’s not going to happen overnight. Like a slow burn, like any relationship. I 
resist the circuit. I resist the pool at Avignon because I’m not programming to be sexy to David or to 
Fergus. So I like and Toronto needs and we want to bring in the sexy big shows but we also want to 
make sure we’re not just taking but we’re giving into the circuit and that’s developing  a slow… 
 
So that hopefully maybe an LA company could then be the big Avignon, sexy pool talk and hopefully 
Toronto-based companies will be the same. 
 
David Sefton: I’d say LA’s a way off. 
 
Tina Rasmussen:  Sorry? 
 
David Sefton: It’s still a way off for anyone from LA. 
 
[Laughter] 
 
Tina Rasmussen:  Well, yes but if you’re talking about the blue sky, you know, that’s the pool. 
 
Fergus Linehan:: I’m conscious of time. It’s an ongoing discussion. I don’t know that it could have been 
had ten years ago in terms of I know there has been a lot of ebb and flow in terms of Australia and the 
arts centres. 
 
But there’s definitely something on the move. I don’t know how much we can actually say we’ve nailed it 
except it’s been really interesting to scoot around. 
 
And just to say thank you to all the panel, and thank you for coming. 
 
[Applause] 
  


