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J O N A T H A N  B O L L E N ,  A L Y S O N  C A M P B E L L  A N D 

L I Z A - M A R E  S Y R O N

It is time to pay attention to queer performance across our region. 
There are rich histories and thriving cultures of  LGBTQI+ 
performance, including an explosion of  queer performance from 
Indigenous artists. Queer performance is eclectic and tenacious, 
persisting as a field of  innovation and continuing to sustain LGBTQI+ 
artists and their audiences despite contexts of  ongoing homophobia, 
transphobia and criminalisation.

Much queer performance, however, goes undocumented, 
overlooked in mainstream reviews, unrecorded in formal archives, or 
given scant scholarly attention. Indeed, for the most part, documenting 
this work has been the responsibility of  the artists themselves – as 
demonstrated by many contributors to this issue – and as a mission 
taken on by grassroots organisations like the Australian Queer 
Archives (AQuA).
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For this issue, we called for contributions to a long-overdue 
collection of  critical thinking about queer performance in these 
parts. We envisaged an intersectional collection of  essays, interviews, 
recollection-reflections and performances-as-publications, and other 
forms that emerge.

We hoped through the collection to trace the LGBTQI+ 
desire-lines linking artists and audiences – crossing social, cultural, 
political and regional boundaries and reaching out queerly across time 
and place. We wanted to remember, record and grapple with what 
emerges in intersectional-queer dance, theatre and performance that 
transforms us and envisions new worlds. We sought to ask: how do 
queer practices in performance proliferate diversity in our ecologies, 
sustain us as communities, invigorate creativity for our survival and 
generate lifeworlds of  transformation?

The editors of  this current issue are all queer-identifying and 
invested in finding our ways to stake a claim to our queerness and 
the ‘queer effects’1 of  performance, through performance-making, 
scholarship and teaching – and articulating all as forms of  queer 
activism. In stating our positionality as queer artists and/or scholars 
we can claim a space for ourselves in academic circles and scholarship 
that was not always possible. This marks a moment in the ‘histories’ 
of  queer performance scholarship in the region, following in the 
wake of  our predecessors who led the way. We look back to them as 
we look to the future that is held in view in this issue.
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Q U E E R  R E G I O N S / G E O G R A P H Y

One of  the challenges in calling for contributions from across our 
region is the sheer size of  land and sea. The queer scenes are vastly 
different between Sydney and Melbourne, two metropolitan areas 
an hour apart by air; further differences distinguish the scenes in 
Brisbane, Auckland, Wellington, the Philippines, Korea, India and 
beyond. We have been inspired, in part, by Gayatri Gopinath’s idea 
of  ‘a queer regional imaginary’, in ‘contradistinction’ to the national 
imaginaries in our region that are strongly marked by colonialism.2

We were overwhelmed by the response from artists and 
scholars keen to document queer performance, both their own and 
others’ work. We received three times the number of  submissions 
that we could include in one volume, which attests to the richness of  
the field. We have included contributions from and about Indigenous 
artists, women, trans and non-binary artists, multi-generational work, 
and from across Aotearoa, Australia and the Asia Pacific region, but 
know that there are, inevitably, absences.

It is clear, from our own experience and the literature, that the 
LGBTQI+ community has felt the impact of  the Covid-19 pandemic 
in specific ways, and artists have had a particularly difficult time with 
projects being repeatedly disrupted.3 This presents a specific set of  
challenges to queer artists. The pile-up of  multiply postponed work, 
illness, isolation and other pandemic disruptions has meant that we 
lost the work of  some artist-scholars. We hope that all those contri-
butions – the ones we couldn’t accept at the start and the ones we 
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lost along the way – come to see the light in future scholarship. We 
need it. This volume is just one small contribution to the regional 
scholarship in this field and we hold on to a queer utopian hope that 
future projects will offer long forms of  scholarship addressing the 
intersections between trans, Indigenous, disability and intergenera-
tional work and trace the developments in queer performance.

PA S T / H I S T O R I E S

It is twenty-five years since Australasian Drama Studies published an 
issue on ‘Lesbian/Gay/Queer Theatre and Performance’. The 1997 
issue, edited by Bruce Parr, Tim Benzie and Shane Rowlands, was 
shaped by some ideas that we carry forward in this issue, and some 
ideas which we let go.

The main idea we carry forward is what Parr, Benzie and 
Rowlands termed ‘movements between’, which continues to charac-
terise scholarship on queer performance in our region. This is seen 
especially in the way queerness arcs across the social-biographical 
and the artistic-representational, reconfiguring relations as urgent, 
honest, confronting, unsettling, and embodied in experience. In the 
forms of  scholarship, these ‘movements between’ are evident in the 
dialogue documented in interviews between artists and scholars 
– exemplified, here, in the recollection-reflection between Stace 
Callaghan and Leah Mercer (Callaghan’s script for still raw was 
published in the 1997 focus issue); and in the conversations between 
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artist, audience and scholars sustained by Jacob Boehme, Alyson 
Campbell and Jonathan Graffam.

In relation to queer performance in Aotearoa, contributors 
James Wenley and Nathan Joe quote director Shane Bosher to ask, 
‘Do we even know our history?’, and this question resonates across 
all parts of  our region. It is part of  the issue of  being a marginalised 
and, often deliberately and strategically, subcultural field. But in the 
twenty-five years since the last focus issue, with the proliferation of  
new work and recovery of  past work, we do have histories of  queer 
performance now – as Maude Davey demonstrated in an article on 
queer cabaret in Melbourne for this journal’s last issue, and which 
Catherine Fargher continues here in her account of  the ‘queer new 
wave’ in Sydney.4 We were keen to include more from the archives 
but, of  course – and it’s exciting to recognise – the work covered here 
is a drop in the ocean.

There is a longing from both directions – older artists/ 
makers and their young or emerging counterparts – to document 
and understand what has gone before.5 Older queer artists have an 
urge to document their work, experiences and lives before they are 
forgotten, and so that a new generation can carry their work forward. 
There is an urgency to some of  this transfer of  experience between 
generations that feels palpable in connection with the intimate inter-
weaving of  queer performance and our histories of  HIV and AIDS. 
It is also connected with the emergence of  Indigenous contemporary 
performance locally and regionally, and with the rich diaspora of  
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queer artists who have migrated to live and make work in this region.
This focus issue, then, is only one timely – and overdue – con-

tribution to what could, and should, be a much broader endeavour 
to attend to – to articulate, analyse, archive and celebrate – the queer 
performance that surrounds us.

E M E R G I N G  T H E M E S

In engaging with a diverse range of  submissions, we have been 
interested in identifying the new and emerging aspects of  queer 
performance across the region today. First, the regional extent and 
cultural diversity of  submissions marks a departure from earlier 
scholarship in the region that often worked through strategies of  
queering the (Eurocentric) canon and looking back to cultural capitals 
of  imperial power such as London. There is now a sustained inter-
sectional anti-colonial current flowing through the analyses of  queer 
performance, testing systems of  oppression. Across the issue, there is 
also attention to relationality, to practices of  kinship and care, and to 
the ideas of  transition and queer utopia.

In contemporary curatorial and dramaturgical innovations, 
Indigenous queer performance takes aim at Western sex/gender 
norms inherited from the colonial project. In ‘Saving Lives: Mapping 
the Power of  LGBTIQ+ First Nations Creative Artists’, Sandy 
O’Sullivan notes Gomeroi theorist Alison Whittaker’s ‘proposal that 
the colonial system is tested by queerness, and often found lacking 
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in its willingness to understand the complexities of  First Nations 
Peoples’.6 What this issue brings into view is that Indigenous artists 
are testing the system by exploring what it is to be queer-Indigenous 
in navigating the complexities of  creative practice, through activities 
that often occur at the margins of  margins, outside of  broader queer 
milieux. Indigenous queer performance locates and centres an 
Indigenous presence, perspective and proximity, challenging erasures 
of  the white colonial systems that failed to record their histories, and 
the lack of  existent stories about Indigenous queer lives.7

Queer kinship and care. The intensely distinctive relation-
alities of  queer life-forms and life-experiences energise how artists 
work in collaboration with other artists, and with audiences in their 
communities, to produce unexpected affinities and relations. These are 
expressed queerly in the language of  ‘kinship’ and ‘care’ across diverse 
performance contexts – from the Black Nulla cabarets of  Koori Gras 
described by Liza-Mare Syron and the position of  ‘affect alien’8 taken 
up in the relational contagion forged by Jacob Boehme’s memory-work 
in Blood on the Dance Floor to the queer communitas generated from 
the ‘flighty interminglings’ of  intergenerational relations in The 
Coming Back Out Balls staged by All The Queens Men.

Transitions and queer utopias. Callaghan and Mercer begin 
with the ‘life-affirming’ idea that ‘everyone is constantly transitioning’ 
in discussing their collaboration over three decades on queer/trans 
performance. The transitive ideas of  ‘queer kinaesthesias’ and ‘sexed 
flesh’ that confound heteronomative conventions of  embodiment 
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developed with the uptake of  queer theory by scholars in theatre, 
dance and performance in the 1990s.9 These ideas were extended 
across intersections of  gender/sexuality/race in queer scholarship on 
‘utopian performatives’ by José Esteban Muñoz and Jill Dolan among 
others.10 This utopian impulse translates into the politics of  queer 
performance in this issue – most evidently in the ethnographic mode 
of  Ian Ramirez’s study of  queer futurity at a now-defunct nightclub 
in Cubao, Quezon City, Metro Manila in Duterte’s Philippines, and 
Billy Kanafani’s regional approach to ‘worldmaking’ among the par-
ticipants from diasporic cultures performing ballroom at West Ball II 
in Western Sydney.

Regional extent and cultural diversity. James Wenley and 
Nathan Joe’s account of  cultural diversity in queer theatre and 
performance during pandemic-era Aoteaora colours the queer 
utopian aspiration as ‘offering a rainbow of  representation, rongoā 
[healing] and hope for audiences’. Practical innovations in perfor-
mance-making also bring utopian aspirations from across the region 
within reach – in Jeremy Neideck, Nathan Stoneham, Younghee 
Park and M’ck McKeague’s account of  friendship-as-dramaturgy in 
recreating for festival audiences in Brisbane the elusive-inclusivity of  
a nightlife bar-scene from Seoul in South Korea, and in Neethu Das 
and Vellikkeel Raghavan’s account of  a Boal-inspired postdramatic 
dramaturgy devised by the artists of  Panmai to claim space in Indian 
theatre for transgender life-stories in The Colour of  Trans 2.0.
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P E R F O R M A N C E  P R AC T I C E ,  C R E AT I V E  P RO C E S S  A N D 

D R A M AT U RG I C A L  A N D  C U R ATO R I A L  I N N OVAT I O N

The focus on performance practice and process in this issue is 
connected with the emergence of  creative arts research in the 
academy over three decades, which has provided an avenue for queer 
artists to find ways to explore what they are doing and to articulate 
it. In placing the experience and identity of  the maker into the work 
they are making and analysing, this methodology opens up ways for 
makers to document work that is routinely ignored in mainstream 
reviewing practices and scholarly histories.

Much of  this work crosses dramaturgical and aesthetic 
practices with auto/ethnographic approaches that have much to 
say about contemporary queer life and, indeed, the growth of  queer 
practitioner-scholars across our region points to the capacity for the 
documentation of  queer work to be done by queer artists and scholars 
themselves. Their attention lands on process as much as, if  not more 
than, the performance itself, analysing the material relationships and 
collaborations that lead to dramaturgical innovation or some sense of  
queering in resistance to heteronormative modes. 

The contributions in this issue converge on negotiating 
matters of  performance practice, creative process, dramaturgical 
and curatorial innovation alongside questions of  their own identity. 
In this regard, they are less interested in how queer subjectivities 
play for straight audiences in mainstream venues than in tracing an 
emerging queer ethics of  generational-relational aesthetics and a 
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focus on what performance can do. This is an exciting moment for 
queer performance and its scholarship across the region.
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