
 

 

 
 

   

A visually and emo/onally stunning piece of cinema!” 

“A barnstorming celebra/on!”  

“A vital, none-more-/mely film!” 

 “You’ll remember this wonderfull film for many a year”



LOGLINE 
 
Firestarter marks Bangarra Dance Theatre’s 30th anniversary. Taking us through Bangarra’s birth and 
spectacular growth, the film recognises Bangarra’s founders and tells the story of how three young Aboriginal 
brothers — Stephen, David and Russell Page — turned the newly born dance group into a First Nations cultural 
powerhouse. But as Firestarter reveals, the company’s (inter)national success – the NY Times called Bangarra ‘a 
company like no other’ – came at a huge personal cost. As it enters its fourth decade Stephen must lead the 
company alone, finding a way to channel grief and sorrow into the strength to forge ahead, with a new 
generation of Indigenous dancers relying on his genius to tell their stories.  Through the eyes of the brothers and 
company alumni, Firestarter explores the loss and reclaiming of culture, the burden of intergenerational trauma, 
and – crucially – the power of art as a messenger for social change and healing.  
 
 
 
SYNOPSIS 
 
“As the 20th century turns into the 21st, you can’t tell the story of Aboriginal Australia without featuring Bangarra 
– indeed they tell the story. And at the core of it there are these three beautiful boys. The holy trinity.” – Hetti 
Perkins, Art Curator, author.  
 
Hetti Perkins sums it up perfectly. Bangarra Dance Theatre, which is celebrating its 30th anniversary, is Australia’s 
most successful contemporary dance company. Its development from a small dance group in Glebe, Sydney, in 
the late 80s to a company of international renown, was and is driven in large part by its Artistic director Stephen 
Page and his brothers composer David Page and lead dancer Russell Page.  
 
Firestarter takes Bangarra’s anniversary year as its launch pad but takes us right back to the world in which the 
Page brothers grew up as youngsters – Queensland in the 70s and 80s, a world in which racism and suppression 
of Aboriginal identity was still rife, with “one law for whites and another for blacks.”  ‘It was tough,’ says Stephen. 
‘I was born three years before the referendum that constitutionalised Aboriginal people being respected as 
humans.’  
 
Never before seen home video, shot by David as a child, and rare archive takes us through the boys’ younger 
years, interweaving their story with the late 80s/early 90s rise of black ‘artivism’ and the start of Bangarra. The 
company, an offshoot from the National Aboriginal Islander Skills Development Association (NAISDA), was 
founded by visionary Carole Johnston and NAISDA graduates, all playing a vital role. After two years, Stephen 
Page is appointed Artistic Director, age 24. Bangarra perform at Paul Keating’s delivery of the ‘Redfern Address.’  
 
As the film tracks the rise of Bangarra, culminating in its era defining work Ochres and a spectacularly triumphant 
contribution to the 2000 Sydney Olympics opening ceremony, we start to realise what commentator Hetti 
Perkins means at the start of the film when saying: ‘once you pick up the torch, you never get to put it down. 
And that sort of thing comes at a cost.” The ghosts of the past haunt the Page family.  
 
Art imitates life. Stephen’s work starts dealing with social-political issues. Firestarter unpicks the tragedy of 
colonialization, the intergenerational trauma it caused and the devastating effect it has on the Page family. 
Theirs is a story that tells of a much greater issue. ‘This sort of thing is bloody everywhere in Australia’ says 
Stephen. Graeme Murphy, at whose Sydney Dance Company Stephen performed, says: “Great artists are all 
releasing that dark matter from that big black hole in your brain.” 
 
Driven by grief and unresolved pain we see Stephen create Bennelong, his darkest but most evocative work yet. 
The story of an Aboriginal man who befriends the first governor of New South Wales, Arthur Philip, and struggles 
to ‘live in two worlds,’ is not just a dance work.  ‘The scale was exceptional,’ says Frances Rings, a former 
Bangarra soloist who was recently appointed Associate Artistic Director. ‘It was an Opera. It was our opera.’  
 
As Stephen becomes a grandfather and a new generation of dancers takes us into the future, Firestarter is 
ultimately not a story of tragedy. It’s the story of art as medicine, and its role as the messenger of social change 
and pride. It’s a story of resilience, of overcoming obstacles and the embrace and re-birth of a 65,000-year-old 



culture, the longest continuously surviving culture in the world. A culture that white Australia once tried to wipe 
out. In vain. Bangarra is Australia’s greatest culture treasure.  
 
 
ABOUT BANGARRA DANCE THEATRE 

Bangarra’s mission is to create inspiring experiences that change society. An Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
organisation, Bangarra is one of Australia’s leading performing arts companies, widely acclaimed nationally and 
around the world for its powerful dancing, distinctive theatrical voice and utterly unique soundscapes, music 
and design. 

Led by Artistic Director Stephen Page and Associate Artistic Director Frances Rings, it’s currently in its 31st year 
but its dance technique is forged from over 65,000 years of culture, embodied with contemporary movement. 
The company’s dancers are professionally trained, dynamic artists who represent the pinnacle of Australian 
dance. Each has a proud Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander background, from various locations across the 
country. 

Bangarra was birthed in 1989 from the energy of NAISDA (National Aboriginal Islander Skills Development 
Association) founder Carole Y. Johnson, along with NAISDA graduates, and Rob Bryant and Cheryl Stone. That 
spark continues to animate the company today. Its relationships with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
communities are the heart of Bangarra, with repertoire created on Country and stories gathered from respected 
community Elders. 

It’s this inherent connection to land and people that makes it unique and enjoyed by audiences from remote 
Australian regional centres to New York. Bangarra’s annual program includes a national tour of a world premiere 
work, performed in Australia’s most iconic venues; a regional tour allowing audiences outside of capital cities 
the opportunity to experience Bangarra, and an international tour to maintain its global reputation for 
excellence. 

Complementing this touring roster are education programs, workshops and special performances and projects, 
planting the seeds for the next generation of performers and storytellers. 

Authentic storytelling, outstanding technique and deeply moving performances are Bangarra’s unique signature. 

ABOUT STEPHEN PAGE  
  
Stephen is a descendant of the Nunukul people and the Munaldjali clan of the Yugambeh Nation from South 
East Queensland. In 1991, Stephen was appointed Artistic Director of Bangarra and has developed a signature 
body of works that have become milestones in Australian performing arts. 
  
Stephen continues to reinvent Indigenous storytelling within Bangarra and through collaborations with other 
performing arts companies. He directed the Indigenous sections for the 2000 Sydney Olympic Games Opening 
and Closing Ceremonies and created a new dance work as part of the Gold Coast 2018 Commonwealth Games 
Opening Ceremony. Stephen has choreographed over 25 works for Bangarra. His most recent works include 
the Helpmann Award winning work Bennelong in 2017 and the work Dark Emu in 2018, choreographed 
together with former Bangarra dancers Daniel Riley and Yolande Brown, and which went on to become the 
most successful production in the history of Bangarra. 
  
Stephen’s first full-length film SPEAR premiered at the Toronto International Film Festival before screening at 
various arts festivals around Australia in early 2016. He has also directed the chapter Sand in the feature 
film The Turning (2013) and choreographed the feature films Bran Nue Dae (2009) and The Sapphires (2011). 
  
In 2015, Stephen was awarded an Honorary Doctorate of Creative Arts by the University of Technology Sydney. 
In 2016, he received both the NAIDOC Lifetime Achievement Award and JC Williamson Award. In 2017, 



Stephen was honoured with the Australia Council Dance Award for significant contributions to the cultural and 
artistic fabric of the nation, and was appointed an Officer of the Order of Australia (AO). 

 

ABOUT THE FILMMAKERS 

Wayne Blair – Director 

Wayne Blair, of Batjala, Mununjail and Wake Waka descent, is an acclaimed film, television and theatre 
director/actor. Wayne’s debut feature film, THE SAPPHIRES, a musical comedy, had its world premiere at the 
Cannes Film Festival in 2012. The film has since played at festivals including Telluride, Toronto, Aspen, Zurich 
and Hamburg, earning him worldwide recognition. THE SAPPHIRES was the highest grossing Australian film of 
2012 and won eleven AACTA Awards, including Best Director and Best Film. In 2013 Wayne directed 
SEPTEMBERS OF SHIRAZ, which featured at the 2015 Toronto International Film Festival and opened the San 
Diego Film Festival, with an impressive award-winning cast including Salma Hayek and Adrien Brody. In 2015 and 
2016 Wayne co-directed CLEVERMAN series 1 and 2 – an innovative six-part action drama for US network 
Sundance and ABC-TV, starring Game of Thrones’ Iain Glen, Frances O’Connor and Deborah Mailman. In 2018 
Wayne directed the box office hit Top End Wedding and won the AACTA Award for Best Supporting Actor in the 
television drama series adaptation of Ivan Sen’s outback noir Mystery Road. Wayne co-directed the second 
season of Mystery Road in 2019, with Warwick Thornton, which premiered at the 2020 Berlin International Film 
Festival. 

Nel Minchin – Director & Co-producer 
 
Nel Minchin is an arts, entertainment and comedy producer and director. After graduating from the 
Broadcasting program at the West Australian Academy of Performing Arts (WAAPA), Nel moved to London. 
Highlights from her time there include her work on BAFTA nominated factual series Blood, Sweat and Takeaways 
for BBC3 and its spin offs, Britain’s Next Big Thing for BBC2 and her role as Assistant Producer in the Google 
Creative Lab in 2010. In recent years she has turned to directing, joining In Films in 2016 under Screen Australia’s 
prestigious Enterprise Programme. She has gone from strength to strength. Her debut arts documentary Matilda 
and Me, (on Tim Minchin and the musical that made him globally famous), co-directed with Rhian Skirving, 
received popular and critical acclaim, nominated for Best Television Documentary at the 2016 AACTA awards 
and winning 2 ATOM Awards (Best Biographical Documentary and Best Arts Documentary). Making Muriel 
(tracking the musical stage adaptation of movie classic Muriel’s Wedding and featuring PJ Hogan and Kate Miller 
Heidke) was released in 2017 to high viewing figures. Both films were in the top 5 of most watched 
documentaries on Australian television, in two consecutive years. Both films were acquired by Sky Arts UK.  

Ivan O’Mahoney – Producer & Executive Producer 

Ivan O’Mahoney is the co-founder and co-managing director of In Films, a social impact production company 
that focuses on human rights, social justice and the arts. A former lawyer and UN peacekeeper in Bosnia, he 
holds degrees in international law (Leiden) and journalism (Columbia). Ivan received the 2016 Australian 
Directors Guild (ADG) Award, the Walkley Documentary Award, the AACTA Award and the Amnesty International 
Media Award for ABC’s domestic violence series ‘Hitting Home.’ He is also the recipient of the 2013 AACTA for 
Best Documentary Series and the 2012 ADG Award for Best Direction in a Documentary Series for his work on 
the SBS refugee series ‘Go Back To Where You Came From.’  Ivan has directed and produced films for HBO, BBC, 
ARTE, Channel 4, PBS & Discovery Channel. His other acclaimed projects include Baghdad High, about teenagers 
in Iraq (HBO); ‘How To Plan a Revolution,’ on democracy activists in Azerbaijan (BBC) and ‘Surviving Hunger,’ a 
film on famine in Ethiopia (CNN). Screened at major festivals (Tribeca, Sheffield, Human Rights Watch), Ivan’s 
other gongs include the Robert F. Kennedy Journalism Award, the Prix Europa, two Logies, two Rose D’Ors, the 
Japan Prize for Educational Media and a Monte Carlo Golden Nymph. He was an executive producer on 
Revelation – Sarah Ferguson’s 2020 explosive documentary series on the cover up of child sex abuse in the 
catholic church. 

Nick Meyers ASE – Editor  



Nick Meyers is one of the country’s most celebrated editors. He worked with Robert Connolly on Balibo and 
Paper Planes and on artist George Gittoes’ documentaries Rampage and The Miscreants of Talliwood. Further 
collaborations included The Boys with Rowan Woods, Palm Beach with Rachel Ward, Sleeping Beauty with Julia 
Leigh, The Rocket with Kim Mordaunt and Sweet Country with Warwick Thornton, the latter winning the Special 
Jury Prize at the Venice Film Festival, Best Film at the Toronto Film Festival and Best Feature Film at the Asia 
Pacific Screen Awards.  Nick is a graduate of the Australian Film Television and Radio School; the recipient of a 
Screen Editors Award (the ‘Ellie’) and winner of two AFI/AACTA Awards for Best Editing, two IF Awards, and two 
Film Critics Circle of Australia Awards. 

Karen Johnson – Editor  

Karen Johnson is a highly experienced drama and documentary editor, she has worked on over 50 productions. 
In 2018 she won the AACTA award for best editing on feature documentary Ghost Hunter (Directed by Ben 
Lawrence). She has also been nominated for two IF awards in recognition for her editing work on feature films 
“Beneath Clouds” (Directed by Ivan Sen) and “One Night The Moon” (Directed by Rachel Perkins). Recently, her 
body of work has included SBS TV series “Australia in Colour” (Directed by Lisa Matthews) which was nominated 
for best documentary  at the 2019 AACTA awards and also the feature documentary “She Who Must Be Loved” 
(Directed by Erica Glynn) which won the DAF Best Documentary at Sydney Film Festival 2019. She has recently 
completed the feature documentary “Under the Volcano” (Directed by Gracie Otto) for Universal Pictures 2020. 

 

 
DIRECTORS’ STATEMENT  
 
As Bangarra enters its 4th decade, it has more performers, is creating more works and doing more national and 
international tours than ever before. Award-winning sell out shows, highly regarded…Bangarra are Australia’s 
premiere cultural ambassadors, both nationally and overseas.  
 
The inhabitants of ‘Bangarra’s world’ are strong, fit, and in peak performing condition. So why is it that their 
friends and family are struggling and encountering tragedy? Why is it that the main character of our film, 
Bangarra’s artistic director Stephen Page is having to deal with loss and grief so consistently?  
 
Bringing our joint perspectives to the project – that of an Aboriginal man and a non-Indigenous woman, each 
with a strong interest in the social political side of the arts – we wanted to explore these questions, using 
Bangarra’s 30th anniversary as an utterly unique lens.  
 
We explore the status of Indigenous people in the country today, by examining the life of a company and its 
leader, who despite commercial success, pride and empowerment are still hurting. The trauma isn’t ‘in the past’ 
as many Australians, including the government, would assert.  
 
There is generational suffering that is continuous and isn’t stopping and won’t stop until people listen. Bangarra 
plays a huge part in the movement for such positive social change. As Stephen once told us “Bangarra was in 
the business of reconciliation long before it became fashionable.”  
 
We share Bangarra’s passion to inspire positive change. We wanted to speak truth to power but at the same 
time celebrate Stephen and Bangarra’s incredible work, showing and creating pride in culture – with Stephen’s 
trademark humour always rearing its head!  
 
This film has been three years in the making, Bangarra has three decades of exceptional work under its belt – 
but time-wise all of it dwarfed by the 65,000 years of culture on which it builds. In one of our first interviews 
Stephen asked a poignant question: ‘why wouldn’t you just make that the identity blanket of the country?’  
 

 
 



KEY CREDITS 

SCREEN AUSTRALIA & THE AUSTRALIAN BROADCASTING CORPORATION PRESENT 
IN ASSOCIATION WITH SCREEN NSW 
AN IN FILMS PRODUCTION 

“FIRESTARTER” 

Wri:en & Directed by: NEL MINCHIN & WAYNE BLAIR 
Produced by: IVAN O’MAHONEY 
Co-Produced by: NEL MINCHIN 
ExecuJve Producers: IVAN O’MAHONEY & NIAL FULTON 
Edited by: KAREN JOHNSON & NICK MEYERS ASE 
Camera: TYSON PERKINS, RICKY SCHAMBURG, ANDY TAYLOR, PETER ALTON & LUKE PETERSON 
Music: STEVE FRANCIS & DAVID PAGE 

DistribuJon ANZ: ICON FILMS DISTRIBUTION 
DistribuJon WW (ex-ANZ): ABC COMMERCIAL 

FESTIVALS AS PER  8 FEB 2021 [CHECK WITH PRODUCERS FOR UPDATES] 

BRISBANE INTERNATIONAL FILM FESTIVAL – 11 OCT 20, CLOSING NIGHT FILM 

ADELAIDE FILM FESTIVAL – 18 OCT 20, WINNER BEST FEATURE DOCUMENTARY & INAUGURAL 
CHANGE AWARD 
 
BYRON BAY INTERNATIONAL FILM FESTIVAL - 23 OCT 20, OPENING NIGHT FILM 
 
REVELATION – PERTH INTERNATIONAL FILM FESTIVAL – 9 DEC 20, OPENING NIGH FILM 
 
SYDNEY FILM FESTIVAL, SUMMER SERIES – 12 JAN 21, OPENING NIGHT FILM  
 
PAN AFRICAN FILM + ART FESTIVAL, LOS ANGELES – 28 FEB 21, IN COMPETITION 

AWARDS  

BEST DOCUMENTARY - AUSTRALIAN ACADEMY FOR CINEMA & TELEVISION ARTS (AACTA) AWARDS, 
WINNER  
 
BEST SOUND IN A DOCUMENTARY - AUSTRALIAN ACADEMY FOR CINEMA & TELEVISION ARTS 
AWARDS, NOMINATED 
 
BEST EDITING IN A DOCUMENTARY - AUSTRALIAN ACADEMY FOR CINEMA & TELEVISION ARTS 
AWARDS, NOMINATED 

BEST FEATURE DOCUMENTARY - AUSTRALIAN INTERNATIONAL DOCUMENTARY CONFERENCE 
(AIDC) AWARDS, NOMINATED (winners announced 3 March 2021) 



REVIEWS 

Incredibly beauJful and profoundly moving…the message of Firestarter is one of incredible 
resilience and hope - InDaily.com.au 

A visually and emoJonally stunning piece of cinema; a testament to the power of art to heal, to 
create community, and to drive social change - CollageAdelaide.com 

Vivid and important. Bangarra’s story needs to be experienced  - ScreenHub.com.au 

A barnstorming celebraJon! NME.com 

A spectacular documentary! SydneyArtsGuide.com.au 

A vital, none-more-Jmely film that speaks to Australia’s complicated past and present yet remains 
hopeful for the future. A must watch. - Flicks.com.au 

A beauJful documentary… educates the audience about something they’d never known but will 
now never forget. See it whenever possible - TheCurb.com.au 

BeauJfully captured. [Firestarter] will surely get wide exposure - SMH 

A documentary that will inspire you, lead to tears being shed, and generate new respect for some 
of our country’s greatest arJsts. Not to be missed. - OuJnPerth.com 

A tale of pride, heartbreak, adversity and empowerment – with the transformaJve strength of 
Indigenous dance at its centre - DanceLife.com.au 

You’ll remember this wonderfull film for many a year - aboriginalartdirectory.com.au 

http://indaily.com.au/
http://collageadelaide.com/
http://screenhub.com.au/
http://nme.com/
http://sydneyartsguide.com.au/
http://flicks.com.au/
http://thecurb.com.au/
http://outinperth.com/
http://dancelife.com.au/
http://aboriginalartdirectory.com.au

