Drama Australia acknowledges the passing of one of our legends in the
international community, Gavin Bolton who died on July 18, 2026 at the age
of 99. Gavin Bolton's extraordinary legacy is celebrated in the tribute below,
by one of our own legends, John O’Toole AM.

Gavin Bolton (1927 - 2026)
Tribute by John O’Toole

Throughout his career Gavin Bolton has been an inspired and inspiring teacher. This was
recognised early in his appointment as Drama Adviser in County Durham, where he
started to refine his practice and critique the work of earlier pioneers in the field. In the
1960s he came under the spell of his own prime mentor, the late Dorothy Heathcote
MBE, then teaching at the University of Newcastle upon Tyne. He took her brilliantly
innovative educational and artistic practice, and her insightful but ad hoc
philosophising, and more than anybody else turned it into a coherent philosophy and
practice, and a sustainable movement which has grown steadily since: dynamic,
responsive, practical and thoroughly thought-through. This he taught for many years at
Durham University, which became a world beacon in the field, and brought many
hundred of academic pilgrims from all parts of the world to the North East, to meet and
experience the work of these two giants.

He has demonstrated throughout his long teaching career an unquestioned eminence
at all levels of teaching from early childhood (his own favourite) to tertiary students and
the tuition of expert academics - in his contained but scrupulous manner and approach.
That teaching has inspired many of his students and colleagues to become themselves
among the most distinguished scholars and practitioners worldwide in the field of
drama and arts education, honoured in their own circles, including such luminaries as
Professor Emeritus Michael Fleming of Durham University, Professor Emeritus David
Booth of the University of Toronto, Professor Emeritus Juliana Saxton of Victoria
University BC, Professor Jonathan Neelands of Warwick University, Professor Brad
Haseman of Queensland University of Technology, the late Professor John Carroll of
Charles Sturt University New South Wales, Reader Emeritus Cecily O'Neill formerly of
Ohio State University... and many others.

Perhaps more importantly, the ideas and practice which underpin this influence are
now embedded in curricula and schools systems worldwide. In Australia, for instance,
which Bolton himself visited only once, in 1978 - where he gave an intensive workshop
in Queensland and visited four other states, demonstrating his ideas, his influence
continues to infuse syllabuses in all those states. This is mainly now through teaching
ideas and content drawn more indirectly from his own books and teaching: the most



significant of these is his original 1970s notion of identifying the basic elements of
dramatic form and using them as a basis for teaching in and through drama. This was
picked up by several Australian drama educators, and elaborated by Professor
Haseman and me in a book published in 1987 which is still in print, and whose model of
those very elements of drama is embedded in most State drama curricula, and ... so
Bolton will be indirectly influencing the next generation of students and teachers.

He has built his own consistent and rigorous theory directly from his own teaching
expertise, in a characteristically cautious and diligent way ... in a succession of books
that combined theory and practice to create what remains the most consistent body of
work in what is now a large world-wide literature. My own pick from this is the anthology
of his shorter essays in Selected Writings on Drama in Education which include the
three essays on emotion in drama that are unsurpassed by any theorist in any field of
the arts, and still far ahead of the common understanding in this contested area that is
central both to the art of drama and its use as pedagogy.

| hope this gives just a taste of the vital legacy that Gavin Bolton has left here in Australia
and New Zealand, and the effect his methods and ideas still have on children and
schools here. | know from my own overseas teaching and colleagues that it is still the
same at least in the UK, Ireland, Norway, Finland and Canada, and paticularly now
China, Singapore and Taiwan. where much of our own current practice, teacher
education courses and research students are based.

Yours very sincerely
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