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Back in 2006, when Chris Kohn was Artistic 
Associate at Arena Theatre Company, a DVD 
landed on his desk. Unknown to him then, this 
was the start of a new theatrical collaboration 
involving object “auditions”, a bunch of 
puppeteers and Scoopy, an ice-cream scoop 
allergic to the cold. From Melbourne, Chris Kohn, 
now Artistic Director of Arena, writes about 
making Mr Freezy. 
 
The DVD that hit my desk that day was a show 
called Men of Steel, by a company of the same 
name. I had heard a bit about it, as it had won some 
awards at the Melbourne Comedy Festival and 
was created by some recent graduates of the VCA 
Puppetry School who sounded very interesting.
 
We make about one or two new shows each year 
at Arena, so there isn’t a lot of room for picking 
up on unsolicited approaches from companies, 
writers or directors. But on this occasion, we 
made an exception. We had a ball making Mr 
Freezy. One of the most fun things about making 
object theatre is the shopping. We went to 
countless kitchen supply stores, greengrocers, 
supermarkets and op shops around Melbourne, 
“auditioning” appliances, utensils and food. 
The only way to do this is by staging little object 
theatre scenes in the aisles - “Try before you 
buy.” It made for some odd encounters. 

It was very early in the process that we decided 
we would set the show in an ice-cream shop, 
and that a scoop would be the main character. 
Scoopy effectively cast himself, as he was such 
a great character from the minute he was first 
animated. His permanently open mouth and made 
him seem like a fish out of water, in a constant 
state of bewilderment, at odds with the world. 
Dramatic action does not exist without conflict, so 
we introduced the idea that he was bad at his job, 
allergic to the cold and therefore in search of his 
true self. We then realised he needed a purpose to 
go out into the world and prove himself – a hero’s 
journey – so we had his mother kidnapped by 
the malevolent force of the hot dog machine, and 

the story grew from there. The other characters 
all emerged organically, through weeks of open-
ended play with all the food and implements we 
had gathered. It was important to us that the 
characters made sense in terms of their actual 
function, so a more old-fashioned, tarnished scoop 
became Scoopy’s mother, the evil nemesis was 
a large, electric hot dog maker, and other worlds 
Scoopy journeyed through were different parts of 
the shop – the sink, the milkshake-making area 
and the hot food section, for example.
 
It is a high energy show which was an absolute joy 
to make and an even greater pleasure to present to 
young audiences. I love watching as the audience 
enters at the start of each show, with ice-cream 

themed music pumping. We try to make it clear 
that this is a space in which they are allowed to be 
involved, interactive and irreverent. It is a thrill 
to see them enthralled by the anarchic silliness 
and be drawn in by the loveable and surprisingly 
complex characters. The most rewarding moment 
for me is to be standing in the foyer when the 
audiences emerge, energised, laughing and talking 
in animated tones about their favourite bits and 
re-enacting them for each other. They’ll never 
look at an ice cream scoop the same way again.
 
Chris Kohn

STC Ed presents Arena Theatre Company’s  
Mr Freezy playing from 24 June in Wharf 2. 
Suitable for ages 5 and up. Tickets from $15
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PEOPLE OF the SOIL

From April, Sydney Theatre 
Company will be travelling 
throughout rural NSW with People 
of the Soil, a dynamic outreach 
project. Inspired by a report from 
Tony Burke MP’s office detailing 
the crisis faced by our farmers, 
STC Ed commissioned Zeal Theatre 
in 2009, with the support of the 
Girgensohn Foundation, to create a 
play about the impact of Australia’s 
drought. Made in collaboration 
with the communities in Griffith 
and Bega, Burnt was born and 
enjoyed a south coast tour followed 
by an STC season last year.

Faced with a desire to frame and 
support the experience of seeing 
such a poignant and personal 

piece of theatre, STC Ed devised  
People of the Soil. People of the Soil 
combines performances of Burnt in 
rural schools and communities with 
Mental Health training for teachers 
and workshops in performance 
making for students to tell their 
own rural stories. 
 
The Centre For Rural and Remote 
Mental Health approached STC, 
eager to find new and innovative 
ways to communicate messages 
of mental health and connecting 
people to services. From this initial 
phone call a close partnership has 
developed which has seen the tour 
grow to an 11-week tour taking in 
Griffith, Albury, Hillston, Lismore, 
Tamworth, Cowra, Parkes, Forbes, 

Nevertire, Gilgandra, and Hay, just 
to name a few. 

A unique collaboration between 
the arts and the health promotion 
sectors, the impact of People 
of the Soil is already being felt. 
Recently, Di Gill and Merlyn 
Limbrick from CRRMH ran a two 
day Mental Health First Aid course 
with the STC Ed team, the cast 
of Burnt and the teaching artists 
(pictured).   People of the Soil rolls 
out in April returning mid tour to 
The Wharf from May 25 – 28 and 
is supported by STC Ed’s major 
philanthropic patrons.For more 
information visit sydneytheatre.
com.au/stced/people-of-the-soil-
project


