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INTRODUCTION
Stratagemmi - Prospettive Teatrali

Can theatre and art be tools for well-being and social develop-
ment? Can they help us somehow to better see the problems 
and minorities of European and non-European society from 
a different perspective? What role can they play in the com-
plex relationship that has developed in recent years between 
local citizens and migrants and refugees1? How can they make 
it better, more sensitive, more comfortable on both sides, over-
coming often harmful western logics? Can they somehow an-
ticipate this relationship in a more comfortable space, that of 
a participatory theatre workshop? More precisely, can partici-
patory theatre offer an alternative language to that of bureau-
cracy, political slogans and cultural stereotypes? Can it offer 
a glimpse of an alternative way of life that can subsequently 
modify that political and cultural language?

These are just some of the questions the Creative Europe pro-
ject Intimate Bridges aimed to answer. 

Coordinated by the Italian IDRA - Independent 
Drama, the project is developed by three other theatre 
production centres and cultural associations: the Austrian 

Stand 129, the Greek Entropia and the Portuguese 

Associação Renovar a Mouraria. Each of 
these partners conducted workshops with migrants and 
refugees living in their country at the time, produced a series 
of participatory theatre performances for a local audience and 
established exchanges with another partner’s production. 

Stratagemmi - Prospettive Teatrali joins as a 
fifth partner to organise four groups of young local storytellers 
to tell about the project and analyse the whole process in order 
to find a model to leave to future Europe. 

1 The terms “refugees” and “migrants” do not represent the 
full range of conditions encountered during the workshops, and often 
fall into the category of minority. Given the impossibility of describing 
individual cases, we have adopted these two terms since they are the two 
most commonly used categories to describe the subjects of contemporary 
migratory movements.



6 7

reaucratic and political pressures, a choice which in many cas-
es is more difficult than one might think, the trust in art as a 
means of bringing out sensibilities and issues which have not 
yet emerged, already represents a strong political act. The link 
between artistic intimacy and civil freedom thus becomes fun-
damental for Europe and its future. The famous philosopher 
Judith Butler has written about the importance of bodies com-
ing together to respond to the difficulties of minority groups:

“For those who are deemed “ineligible”, the struggle to form 
alliances is crucial, involving a plural and performative posi-
tioning of electability where none existed before.”

(Judith Butler, Notes Toward a Performative Theory of Assembly, 
Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2015, p. 50)

And further:

“we” is enacted by the assembly of bodies, plural, persisting, 
acting and claiming a public sphere from which one has been 
abandoned.

(Ibid., p. 59)

The pandemic challenge
This is precisely why the pandemic has unfortunately had a 
negative impact on the project, undermining its foundations. 
Because it interrupted for a long or short period, as the case 
may be, the physical presence, which is fundamental for a rec-
ognition of people beyond numbers, data, accessibility and 
needs. This is precisely why the pandemic has unfortunately 
had a negative impact on the project, undermining its foun-
dations. Indeed, it interrupted for a long or short period, de-
pending on the partners, the physical presence, which is fun-
damental for that intimacy and recognition between individu-
als beyond numbers, data, accessibility and needs. Because of 
the pandemic, many in-person workshops turned into online 
workshops, so it was much more difficult to achieve the inti-
macy and encounter dimension. The project schedule was de-
layed and shifted. Partners no longer met in person with each 
other: again, the lack of an in-person meeting complicated and 
hampered the fluidity and integrity of the project, the part-
ners’ relationships and the monitoring activities. 

Intimate Bridges: between art and 
social change
Taking place between the end of 2019 and mid-2021 (given 
the delay due to the Covid-19 pandemic), Intimate Bridges has 
been a very varied, complex and interesting experience from 
many points of view. From an artistic point of view, original 
workshops were created using different theatrical and artistic 
methodologies, with the aim of exploring the transformative 
and participatory power of the performing arts. The subse-
quent artistic moment was even more challenging and crucial: 
moving from workshops to performances, i.e. translating the 
work done with the participants into a production and creat-
ing a moment of encounter with the local audience. Keeping 
artistic and social goals together was the biggest challenge. 
From a socio-cultural point of view, Intimate Bridges gathers 
participants from very different backgrounds, age groups and 
characteristics. On the one hand, this raises issues related to 
European migration policies as well as to local political, social 
and cultural contexts. On the other hand, the project offers 
an international approach to the difficulties and problems of 
foreigners in minority conditions, to create a more accessible 
and comfortable dialogue environment, to give these people 
the chance to express a non-western perspective on the world 
and on reality. Finally, the project aims to produce effects for 
a better development of intercultural dialogue and for a more 
inclusive and multicultural reality.

Intimate Bridges, promoting the recognition and appreciation 
of diversity, personal development, empowerment and empa-
thy, has been a great process involving artists and non-artists, 
migrants and non-immigrants, European citizens and world 
citizens. And it confirmed that the performing and participa-
tory arts represent a unique and indispensable way to put the 
human being, with his body and his face, back at the centre 
of the international debate, regardless of his origin. Creating 
an “intimate” space for meeting, dialogue and artistic research 
does not mean offering only a cultural proposal to people who 
are usually excluded from this type of activity: it means open-
ing up a unique space of freedom. The meeting of the bodies 
of Europe’s minorities, the sharing of a space free from bu-
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phobia, the loss of a community idea of Europe and of trust 
in institutions, the loss of labour rights in the face of major 
global economic processes. All these phenomena spill over 
onto the least protected social groups, which certainly in-
clude migrants and refugees: people who struggle to see their 
fundamental rights recognised, often marginalised culturally, 
urbanely and socially. Projects such as Intimate Bridges are 
part of European actions that attempt to provide answers and 
visions to reverse this trend, to promote inclusion and respect 
the universal rights of people and citizens. They also promote 
bottom-up and local initiatives in order to return to assembly 
and to an idea of a community responsible for its own desti-
ny. This community, say the organisers and partners of these 
European projects, if it wants to emerge from the social crisis 
and return to being the bearer of civil and democratic values, 
also needs its minorities and needs to look at the face of the 
other, who is here, close to us.

Our issues for participatory arts as 
social engines
Theatre compensates for a social dialogue - or at least an im-
portant part of it - that European and national institutions are 
currently unable to conduct. A dialogue which, for the reasons 
mentioned, is expected to be increasingly fundamental for Eu-
rope and the world. Good practices of participatory theatre ex-
plore new ways of enhancing and strengthening this dialogue 
through different artistic methodologies. For this reason, they 
need to keep pace with the significant humanitarian changes 
of recent years. It is not only a matter of welcoming migrants 
and refugees from countries in crisis in the best possible way: 
it is a matter of overcoming reception dynamics, with an ‘us’ 
and a ‘you’, and of overcoming cultural stereotypes in order 
to build together a new way of coexistence, in an intercultural 
perspective respecting diversity. Artists and organisations of-
fer a service that looks with increasing awareness at the cul-
tures of the origin countries, as an additional richness of the 
current social fabric, as a way out of post-colonial logics.

In this year and a half, Intimate Bridges has not only repre-
sented a good practice of participatory art, but has dealt with 

But it was particularly difficult for the participants, many 
of whom gave up on the workshops. The reasons were more 
or less serious: time problems; new bureaucratic problems; 
health and family problems. A project like Intimate Bridges, 
based on intimacy and addressed to ‘fragile’ and marginalised 
people, started with a number of fundamental conditions for 
its realisation, such as the active, continuous and voluntary 
participation of migrants and refugees to the workshops. It 
is precisely these conditions that have been seriously under-
mined by the pandemic, which has made and continues to 
make us reflect on the importance and precariousness (for 
some more than others) of community life. In addition to the 
practical and medical problems, new uncertainties and fears 
have emerged among the participants. Their period of emer-
gency was not always similar to ours.

Intimate Bridges adds this element of intimacy and sensitivi-
ty to other European projects that make participatory artistic 
processes tools for social change. And it compares with other 
similar cultural practices, such as Migrantour: a European 
network of intercultural routes led by migrants to understand 
cultural diversity. In the last decades, European cultural 
and artistic activities focusing on participation have indeed 
multiplied and are nowadays developing. Intimate Bridges 
itself represents an evolution of these best practices, which 
are being refined over time. For instance, in order to create a 
more serene and free intimate dimension, this project focus-
es on specific target groups of participants, often vulnerable 
groups: not only migrants, but migrant women (in the Austri-
an case) or teenagers (in the Italian case).

The success of these participatory, cultural and artistic prac-
tices as a tool for social integration and growth is one of the 
effects of two recent social changes: on the one hand, the 
crisis of democratic politics, which is increasingly falling prey 
to economic powers and international private lobbies; on the 
other hand, a constantly increasing humanitarian crisis, due 
to wars, famines and poverty, which directly and indirect-
ly involves Europe. European society is changing very fast 
and is often troubled by contradictory phenomena: the rise 
of extreme right-wing political currents, racism and homo-
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nomic, cultural and social difficulties? How can it become an 
important opportunity for exchange and dialogue for them? 
How does it respond to post-colonial languages and cultures? 

Do migrants really have a voice, do they really find a space 
of freedom in participatory theatre? How do they perceive it? 
Why do they accept to participate? What do they really get out 
of it?

How can participatory theatre be more “intimate”, connecting 
migrants and citizens in a less rigid and more protected situ-
ation?

- Pandemic through the Intimate Bridges project has giv-

en a very important and sensitive role 
to technology. Online workshops have in some cases 
proved to be good substitutes for in-person workshops.

What does participatory theatre have to do with technology? 
Are there compromises or solutions that do not distort the 
participatory nature of these practices? In serious situations 
such as the Covid 19 pandemic, how can technology replace 
the presence of bodies in participatory theatre processes? 

How difficult is virtual participation if many minorities do not 
have access to technology? What remains of the spaces of free-
dom opened up by participatory theatre if online excludes some 
local participants? How can the great ease of technology be rec-
onciled with participatory processes, including performances?

- Intimate Bridges, as a European project focused on migrants 
and refugees, plays an important role at a political level and 

aspires to leave a precise humanitarian and 
democratic message to national and Eu-
ropean politics.

How can participatory theatre and arts projects focused on 
migrants and refugees change and make the public percep-
tion of the migration phenomenon more aware and sensi-
tive? How can the opening of the public process to citizens 
be more effective?

problems and research topics of great interest to the interna-
tional cultural community. For this reason, a series of essen-
tial issues have emerged, which this book wants to document 
and to which it attempts to give a partial answer. These are the 
main topics:

- Although participatory theatre is so important, 

the theory lacks a unique definition for this artistic field. 
This is what emerged during some meetings between very dif-
ferent partners. 

What is participatory theatre? A workshop for non-profession-
als? The production of a performance by non-professionals? 
A performance in which the audience is not just an observer 
but (also) participates in various ways? Why is there so much 
confusion even among professionals? Is the absence of a single 
definition an added value of participatory theatre?

- Theatre and participatory arts stand be-
tween culture and society, between art and so-
cial engagement. For this reason, practices such as Intimate 
Bridges can be perceived (by citizens, migrants, institutions) 
either as an artistic practice or as a social practice.

 Why do people often have a unilateral perception of partic-
ipatory theatre? How does this perception happen? What do 
artists, organisers and artistic directors think about it? Does 
the focus of participatory theatre on social reality make it less 
“artistic”? What role does it have in European society? What 
kind of links does it establish or should it establish with other 
actors of social change?

- In Intimate Bridges, participatory theatre aimed to im-
prove the lives of migrants and refugees 
in European cities. Many episodes, feedback and 
data collected prove this positive impact on the workshop par-
ticipants.

What benefits can participatory theatre bring to participants 
from social minorities? How can it help them to overcome eco-
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Can these kind of cultural projects play an important socio-po-
litical role? How can they find a space for action and be more 
“heard”? How can participatory performing arts dialogue with 
European policies?

We do not presume to answer all these questions. The impor-
tance and sometimes the power of questions consists in deep-
ening horizons or opening up new ones. This is also the inten-
tion of this eBook, as well as to bear witness, collect data and 
report on the most intense moments of the project. Intimate 
Bridges was not a closed experience, but an open one, thanks 
to discussions, meetings (despite the pandemic) and compar-
isons with other realities. And the eBook aims to continue this 
trend, bringing our questions to artists, curators and organis-
ers from all over Europe. We asked them to contribute to our 
research and to inform the debate on the necessity and pos-
sibilities of participatory arts, especially applied to European 
local contexts with minority situations.

Starting INTIMATE BRIDGES: towards an intercultural partic-
ipatory model in performing arts with this opening to external 
voices dealing with participatory arts, social theatre, projects 
with migrants, aesthetics and technology, helps to better frame 
the project’s background and to arrive at the second chapter 
focused on the storytelling of the project. Here we collected an 
exhaustive archive of episodes, interviews, experiences and re-
flections on the appointments and daily life of the project in 
the different locations. We have assigned the storytelling to 
young European citizens, who have reported what they have 
seen and heard with the awareness of their own privileged 
point of view. All the considerations and the witnesses so far 
collected are the ground where the last chapter grow up: the 
analysis of a possible model for the future, accompanied by 
some significant extracts from the discussions we coordinat-
ed is followed by our brief conclusions, that, first of all, point 
out that can be no bridge without intimacy, and that the first 
step in entering a space of shared freedom is to recognise the 
partiality and sometimes the privilege of one’s own condition. 
Above all, this was Intimate Bridges.
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0.
ABOuT

Intimate Bridges is an European project that 
stands for the transformative power of art in 
education for a better intercultural dialogue 
between immigrants, refugees and local 
population.
The project consists of several multidisciplinary 
artistic workshops and participatory 
performing arts, in a process involving artists 
and non-artists, migrants and non-migrants. 
From theatre to music, each partner develop a 
unique artistic project.
Intimate Bridges is implemented in Portugal, 
Austria, Italy and Greece assuming art as 
a catalyst for social change, intercultural 
tolerance and integration, promoting the 
recognition and appreciation of diversity, 
personal development, empowerment and 
empathy. Intimate Bridges performances 
highlight the importance of co-creation and 
intimacy, bringing together migrants and non-
migrants, professionals and non-professionals, 
engaging people and communities in 
experiencing, enjoying, and performing arts 
and culture. All the performances are co-
produced among partners and every partner 
invite artists from other partners’ team to join 
their production. This is implemented thanks 
to artistic residences in each country, involving 
artists, migrants and citizens.
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Partners

prospettive teatrali
Prospettive Teatrali is a cultural associa-
tion active in the performing arts studies 
and criticism. 
The Association is specialized in audience 
development projects and in strategies for 
the dissemination of theatrical culture. 
Its aim is to enhancing the knowledge 
and the dialogue between the different 
realities that make up the complex pano-
rama of the theater, through cultural and 
educational activities and through the 
development of short and medium term 
projects.
In collaboration wjth theatres and institu-
tions, the associations designs and coor-
dinates workshops on criticism, writing, 
and viewing about theatre, conceived 
for different targets (in particular young 
spectators, 14-25 years old). The associa-
tion was born following the foundation of 
the magazine of theatre studies STRATA-
GEMMI Prospettive Teatrali (connected 
with various Italian Universities) and of 
the webzine www.stratagemmi.it, which 
are the main media for the dissemination 
of the association’s activities.

cross 
partner
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IDRA – Independent Drama is a place, an 
idea and a way of producing, organizing 
and promoting contemporary performing 
art. IDRA is a multidisciplinary 
Residence that aims to combine different 
approaches to find always new ways of 
creation in the name of independent 
production culture.
IDRA has two areas of concern: the 
creation and organization of events 
rooted on unique art projects. Since 1998, 
its activity has grown exponentially 
thanks to the cooperation with regional, 
national and international theaters and 
authorities, bringing to the fore emerging 
young artists. As such, events and 
initiatives such as Wonderland Festival, 
Circuit City Sweets, NDN, Project CARE 
Award and AL Petroni have acquired 
a transnational repercussion keeping, 
nonetheless, strong local roots. IDRA also 
actively participated in various networks 
such CRESCO, ETRE and TEH.
IDRA is supported by the European 
Community (Creative Europe), Ministry 
of Heritage and Culture and Tourism, the 
Lombardy Region, the Municipality of 
Brescia, Fondazione Cariplo Foundation 
ASM – A2A, the Community Foundation 
of Brescia and by around 1000 members.

ITALY

IDRA – Independent Drama 
Associação Renovar a Mouraria was 
created in 2008 aiming to revitalize the 
historical neighbourhood of Mouraria, 
right in the city centre of Lisbon, which 
hosts more than 50 nationalities and 
boasts unique richness and unparalleled 
cultural and ethnic mingling. The 
Association promotes a wide array 
of activities with the major goal to 
strengthen the social inclusion of various 
communities by fostering different 
services, cultural interaction and mutual 
support. Some of its leading community 
development projects are portuguese as a 
foreign language classes for immigrants, 
literacy education, study support for 
children and youngsters and legal support 
services.
In addition, Mouraria organises a rich 
cultural programme in which it seeks 
to promote local artists, provide free 
access to culture and attract new publics. 
The scope of activity goes much beyond 
Mouraria district with projects such as 
the community newspaper Rosa Maria, 
Migrantour tours and workshops in 
schools with immigrants and refugee, 
Batucaria Orchestra or Migrants’ 
Encyclopedia.

PORTUGAL

Associação Renovar a Mouraria 
Stand 129 is a non-profit organization ai-
ming to relieve the distress of people and 
provide social services. The organization 
is operating a wide range of activities, 
namely retirement care, facilities for the 
handicapped, social assistance, houseless 
aid, foreign aid, refugee and migrant’s 
relief.
Since 2007, Stand 129 sets up Community 
Arts projects. Stand 129 is one of these 
institutions that focus on Community Art 
and is placed on a market site in Vienna’s 
10th district. The target group are people 
in distress, regardless of religion, political 
attitude and ethnic group. 
The main target of Stand 129 is to build 
bridges between different (migrant) 
communities, autochthonous Viennese 
inhabitants and newcomers with the help 
of art and culture.

AUSTRIA

Entropia is a non-profit cultural company 
that presents and produces theatre, live 
art, interdisciplinary and multimedia 
performances, promoting the creative 
dialogue amongst different art disciplines, 
the pioneering approaches in form and 
content, and the exchanges between Gre-
ece and the contemporary international 
Performing Arts scene. 
It produces and manages various activi-
ties (cultural events, platforms, exhibi-
tions), facilitates residencies and confe-
rences, initiates and organizes campaigns 
and meetings with a significant impact 
on our sector and communities, educa-
tes young performance artists through 
seminars and workshops, curates mul-
tidisciplinary festivals, and develops 
international collaborations and projects 
exploring current socio-political issues 
and the urban environment.
Entropia has been supported by the Greek 
Ministry of Culture, the European Cultu-
ral Foundation, the Ministry of Culture 
and Education of Cyprus and various cul-
tural institutions nationally and interna-
tionally, as well as been sponsored by the 
private sector. The Company is a member 
of various international Performing Arts 
Networks (IETM, TEH, PSi, Magdalena 
Project, a.o.).

GREECE

Stand 129 Entropia
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WORKSHOP
For Intimate Bridges project, IDRA 
created three workshops for migrant and 
non-migrant women (first group) and 
teenagers (second group) from 13 to 18 
years old, mainly second generation of 
migrants.
The Italian workshops, focusing on how 
theater can give voice to the stories of 
people from different “worlds”, involved 
30 people from 7 different nationalities, 
mainly youngs and teenagers divided in 
three groups, facilitated by Giuseppina 
Turra, Davide D’Antonio and Abderrahim 
El Hadiri.
During the lockdown enforced because 
of the pandemic, the groups continued 
rehearsing online but were luckily able to 
perform live with the three final outcomes 
of the workshops, in June and July 2021. 
The material of the three workshops and 
performances were merged together in a 
final production.

ITALY

IDRA – Independent Drama 
Renovar a Mouraria created 
workshops for a migrant and non-
migrant community, from 11 different 
nationalities, aged between 8 to 62 
years old, placed in Clube Desportivo da 
Mouraria, Lisbon. The main goal of the 
workshops was to discover and create, 
with the Batucaria Orchestra members 
and community, new artistic contents to 
be integrated in the Batucaria repertoire 
working from the inputs brought by 
them, and finding a way to turn stories 
and tradition in a contemporary artistic 
element. With the worldwide pandemic 
the rehearsals of this multicultural and 
intergenerational Orchestra started to 
happen online every week, revealing the 
resilience of the group. 
Along with Batucaria workshops, Renovar 
a Mouraria developed the activity Mundos 
Daqui e Além Mar with the participation 
of 31 migrants and non-migrants, from 
23 different nationalities, that took part 
on a video project. The participants 
had chosen to read or interpret authors 
from their homelands, from prose and 
poetry to music. The final performance 
was presented live, in July 2020, and the 
video-project was launched online in 
November.

PORTUGAL

Associação Renovar a Mouraria 
ENTROPIA's Workshops explore the 
projection of personal stories to a 
particular place, and the connection 
between the subjective point of view 
and the collective notion of history. 
An attempt to genuinely connect to 
each other within an intimate space 
for exchanges, memory transfer and 
creativity. To meet and become fellow 
investigators of sounds, images, 
testimonies and personal accounts at 
the transit place where people and their 
stories intersect, tracing incomplete 
maps of territories marked by loss, daily 
struggles and hope. Participants are our 
“guides” who can share their experiences 
and visions of their territory, be it their 
place of origin, dwelling or the one they’re 
heading to. The work for How a place 
becomes a person has been developed on 
two levels in parallel: the physical and the 
digital storytelling.
Participants were forty people aged 
between 18 and 69,coming from ten 
different countries, organized in different 
smaller groups. The first workshop phase 
lasted approximately two months, from 
February to March 2020, and the second 
phase developed in May-June 2021. The 
final show was performed live in June 
2021.

GREECE

Entropia
The Austrian workshops of Intimate 
Bridges were focused on women of 
all ages from 15–99 (mainly refugee 
or migrant women) with a special 
focus on teenagers from neighbouring 
communities. 
The project was divided into two 
different parts – consisting of creative 
writing classes and theatre workshops 
in two different locations with different 
participants and workshop curators – 
which were brought together in the final 
presentation.
The workshops (and groups) were 
re-planned and postponed due to the 
pandemic situation: the theatre workshop 
was mainly developed one-to-one; the 
creative writing workshop had to be made 
with an already existing group. 
The final show Wo ist die Sonne im Westen? 
merged the wrote and video material 
of the creative writing workshop in a 
performance that was performed live in 
October 2020.

AUSTRIA

Stand 129
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1.
PARTICIPATORY theatre, 
migrants and european 
citizens

Dear friends,
You ask me so many questions!
Justify, measure, gauge, judge, prove 
that theatrical work is useful.
I bow to it willingly, I myself am always 
busy justifying the merits of my staging 
work in conflict zones or with migrants.
But how to get a measure, tell me?
Do you have a thermometer that meas-
ures integration, the best mental health? 
A meter or decameter that measures the 
amount of problems, depression, de-
featism? A barometer to measure the 
intangible benefits of the theater?
Ah, how I would like to find this meas-
uring instrument, which could do a be-
fore / after, like in a makeover. Before, 
the person was ugly and badly dressed; 
afterwards she is beautiful and present-
able for TV.
In the case which concerns us would 
rather be: before the theater workshop, 
the person is depressed, does not be-
lieve any more in the future, is frozen, 
does not speak, locks himself at home, 

(if he has a home). Afterwards, he/she 
laughs, he/she is happy, he/she looks 
at his/her problem from a distance, re-
gains confidence in the future.
If I could find this measuring tool, I 
would buy it, so I could send my donors 
an irrefutable proof that the objectives 
are well met, that I am spending their 
money wisely and that all is well.
In the absence of this measuring in-
strument, I will try to explain to you 
in words what happens in a Théâtre & 
Réconciliation workshop, for the actors 
and for the spectators.
Don’t blame me for using a sarcastic 
tone sometimes.

What advantages can participatory 
theater bring to participants coming 
from social minorities?

My dear friends,
The first benefit, as the name suggests, 
is participating. Participate, be togeth-
er, be seen and recognized by others. 

A LETTER FROM 
Théâtre & Réconciliation
Frèdèrique Lecomte
Stage director and director of Théâtre & Réconciliation
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It is being able to symbolize a difficult 
reality in a theatrical work. It is to be 
valued in what you live or have experi-
enced. It’s being able to be confronted 
with the stories of others and being able 
to put your own story into perspective.
It’s meeting people, it’s playing, laugh-
ing and even crying.
Finally, there is something extremely 
lively about doing theater. The theat-
er is a powerful tool: it plays with the 
voice, the body, the soul, the past, the 
present and the future. He plays with 
humor, irony, the tragic, the distance. 
He plays with the gaze of others, of 
spectators, he pretends.
If you can give me another example of 
such a powerful tool (I don’t like that 
word), give it to me. I will use it.
Theater is play, we all grow up playing. 
It’s the first thing you do in life.
When you talk to me about minorities, I 
tell myself that the theater is the meet-
ing place for minorities. Where minori-
ties can be heard and valued.

More precisely, how can it improve 
the lives of people arriving in Euro-
pean countries with economic and 
social difficulties?

Oh dears. Improve life!
My dear, when you are poorly housed, 
you have no security, sometimes you 
are hungry, you are not treated and you 
have no news from your family, your 
children, how can the theater improve 
that ?

It’s a bit of a plaster on a wooden leg.
The theater must not obscure the po-
litical decisions that make migration 
so difficult, impossible, suspicious. It’s 
probably a drop of water in an ocean 
of misery that I continue to distill. But 
“improving life”, improving the present 
a little, improving the mind a little, even 
if in a failing infrastructure. That’s all it 
can do.

What I see with groups or people with 
whom I have done theater:
- They become more active.
- They create a network.
- They are put in contact with compe-
tent lawyers.
- They are less isolated.
- They improve their standard of living 
a bit, with what we pay them (we’ll talk 
about money later).
- They have fun.
- They meet residents of the host  
country.

How can participatory theater be-
come an important opportunity for 
exchange and dialogue for a political 
refugee?

Dear friends,
What comes to me as an idea when 
reading your question is this: is the 
theater a democratic space?
I will more specifically explain to you 
what happens in my rehearsals of Théâ-
tre & Réconciliation (which works mir-
acles!)

First, there are the choices of themes on 
which improvisations are made. These 
choices are made by the participants.
They give me sets of topics that interest 
them.
Depending on the place, the participat-
ing audience, the subjects will be very 
different.
If I am in the Congo with child soldiers, 
the subjects will have to do with the 
enrollment of children, dropping out of 
school, violence, rape,… If I am in a pris-
on, it will be the condition of a prisoner; 
if I am with asylum seekers in a recep-
tion center, it will be: food, promiscui-
ty, progress of the case, waiting; if I am 
with asylum seekers outside reception 
centers and who have already been re-
fused three times, it will be: housing, 
work, waiting, despair, family, regret? 
etc ...
If I work with young academics, it will 
be: global warming, organic food, gen-
der issues and the decolonization of 
thought.
Once these topics are listed, the partici-
pants create improvisations.
Sometimes these improvisations re-
sult in a discussion where I try to un-
derstand what they meant: sometimes 
I don’t understand the context or the 
language. The dialogue that then sets 
in makes it possible to say things under 
the guise of fiction.
Then I intervene to stage a punctum 
that appeared to me during the improv-
isation or during the discussion.
I turn it into a theatrical scene. It is 

therefore my point of view, my aesthet-
ic and not a collective creation that is 
created. It is through my gaze that the 
scenes are created. They are always 
done in agreement with the partici-
pants: “is that what you would like to 
say? Does this correspond to your real-
ity? Do you understand what the scene 
means?”
Throughout this step, it is my gaze and 
my interpretation that prevails.
But it is above all the equality be-
tween all participants that is notorious. 
Whether they are applicants, asylum 
seekers, members of staff, Belgians, Hu-
tus, Tutsis, prisoners and their guards, 
victims of torture and torturers, every-
one is involved in the same way. It is 
together that we must find the ways to 
represent ourselves or to be represent-
ed. In a war zone, it is really important 
to understand together what can be 
said, how, how it can be understood, 
etc… without endangering the lives of 
the participating actors.

If I come back to your question on po-
litical refugees, it is because in the 
theater workshop there is the opening 
of a democratic space where we can 
say everything and express everything 
and which together we can decide un-
til where we can denounce, evoke the 
facts. I have seen a speech open among 
asylum seekers without the danger of 
imprisonment.
What is also glaring is that on a stage 
conflicting points of view or plural 
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truths can be expressed. It was truly a 
delight in conflict zones where people 
who hated or waged war could, on the 
same stage, speak their truth and hear 
that of others.
When I told you that Théâtre & Récon-
ciliation works miracles!

How does participatory theater con-
nect with the processes of socio-cul-
tural decolonization?

My dears, this is a very delicate ques-
tion.
Because the position of the director, me 
in this case, cannot depart from either 
its color or its culture.
On the other hand, you see that I some-
times used words like “give a voice to 
those who are deprived of it”, it is really 
a funny expression. It is as if I were al-
lowing myself to give the floor or even 
withdraw it.
MMMMh, to decolonize yourself seems 
and it’s no an easy task.
Power relations are inherent in our so-
ciety and the theater is no exception. 
We see, everywhere, in the helping rela-
tionship, the attitude of “leaning on the 
other”, head to the side, full of compas-
sion, like a psychologist dripping with 
benevolence, leans over his patient, 
telling him “I understand you”. Ah, how 
I hate this kind attitude which is only 
the expression of infantilizing power.
But how to do it ?
Personally, I try to take into considera-

tion what is said, to allow each person 
to take a place in the theatrical work, 
that the secure space set up during 
the rehearsals allows the expression of 
each one without the tyranny of “Can I 
speak? Do I play well? Don’t I look ridic-
ulous?”.
I would say that setting up a framework 
of trust, supervision, joyful, and relaxed 
avoids a lot of pitfall.
I would say that performances that wel-
come relatives and friends of people on 
stage open the theater to people who 
would not set foot there on other oc-
casions, that the work is long, and that 
we ourselves are alienated. That this is a 
delicate subject and one that I am afraid 
to bring up.Because even my position as 
a director in conflict zones can be open 
to discussion. That the question of the 
decolonization of the arts is at the heart 
of a current debate. And my dear friend, 
that I do what I can, with who I am and 
with the people I work with.

How does it combat racism and other 
phenomena which cause difficulties 
in the lives of people arriving in Eu-
rope?

Dear friends,
To combat racism, shows and work-
shops should not only reach a public 
of convinced people. Those who are 
not convinced, they do not come to do 
a theater workshop or see a show with 
asylum seekers. In the work I do at Fed-

asil, in reception centers for people ben-
efiting from protection, racism is also 
inside. South Americans are grouped 
together on one side, Sub-Saharan Afri-
cans on the other, and people from the 
Middle East as well. Even if they live in 
the same space.
The idea of Théâtre & Réconciliation is 
to decompartmentalize, to make dif-
ferences porous. This is what happens 
in conflict zones. Ethnic racism has led 
to genocides. Bringing together people 
from all walks of life in a theater work-
shop means opening up to the Other, 
a perspective of understanding, of lis-
tening from a different point of view. 
To humanize the other and not reduce 
them to their share of color, origin, eth-
nicity.
Racism isn’t just where you think it is. 
Solidarity with the same ones as one-
self is a natural phenomenon. What you 
have to fight for is when this solidarity 
between oneself becomes murderous. 
In the theater, my faith, all this disap-
pears as if by magic. In fact, the theater 
is a magic wand. I assure you, it fixes a 
lot of ailments.

What can participatory theater give 
to these minorities compared to oth-
er types of theater?

My dears, I’m going to piss you off, be-
cause I don’t know what kind of theater 
you’re doing. Will you forgive me if we 
don’t agree?

When you say “other type” of theater, 
what do you mean?
- When we play classical text?
- When you’re on a national stage?
- When are they professional actors?
- When are there sets and costumes?
- When we enter an aesthetic dimen-
sion?

When you say participatory theater, do 
you mean a collective creation? Minor-
ities can play in what you call “other 
types of theater”.
The question is rather:
- Who are they playing for?
- Are they paid?
- Are they used to report news?
- Are they used because it’s fashionable?
- Are they used because they are gov-
ernment obligations to open up the cul-
tural scene to others?
(Note: I used the word “used” express-
ly)
(Sigh)
Before starting a project, these ques-
tions must be answered. You have to be 
clear about the motivations, the frame-
work, the financial package.
And then, look at the budget with ob-
jectivity and know how to deal with in-
justice.

Do migrants really have a voice, do 
they really find a space of freedom in 
participatory theater? Why do they? 
Why not?



28 29

Yes, they have a voice. The one they take 
during theater workshops. The one that 
is heard during performances. The voice 
that chooses what they want to tell us.
No, they do not have a voice: they do not 
have the right to have contracts, they 
are often exploited and underpaid. In 
Belgium for the moment 400 undoc-
umented migrants are on hunger and 
thirst strike. If they had a voice, they 
wouldn’t have to let themselves die to 
be heard.

Do they find a space of freedom in the 
theater workshops?.
Yes, certainly one of the only safe plac-
es where they can express themselves 
apart from the stress of papers, money, 
the future, missing children, security.
No, that cannot be enough. Theater work-
shops are all well and good, but if gov-
ernments don’t make decisions, no 
matter how many participatory theat-
er workshops in the world are done, it 
won’t solve any problem.
My dear friend, sorry for not being more 
optimistic.
It is not because I think it’s not useful. 
Of course it is useful, of course it gives 
breath, hope, joy, listening, confidence.
But, basic needs must be met.

How can participatory theater be 
more “intimate”, connecting mi-
grants and citizens in a less rigid and 
more protected situation? Share good 
and bad practices.

Dear friends, I do not understand what 
you mean by “intimate”. Do you mean 
that participatory theater will strength-
en ties, decompartmentalize environ-
ments? In this case yes. This is one of 
the Théâtre & Réconciliation  missions: 
decompartmentalize, bring people to-
gether, those who would never have 
met if it wasn’t through theater. So yes, 
the relationship is more intimate, less 
fixed, what is far becomes close.
You can also have this experience with 
spectators, it is also the show itself that 
brings you close, where the other be-
comes close, like a brother for whom 
you have empathy.
Good practice is when actors are valued 
in their splendor and not in their image 
of misery. Bad practice is when asylum 
seekers are used for aesthetic purposes, 
for exotic purposes, for the purposes of 
mixing the theatrical scene and for fi-
nancial purposes.
Bad practices are also financial dispari-
ties, not everyone is paid the same, asy-
lum seekers do not have contract law, 
professionals do. 
Bad practice is when the stage, the di-
rector wins at the expense of the losers.
But the best practice par excellence is to 
put on a show that is the most beauti-
ful, sensitive, funny, fair.
Good practice is to take everyone in-
volved seriously and not say to yourself 
“this is good enough for amateurs”.
The good practice is that the perfor-
mance and all the rehearsals give a 

glimmer of hope in the lives of the ac-
tors and spectators.
Good practice is joy.

My dear friends, there are many pitfalls 
in working with asylum seekers and I 
have fallen into them many times.
But I think the intangible benefit is re-
ally worth it.
Do you have an instrument to measure 
this benefit?
Can you find any on Amazon?
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Finding the words

Have you ever heard of participatory 
art?

If your answer is yes and we were in 
the same room, I would ask you what 
that means for you. I would do so out 
of genuine curiosity, to hear your opin-
ion, since defining participation is still 
and will probably remain an open pro-
cess. Talking about participation in 
an artistic performance often gets the 
imagination off in various directions, 
since it is not often clear what we are 
talking about. Imagine for example 
someone talking about having been in 
a theatre: you can easily imagine the 
experience, even if you do not know 

the show in question. Same with cin-
ema, or an exhibition, you more or 
less have an idea of what might have 
happened. With participatory art it is 
much more difficult, because it is not 
yet part of our everyday life, and be-
cause it is a genre in the making. 

As a professional in the field, one of 
the most difficult things about my job 
is explaining what I do. When I say 
I am an artist, and I create and direct 
participatory art projects for a living, 
I often find myself faced with puzzled 
expressions, with engrossed eyes try-
ing to guess what that means. If the 
puzzlement remains, I often add “I am 
a director.” At this definition, the face 

WHAT DO WE TALK ABOUT 
WHEN WE TALK ABOUT 
PARTICIPATORY ART?
AN ARTISTIC POINT OF VIEW
Matteo Lanfranchi
Founder and artistic director of Effetto Larsen

of the interlocutor relaxes, but I imme-
diately find myself pigeonholed as a 
theatre or film director; if I want to ex-
plain myself, the best way is by giving 
examples, or by trying to define partic-
ipatory art, and consequently my work 
and what it involves.

I happened to be among the protago-
nists of the above dialogue in several 
European countries. The only people 
with whom we understand each other 
immediately are a few professionals in 
the field, or a very small niche of expe-
rienced audiences who attend festivals 
programming participatory or immer-
sive works.

For some years now my company, Ef-
fetto Larsen, has been part of the IETM 
network (International network for 
contemporary performing arts), a pre-
cious place for meeting and debate. 
A couple of years ago, together with 
Simòn Hanukai, director and artis-
tic director of Kaimera Productions, 
we founded the PIC Group, where PIC 
stands for Partecipatory and Immer-
sive Creation. The group was born out 
of need to find suitable words for our 
work - Simòn’s, mine and many others’, 
of course - and after a few attempts, one 
of the things we realised was that we 
weren’t interested in defining the genre. 
In a short time we came across so many 
ways of creating participation or im-
mersive situations, and it didn’t make 
sense to start saying what deserved the 
label of participatory and what didn’t, 
the points of view were sometimes too 
distant and personal. 

But we did agree on one thing: to be 
participatory or immersive, the work 
needs audience, even for rehearsals. It 
is not possible to rehearse without au-
dience, the project simply cannot exist 
without participants. In its simplicity, 
born from the simple comparison be-
tween artists and the attempt to be 
inclusive, it is a revolutionary concept, 
which we had not focused on until 
we came to name it. It marks a line, 
the first trace to understand where 
the participatory dimension is going, 
and where instead misunderstanding 
leads to dead ends. 

The audience at the centre

If I cannot rehearse without an audi-
ence, how do I rehearse?

My personal adventure in participa-
tory art began thanks to the anger and 
frustration generated by the Italian 
theatre system. I started my career on 
stage, as an actor, then I founded the 
Effetto Larsen company, and for sev-
eral years we produced “contempo-
rary research” shows, as the critics and 
the market had labelled us. In 2013, 
when I realised the company’s work 
was appreciated and esteemed in the 
environment, but that any effort was 
not enough to give us a quality leap 
in terms of touring and productions, 
I decided to start from scratch. We 
stopped promoting our works in Ita-
ly, we started building relationships 
abroad, we decided to start again from 
pure research. But the most interest-
ing thing was also the most naive: I 
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proposed opening the rehearsal room 
to anyone who wanted to join us, for a 
few days a month. 

A very simple gesture: opening the 
doors of the rehearsal room. Tell the 
public what days and times we would 
be there, and say that anyone would 
be welcome. The only condition was 
to bring along curiosity and willing-
ness. In little more than a year, a small 
community was created around our 
first participatory project, STORMO, 
based on movement and collective in-
telligence. We attracted the attention 
of universities, theatres, and rehearsal 
spaces for two reasons: first, we were 
proposing something innovative not 
only artistically, but also in terms of 
production methods; second, we were 
not moving economies, that is, we 
were not bringing or asking for mon-
ey. This second point may seem trivial, 
but in that research phase we decid-
ed to give priority to the artistic part, 
liberating it for a while from all other 
constraints, and this gave us absolute 
freedom. An important note: at that 
time, none of us had any idea what 
we were doing. I myself was guided by 
pure instinct, without any long-term 
strategy.

The practice of opening doors has re-
mained as the company’s method of 
production and research. Over time 
we have created a sustainable busi-
ness model, based on applying our 
skills and talents to other sectors, such 
as private enterprises. We offer team 
activities, experiential training, com-

munication and much more. We are 
independent from public funding, we 
keep our research as free of constraints 
as possible, and we have ended up 
overturning the production process. 
We usually start with an idea of mine, 
which I discuss with the other mem-
bers of Effetto Larsen. Then we start 
proposing a long path of research labs, 
in Milan or at other possible partners, 
such as within the European network 
In Situ, which I joined in 2015. 

The research workshops, i.e. the 
open-door sessions, consist of discus-
sions and tests for the activities and 
materials that will eventually make 
up the project. These workshops are 
always free of charge for the public, 
who are involved from the begin-
ning, from the first day of testing and 
research. When we realise that the 
project is ready, we start proposing 
it to partners, festivals or other pos-
sible stakeholders, with a promotion 
and networking activity that has al-
ready begun in the research and pro-
duction phase. Each project usually 
takes about two years to develop. We 
have done projects on very different 
themes: from the emotional mapping 
of places, to the relationship between 
the identity of neighbourhoods and 
the identity of their inhabitants, to 
the sense of community, to an instal-
lation about contemplating the end 
of one’s existence, to a domestic ritu-
al for the celebration of mourning.

What makes me feel lucky, if not priv-
ileged, is that for each of these topics 
I had the opportunity to talk to hun-
dreds of people around the world, and 
from those meetings all the Effetto 
Larsen projects were born. Without 
them, it would simply not have been 
possible to develop them, to test them, 
to give them shape, to happily let their 
voices corrupt the original idea. 

One of the most interesting things that 
has happened to us over the years is 
that the further we have gone with our 
work, the less we have found ourselves 
performing. 

Participation and freedom

The point that interests me most in 
participatory art research is the rela-
tionship between artist and spectator. 
A participatory project, in my opinion, 
does not necessarily involve the artist 
performing for the spectator, but tries 
as much as possible to put the specta-
tor at the centre. The public, the spec-
tators (there is also debate about what 
to call the people who participate), are 
welcomed into a device that allows 
them to have a meaningful experience. 

What is a device? Without bothering 
Foucault or Deleuze, who have ex-
plored the term in philosophy, let us 
try to start from its definition in Eng-
lish and that of the word “dispositivo” 
in Italian: 

“Contraption that serves a specific 
function ” (Treccani Vocabolary)

“An object or machine that has been 

invented for a particular purpose” 
(Cambridge Dictionary). 

In our case, it includes what we put in 
place and use to give shape to our idea 
and project, to make the experience 
possible for the audience (e.g. rules, 
information, materials for setting up 
the space, sound, light and so on). 

One of the fundamental elements of 
participatory devices is the level of 
freedom. This aspect divides sever-
al artists. The level of freedom of the 
spectators is delicate and difficult to 
discuss, and spectators often have no 
parameters to evaluate it. There are 
various levels of freedom: personally I 
place at the lowest level - and for me 
the least interesting - devices that rep-
licate the same experience for every-
one, regardless of who is present at the 
performance venue. 

Above that, we find works that give 
univocal instructions to the specta-
tors: by voice, by earphones, in writ-
ing, instructions that must be executed 
without any margin for interpretation.

And above that, we find works that 
truly adapt to the people who share 
the experience, and that leave them 
room for choice and action. They are 
the most delicate, because to exist they 
must include the possibility of failure. 

Of course, the position of a work on 
this scale does not necessarily have to 
do with its quality. Artists may have 
different interests in their research: 
the only point I find unquestionable 
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is honesty, both intellectually and to-
wards the audience and its expecta-
tions. The absolutely lowest level is 
when the audience is practically taken 
hostage, without even being able to 
dare to leave when they want to. Un-
less it is a clear artistic choice, it just 
becomes prevarication.

So, if there are no performers perform-
ing for an audience, if it is the audience 
that acts, what is the role of the artist? 

The artist: a change of perspective

The artist’s task in participatory art 
is to design and create devices that 
can welcome the audience, give them 
enough guidance to bring the project 
or performance to life, and adapt - at 
least a little - to what happens. I also 
like to try to leave as much freedom as 
possible to the audience, including the 
freedom to decide what level of inti-
macy or depth they want to go to. 

From my point of view, it is similar to 
creating games: you need rules, simple 
and precise; you need to communicate 
them in a clear and understandable 
way, like putting information into a 
system; you need to activate people, 
but you cannot force them. If you want 
to play well, you have to do it seriously, 
you have to be involved, and to achieve 
this you have to create a path that from 
the welcoming to the exit of the public 
makes up an experience. 

When I talk about how Effetto Larsen 
works, how we create projects, some 
people think our job is to please the 

audience, to do what they want. That 
is not the case. If the project is a vessel, 
the audience is the wind that blows: it 
is up to us to build sails to channel that 
force, to keep our hand on the helm 
and, above all, to chart the course to-
wards the safe harbour where we in-
tend to land, chosen by us. The latter 
is often very different from what we 
initially imagined, but I think this hap-
pens with almost all works of art - ex-
cept perhaps for some absolute geni-
uses, but probably not even for them. 

I guess it is clear to the readers by now 
that participation is not a path for 
everyone: there are artists who want 
to perform for on stage - I did it my-
self for many years and still do some-
times - others who do not want to give 
up their role or control over the work, 
others who simply have other inter-
ests. It is right, it is healthy and neces-
sary to respect oneself, one’s research 
and one’s vocation, and to face the 
consequences.

The 3 hounds

What are the risks of a participatory 
project?

I often reflect on the difficulties of this 
type of artistic activity. In my mind 
there are always three hounds to watch 
out for, which risk jumping down the 
throat of the artist or his project. 

The first is Superficiality: creating an 
experience that barely touches the 
subject, that is not able to investigate 
it, that barely manages to tickle the 

surface of the spectator’s mind, of his 
questions and reflections. Worse still, 
to tell them only and exclusively things 
they already know, to make them feel 
things they feel on a daily basis with-
out needing us. 

The second is Arrogance: thinking you 
have the definitive answer to ques-
tions, that the experience you offer is 
equally valuable to everyone, that the 
importance it has for us who created it 
will necessarily be shared by all those 
who will experience it. Even worse, 
thinking that you have something to 
teach the audience. 

The third is Self-referentiality: believ-
ing that our experience is shared by 
everyone, that our social bubble is the 
world, that everyone thinks like us, 
that everyone knows how the art world 
and its rules work, that it is taken for 
granted to know how to behave in the 
theatre, or during a performance. 

Of course, I also wear the bite marks 
of these three molossi. However, there 
are a few tricks to hold them off.

Communicating properly 

How do you communicate a participa-
tory project?

Setting expectations is very important. 
If we want to create a participatory 
process, it has to be stated: not only to 
be fair to the public, but also to simpli-
fy our work. 

When we make calls for participation 
for research sessions, we have learned 

to say that these are not castings, or 
workshops to learn techniques, or mu-
tual aid sessions. They are real rehears-
al sessions, where anyone who walks 
through the door of the rehearsal room 
will work with us for a few hours. He 
or she will be free to leave whenever he 
or she wants, as well as to come back 
the following days. 

This kind of approach has led us to de-
velop skills in being inclusive, and also 
in dealing with fragile or challenging 
people. If the door is open, it must be 
open for real.The workflow must al-
ways be preserved, and for this to hap-
pen it must be fluid. When this hap-
pens, the group often resolves almost 
by itself the difficulties that arise. 

When we present a finished project, 
for example at a festival, we always 
try to communicate the fact that it is 
a participatory project, and not just a 
show to watch. This regularly fright-
ens a part of the audience, who have 
no desire to be involved, even though 
they do not know what kind of in-
volvement they would experience. Of 
course they have every right to do so.

The best way we to communicate 
based on our experience is the good 
old word of mouth.When projects can 
be presented for several days in a row, 
we often see people come back with 
friends and family: the experience of 
someone they trust reassures them, 
and they agree to come. As it has al-
ways happened and in the performing 
arts and elsewhere as well.
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Extending the field of action

Participatory processes are in my opin-
ion the true contemporary form. 

They are not only found in art, but also 
in politics, economics and the social 
sciences. They are a sign of our time, 
one of the characteristics of the society 
we live in.

In Europe, art and activism have been 
converging again for several years, 
as artistic and social practices have 
as well. The common factor is noble: 
trying to break the system down from 
below, to question alternative forms 
of reflection, decision-making and 
awareness. 

Cu’n’fu - the art of imagining the fu-
ture, is an example in this sense: a 
year and a half long research, in which 
three artistic devices by Effetto Lars-
en are used as a investigation tool to-
wards a community, with the collab-
oration of different researchers. We 
started with an emotional mapping of 
the neighbourhood aimed at both the 
young and the older citizens, in order 
to create a common narrative; we then 
created an immersive questionnaire 
to investigate needs and expectations; 
finally, we will create opportunity 
for discussion on the key issues that 
have emerged regarding the future of 
the neighbourhood, Mirafiori Sud, in 
Turin. The final aim of the project is 
to create a new device (a training, a 
toolkit, a replica of the overall path, we 
will see) to increase the awareness and 
decision-making power of citizens, 

and possibly create new channels of 
communication with institutions. 

In 2020 we also collaborated on Luci 
di Emergenza (Distress Flares in Eng-
lish), a project by the Rennes-based 
company l’Âge de la Tortue. The pro-
ject, conceived by Paloma Fernández 
Sobrino, starts with a collection of 
letters from migrants, and involves a 
workshop with migrants and a final 
performance in different European 
countries. After a long process of re-
search and listening, my colleagues 
and I decided to give the Italian ver-
sion of the performance, which I di-
rected, a flavour based on the idea of 
the label we wear. Thanks to this trick 
we were able to involve and unite mi-
grants with very different origins and 
histories, and to pass on a concept that 
we believe is fundamental in contem-
porary Italian politics: migrants are 
also people integrated into society, be-
ing a migrant today means much more 
than populism wants to convey. 

A common feeling among the mem-
bers of Effetto Larsen is curiosity: we 
love collaboration, contamination and 
the exchange of experience and knowl-
edge. I am sure that these characteris-
tics are common to all those who are 
interested in participatory processes, 
and that there are many areas of appli-
cation. Art can reach people, and par-
ticipatory processes have the ability to 
put people at the centre. Together they 
can become a surprising force. 

But what to do with it?

A possibility and a responsibility 

Years of work, meeting with thousands 
of people, holding or attending panels 
and discussions have made me realise 
one thing: contemporary art holds the 
possibility, and perhaps the responsi-
bility, to respond to needs that hover 
unheard in our society.

It is not a question of solving them (we 
have already put the hound of Arro-
gance at bay), but of creating time and 
place to listen to them. They are basic, 
simple needs: to share, to feel heard, to 
know you have contributed, to tell, to 
listen, to confront. To remember that 
we are mortal, to feel part of a whole, 
to be able to talk to those who think 
in a different way about the world. To 
feel safe, to have a place to mourn, to 
be able to celebrate unconstrained. To 
remember that we are human. 

Who can meet these needs? Institu-
tions? Politics? Religion? 

It is also up to us, those of us who are 
able and authorised to stay outside the 
traditional containers. It is up to us to 
be able to listen, to be able to break 
down barriers and boundaries. To us, 
who are wonderfully naive. To us, the 
artists, and to all the people who work 
with us. 
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I believe that theatre has a powerful 
transformative capacity, given by two 
fundamental and constitutive factors 
of the discipline itself: being conveyed 
through the body, embodied in the 
most intimate sense possible, and be-
ing built within a liminal relationship, 
where then the rules, codes and hierar-
chies of everyday life are suspended by 
virtue of the creation of a safe space in 
which the creation becomes possible.

Therefore, I believe that participatory 
theater is a strong tool for emancipa-
tion and visibility of communities and 
people who are often marked by dom-
inant stigmatizing narratives: this is 
the case of those who inhabit the out-
skirts of cities - and in a broader sense, 
anyone who inhabits a “periphery” of 
the world. 

However, I find that the lack of a de-
bate around decolonial practices with-

in the Italian performing arts and the-
atre production system has generated 
some strong problems around the so-
called “social inclusion and integra-
tion projects”. 

The first problem, in my opinion, is 
that of the subject who speaks, of tak-
ing the floor instead of being told: of-
ten, even within processes that want 
to be participatory, I have seen repro-
duce mechanisms of strong colonial 
paternalism for which the participants 
“migrants” are involved in an instru-
mental way or, in the best case, to re-
produce the pietistic image, functional 
to absolve the ethical-political guilt 
of the average western public of the 
cultured leftist bourgeoisie of our Bel 
Paese. 

I have quoted the term “migrants” - 
and so it will be later - because it is a 
word that I find extremely problematic 

Decolonial Participatory 
Practices: a critical 
reflection
Anna Serlenga 
Artist and artistic director (Corps Citoyen, Milano Mediterranea)

and that I normally choose not to use, 
precisely because the language also 
participates in this hegemonic narra-
tive superstructure that brings back a 
hierarchy of power proper to the colo-
nial device.

In this sense, I think a first possible way 
is to ask ourselves the famous question 
that entitles an equally famous essay 
by Gaiatri Spivak: “Can the subaltern 
speak?”1. That is, who speaks? What is 
the place of enunciation? Who is the 
subject of representation? 

In my practice as an artist, I have re-
flected a lot around this question, 
which has led me, over the years, to 
build paths of reversal of the Eurocen-
tric perspective, firstly by building a 
multidisciplinary and mixed collective 
based in Tunis, CORPS CITOYEN, or 
putting me in the condition to oper-
ate that shift from object (of study, of 
a show) to subject, where the cardinal 
principle of a participatory decolonial 
artistic practice is co-authorship.

CORPS CITOYEN is a pluridisciplinary 
art group working on the topics of citi-
zenship, learning processes and active 
engagement of civic society. The body 
is their privileged artistic medium, it is 
the battlefield of a bio-political strug-
gle and a space of creative resistance.

Ceding pieces of authorship, shifting 
the voice of the story. We have devel-
oped this process initially through 

1  G. C. Spivak, Can the subaltern speak? 
Speculations on widow-sacrifice, in «Wedge», 
7/8 (Winter/Spring), 1985, pp. 120–130.

participatory creation in complex ter-
ritories in Tunisia, calling to work with 
us citizens, integrated in the produc-
tion process also in economic terms, 
or paid as performers during the 
shows. This is the case, for example, of 
El Aers - the Wedding Project, a project 
that lasted two years whose center of 
investigation was migration, but ob-
served through the lens of the desire 
to change the lives of a hundred boys 
and girls who dreamed of leaving the 
country illegally from North to South. 
After a year of workshops, we had the 
opportunity to be produced by Dream 
City Festival Biennale, a reality estab-
lished in the heart of the Medina of Tu-
nis, which allowed us to work for a long 
time with a group of 30 young people 
in the public space of their neighbor-
hood, el houma. After a long process 
of research and shared creation, 5 boys 
of the initial group became part of the 
project of creation and performance, 
which we then realized for different 
Tunisian realities. On these occasions, 
the team of actors was summoned and 
paid for their work. 

I emphasise this aspect, which seems 
trivial, but instead is another sore 
point of participatory work: the artist 
arrives, installs a process, sets up the 
project that is produced by festivals or 
theaters, of which he/she will be the 
sole economic beneficiary. Isn’t this a 
colonial process? 

Back in Italy, it seemed to us that, pre-
cisely because of that backwardness of 
debate, it was necessary to continue 
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to build decolonial paths within the 
cultural production: thus Milano Med-
iterranea was born, a post-colonial 
participatory art centre based in Milan 
that speaks the languages of the Med-
iterranean, involving citizens through 
participatory art residencies, a perma-
nent workshop for young people. Here, 
co-authorship is further extended, 
going beyond the sphere of spectac-
ular creation to territorial planning 
and cultural programming: we found-
ed a Neighborhood Committee that, 
together with us, viewed and chose 
and then matched with territorial re-
alities and communities the 3 artists_ 
who won the first Open Call of Milano 
Mediterranea for the territory of Giam-
bellino.

The creation of such a markedly en-
gaged project has a clear political in-
tent, since we are convinced that, pre-
cisely because language and narratives 
are proponents of the world as we rep-
resent it, a transformation of that rep-
resentation is possible. The performa-
tivity of language has a deep political 
capacity, which, as artists of the body 
and of the relationship, can only be the 
privileged field of our action to bring a 
political, social and cultural change.

«The “self-relation” of citizens has be-
come the object of public welfare man-
agement. Increasingly, the capacity to 
improve the welfare society is attrib-
uted to citizens and to the activation 
of their resources [...]: firstly, the way 
in which citizens become potentiali-
ties; secondly, the way in which sys-
tems of function increasingly depend 
on citizens; thirdly, the way in which 
personal responsibility is assigned a 
new form and function. [....] Indeed 
we are seeing the development of new 
technologies of governance directed 
at citizens and designed to meet this 
challenge. Among these technologies 
we found the “Shared Perspective” ap-
proach, which seeks to enable citizens 
to “own” the problem, while allow-
ing professionals to use their skills to 
shape it. At the same time, interven-
tion plans are increasingly based on di-
alogue, so that they can be shared be-
tween the welfare administration and 
citizens» (Åkerstrøm Andersen - Pors 
2016, translated by the author).

In the chapter “Citizens as a resource” 
of the book Public Management in Tran-

sition: The Orchestration of Potentiality, 
Niels Åkerstrøm Andersen, professor 
of Political Management at the De-
partment of Management, Politics and 
Philosophy at The Copenhagen Busi-
ness School, summarises, through the 
history of the concept of the citizen as a 
legal subject, the relationship between 
the individual and the State in the 
management of the “public goods”: re-
sponsibilities, roles, rights and duties. 

What Andersen sustains and high-
lights in his analysis, albeit through 
examples linked to the Danish context, 
is the systemic emergence and consol-
idation at European level of a new in-
terpretation of the “citizen” observed 
as a resource and a potential. A citizen, 
therefore, far from the expectations 
aimed at that legal subject consid-
ered passive in the use of social ser-
vices, typical of certain welfare mod-
els where the State played the role of 
“provider”, but rather a citizen who is 
self-disciplined with respect to a spe-
cific space of action and is active in the 
exercise of his own freedom and in the 
self-analysis of his own needs. 

THE ABILITY TO IMAGINE
Vittoria Eugenia Lombardi 
Founder and curator of cultureandprojects



42 43

Citizens are observed as free and sov-
ereign - Andersen maintains - only 
when they use their freedom to benefit 
the community by assuming certain 
responsibilities. 

With the emergence of welfare models 
that have progressively transformed 
the State into an entity that acts main-
ly as a supervisor of other subjects that 
complement or even replace it in the 
provision of social services, this new 
responsibility and awareness of the 
citizen is seen as a key point for initi-
ating that paradigmatic change that 
in its turn re-responsibilises the insti-
tutions in generating new models of 
relations with people and territories: 
greater proximity and less generalisa-
tion of the social services offered and 
greater protagonism of the users.

Therefore, the role of the citizen in 
acting out his legal subjectivity, his 
freedom of self-determination as a 
member of a community, his relation-
ship with the “delegation” is chang-
ing: a critical role potentially capable 
of counteracting the negative conse-
quences of a process of progressive pri-
vatisation of welfare services observed 
in recent decades and the inadequacies 
of bureaucratic systems that are often 
too slow and rigid to respond ade-
quately to the needs and requirements 
of communities in continuous trans-
formation and progressive change. 

Therefore, the role of the “audience” in 
acquiring awareness of its own needs 
and in the dialogue with those who 

are in charge of satisfying those needs 
must change. (The involvement of us-
ers in the design of welfare services is 
increasingly observable, from urban 
planning to health care, not always 
with effective results and with tools 
for listening and mapping of needs 
still to be perfected, but certainly is the 
expression of a transversal desire for 
changing).

In this analysis by Niels Åkerstrøm 
Andersen, which highlights the trans-
formation of the relationship between 
citizens and public institutions, we 
can find many analogies with the 
performing arts sector. As a matter of 
fact, if each system of functions into 
which we can subdivide our social 
model - educational, political, jurid-
ical, and among them the artistic one 
- operates with its own languages and 
rules through the distinction of two 
different type of roles, performance 
and audience roles, it is easy to draw 
lines of contiguity between two not 
too distant worlds. In fact, the world 
of performance and cultural produc-
tion has for years been undergoing a 
tension towards rethinking the role of 
the spectator, similar to that which is 
affecting public administrations and 
welfare bodies, and which is acting at 
all levels of the production structure 
and the creative process. 

«Playwrights and directors would like 
the audience to see this and hear that, 
to understand something in particular 
and to draw precise conclusions. This 
is the logic of the pedagogue of stu-

pidity, the logic of direct and uniform 
transmission: there is something on 
one side - a form of knowledge, a ca-
pacity, an energy contained in a body 
or mind - that has to pass to the other. 
What the student has to learn is what 
the professor teaches him. What the 
spectator must see is what the director 
shows him. What he has to feel is the 
energy he communicates. To this iden-
tity of cause and effect, which is at the 
heart of the logic of stupidity, eman-
cipation contrasts their dissociation. 
This is the meaning of the paradox of 
the ignorant teacher: from him the pu-
pil learns something that the teacher 
does not know either. He learns it as 
a result of a mastery that forces him to 
search and verify this search» (Rancière 
2008, translated by the author).

It is enough to quote Jacques Rancière’s 
The Emancipated Spectator; the atten-
tion paid to the themes of audience 
engagement and audience develop-
ment at all institutional levels of cul-
tural policies (European, national, 
local); the spread of participatory art 
and public art practices even in envi-
ronments historically characterised 
by more conservative cultural offers 
and less open to the contemporary; 
the emergence of intersectoral funding 
programmes that increasingly bring 
art into dialogue with the themes of 
public health, the activation of citizen-
ship, and care, associating artists and 
cultural professionals alongside other 
skills and figures; the direct involve-

ment of those subjects that are “talked 
about” through work of arts in order to 
question “representation” as a colonial 
practice and the deprivation of narra-
tive subjectivity.

An analogy, therefore, that is certainly 
not accidental, but which manifests 
as a symptom a transversal urgency 
that is shaking European societies to-
day: what models of coexistence and 
response to social needs do we want 
and can we give ourselves today in dis-
continuity with previous models that 
are perhaps outdated or incapable of 
responding to current complexities? 
What is the role of each of us in speak-
ing out and participating in the ‘com-
mon good’? What does “participation” 
mean and what responsibilities and 
rights does it entail?

«Emancipation begins when we chal-
lenge the opposition between looking 
and acting; when we understand that 
the evidences that structure the rela-
tions between saying, seeing and do-
ing belong in turn to the structure of 
domination and subjection. It begins 
when we understand that looking is 
also an action that confirms or trans-
forms this distribution of positions. 
The spectator also acts. (...) The sepa-
ration between the stage and the stalls 
will have to be overcome (...): placing 
the audience on the stage and the art-
ists in the stalls, eliminating the differ-
ence between one and the other, mov-
ing the performance to other places, 
identifying it with a re-appropriation 
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of the street, the city or life. It is unde-
niable that this attempt to upset the 
distribution of seats has enriched the 
theatrical performance. But the re-
distribution of seats is one thing, and 
the need for theatre to bring together 
a community in order to put an end to 
the spectacle as a separation is quite 
another. The first implies the inven-
tion of new intellectual adventures, 
the second a new form of assigning 
bodies to the right place to be, which 
in this case is that of their commun-
ion» (Rancière 2008, translated by the 
author).

If we follow this comparative approach, 
it is undeniable that participatory art, 
precisely because of the mechanisms 
of rupture thanks to which it places the 
public at the centre of the performative 
discourse, is a socio-cultural practice 
that can have a wide-ranging impact 
in helping citizens to live and exercise 
their active and critical role in other ar-
eas of their public and private lives. At 
the same time, it can teach institutions 
new ways of relating to and involving 
the public. 

Moreover, participatory art practic-
es increasingly touch on themes that 
simulate or metaphorically lead the 
citizen back to issues of public man-
agement: the city, public space, the 
ability to be a narrative protagonist 
of one’s own environment and expe-
rience. It is therefore not an isolated 
process, but one that is influenced by 
and capable of influencing similar pro-

cesses in other areas of common life, 
so that the citizen, the person, can play 
a leading role in relation to his or her 
own needs: «allowing citizens to own 
the problem», to be aware of it and, I 
would add, for institutions to develop 
skills for dialogue with citizens. 

I will cite two examples among many 
that can demonstrate this intersection 
of aims. 

The decennal experience of the ital-
ian performing art company Effetto 
Larsen within participatory projects 
is the first one. Among the company’s 
project for instance Cu’N’Fu - L’arte di 
immaginare il futuro is a civic innova-
tion project based on the participatory 
art methods developed by the artistic 
company Effetto Larsen in previous 
formats and installations: the emo-
tional mapping of territories from the 
inhabitants point of view; an immer-
sive questionnaire to investigate the 
relationship between identity and 
places of belonging; a game that asks 
participants to imagine a society from 
the scratch. Cu’N’Fu is a process, a new 
method of investigation and involve-
ment of citizenship in decision-mak-
ing processes. It addresses institutions 
and communities in order to investi-
gate with them new bottom-up plan-
ning devices and innovative ways to 
involve the inhabitants in expressing 
their voice and needs on issues of civic 
interest and management of the com-
mon good. Effetto Larsen is working 
on this project in close connection 

with decion makers, citizens, local as-
sociations. 

Another significant example about the 
social and political impacts of an artis-
tic project is Ti Voglio Un Bene Pubblico, 
developed by the artist and choreog-
rapher Elisabetta Consonni. TVUBP is 
a urban game involving two teams of 
citizens on a path that leads them to 
playfully confront the infrastructures 
that divide public space: walls, gates 
and nets. Elements to which our eyes 
often pay no attention but which nev-
ertheless condition the accessibility of 
public space in our cities, the move-
ments and paths of our bodies along 
the line of discontinuity between 
public and private places. The project 
therefore allows us to inhabit space 
through an expanded choreography 
that brings bodies back into public 
space (the concept of “spatial justice” 
investigated by Andreas Philippopou-
los-Mihalopoulos), while at the same 
time acting as a spotlight on the pow-
er devices that the architecture of our 
territories incorporates and dictates, 
the way our movements are regulated 
by the urban structure of our neigh-
bourhoods.

Both projects, which certainly develop 
according to the language and meth-
ods of artistic investigation, are per-
meated by other perspectives (socio-
logical, historical) and open up their 
potential beyond the circumscribed 
experience they propose. The risk that 
participatory practices may have a “top 
down” component is what often gen-

erates reticence towards this language, 
a defence of the boundary that sepa-
rates art as an aesthetically recognis-
able “disruptive” product or gesture, 
from projects dictated by “normative” 
needs of cultural policies aimed at mit-
igating conflict rather than exploring it. 
As Farooq Chaudhry said: «Diversity is 
complex, culture is confirmative, and 
art is disruptive» (quoted in: Van Houte 
2019).

This risk is certainly real, just as it is 
real, always proceeding by intersectori-
al parallels, that giving citizens a lead-
ing role in decision-making processes 
and in the design of welfare services 
entails a hyper-responsibility of the 
individual in the face of a retreat of the 
institutions from their functions of care 
and management of the common good. 

However, I believe that these doubts 
can be answered easily if we focus and 
questions the intentions of the artists 
and of those who follow as cultural 
mediators the artistic process rather 
than a language and a method. Par-
ticipatory art represents a pattern of 
rupture that innovatively crosses the 
concepts of participation and self-de-
termination and questions the cate-
gories of power, including that of the 
artist who somehow acts here through 
his/her progressive removal of his/
her presence from the centre of the 
“scene”.

Participatory art is a language that in 
giving an active role to the audience 
experiments and can experiment with 
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new forms of citizenship and democ-
racy, new models of living collectively. 

«The involvement of citizens in the 
production and implementation of 
welfare has become an incontrovert-
ible truth because it is believed that a 
better use of citizens as resources can 
create a better welfare. When the cit-
izen is described as a potentiality, the 
limit of governance is not only the ca-
pacity of citizens to govern themselves, 
but also their capacity to self-explore 
and discover how new possibilities 
for development and self-fulfilment 
are inherent in alternative “manifes-
tations” of the self. The management 
of the ability to imagine oneself is at 
stake» (Åkerstrøm Andersen - Pors 
2016, translated by the author).

And what better than art can teach the 
ability to imagine? 
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In this short contribution our aim is to 
share a reflection on possible ways to 
tackle collaborative artistic interven-
tions and to examine some of the ideas 
that are mobilised when addressing 
communities and migration. Specif-
ically, we consider the implications 
of making art with and for “commu-
nities” through an ethnographic ap-
proach, and what this may entail in 
terms of practice, ethics and identity 
politics. 

Artists have engaged with communi-
ties since ancient times in both con-
sensual and conflicting ways. In our 
opinion, what could be said for art is 
also true for anthropology (and eth-
nography as its practice), in that both 

EBANO Collective: 
rethinking migration 
through ethnographic-
based art
Francesca De Luca, Chiara Pussetti, Helena Elias
EBANO Collective

EBANO is a collective based in Por-
tugal that gathers together people 
with different backgrounds such as 
anthropology, visual art, sound de-
sign, history, photography and those 
locating themselves in transitioning, 
often undefined domains, that collab-
orate in ethnographic-based artistic 
projects and interventions. The col-
lective is deliberately presented as a 
hybrid device operating at the margins 
of disciplinary boundaries. As such, 
the artistic-ethnographic approach is 
conceived as a form of action-research 
attuned to the specific contexts of the 
interventions, including people, bod-
ies, things, social dynamics, spaces, 
affectivities.
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are creative endeavours that have his-
torically represented, but also mould-
ed and reinvented communities and 
groups through their actions and crea-
tions. At the same time, artistic works 
have been “socialised”, exposed on 
public spaces or shunned from pub-
lic view, depending on the meanings, 
values, and powers that were socially 
and politically attributed to them. In 
this mutual dynamics of making while 
being made, the shapes and strategies 
of social engagement also depend on 
what Rànciere defines the “regime of 
the arts”, that is the social, cultural and 
political background in which artistic 
works are produced (Rancière 2004). 

While the articulation of art and com-
munity is not new in the history of 
artistic production, it has gained par-
ticular scholarly attention in the last 
decades, when community-based ar-
tistic projects came out more explicit-
ly to the fore. During the 20th century, 
art engagement with communities 
shifted from a representative mode 
toward an interactive one, by placing 
the viewer/audience at the core of ar-
tistic processes (Bishop 2012). Today, 
the keywords for interactive artistic 
approaches are expressed in terms of 
social, relational, participatory, col-
laborative and empowering art. “Com-
munity art” is often used to refer to ar-
tistic practices that are anchored in a 
social setting and involve some form 
of synergy and interaction with lo-
cal groups. Conversely, with “socially 
engaged art” the accent is put on the 

participatory aspects of the interven-
tion and, as Helguera argues, on the 
“dependence on social intercourse as 
a factor of its existence”, so that “so-
cially engaged art, as a category of 
practice, is still a working construct” 
(Helguera 2011: 2). Socially engaged 
art, or social practice art, challenges 
what art traditionally considers both 
audience and producer. According to 
Uzwiak, social practice art, like eth-
nography, takes the everyday into crit-
ical light and places it as a site of po-
tential transformation (Uzwiak, 2016). 
However, the cross-fertilisation of an-
thropological and artistic reflections 
on the “social turn” in art practice re-
veals how community can be at once 
a unifying and fragmentary notion. 
These critical interpretations address 
the instability of community as an an-
alytical tool and an operational con-
cept. As Amit observes, “we often find 
notions of community offering a con-
venient conceptual haven, a location 
from which to safely circumscribe po-
tentially infinite web of connections” 
(Amit and Rapport, 2002: 17). The risk 
of naturalising communities – both 
locals and migrants - in participatory, 
relational or community-based art 
projects is to level local realities at the 
expense of more subtle, but not less 
pertinent, identity dynamics (Crehan 
2011; Bishop 2012; Blanes et al. 2016). 
The questions posed by critical ap-
proaches to community art practic-
es revolve around what collectivities 
they address, who is included or left 

out in these art projects, the relations 
of power established among the actors 
involved, and what identity dynamics 
and conflicts emerge (or are subdued) 
in these artistic practices. EBANO Col-
lective proposes a critical stance to-
ward the risk to naturalize communi-
ties in artistic interventions, embrac-
ing the notion that the “communities” 
to which some artistic practice refer re-
veal complex dynamics that transcend 
identitarian categorisations and polit-
ical cartographies of nation-states. We 
make an effort to sidestep the “seduc-
tive combination of authenticity and 
vagueness” produced by over-simpli-
fications of groups, histories and their 
multifaceted entanglements (Crehan 
2011: 193). Bringing together different 
approaches, experiences and perspec-
tives in our interventions reveals the 
complex cosmologies under which art 
continuously operate in a social di-
mension, bringing forward the mutual 
constitution of art with the subjects 
involved when artistic projects are ori-
ented toward collaborative and social 
oriented practices. 

Pass the Mic! Decolonising educa-
tion through arts

“Pass the Mic! Decolonising education 
through arts” (PTM) is a project1 that 
builds on academic researches and ar-
tistic practices that claim the urgency 

1  “Pass the Mic!” is a project currently 
in progress born from EBANO Collective’s 
partnership with IUAV – University of Venice 
(Italy), Onassis Foundation (Greece), Centrale 
Fies (Italy) funded by Creative Europe.

to problematize hegemonic narratives, 
practices and pedagogical contents in 
European schools. Within the frame-
work of decolonising education, the 
project is also concerned with aban-
donment rates in secondary schools 
and lower access in higher education 
among groups exposed to structural 
inequalities and renewed forms of rac-
ism connected to migratory phenom-
ena. At the methodological level, the 
project consists of collaborative artistic 
residencies and peer-to-peer training 
sessions in public secondary schools 
followed by the creation and realiza-
tion of interventions in the schools, 
public spaces and universities by the 
students involved. The schools were 
chosen to specifically address margin-
alised realities in terms of high rep-
resentation of racialised people, school 
abandonment rates and lower connec-
tions to higher education. In Portugal 
the project is being implemented in a 
secondary school of the city Amadora, 
a small city that gravitates around the 
neighbouring Lisbon and that is often 
perceived as a suburb of the capital. 
However, the aim of the project is not 
to target students with migrant back-
ground but to work with the broader 
group of peers and school population 
together with the researchers, artists, 
curators and activists involved. Al-
though we acknowledge that racial-
ised subjects often share a migratory 
history, the project brings forward the 
notion that decolonisation must be a 
transversal, collaborative effort to de-



50 51

construct Eurocentric epistemologies 
and pedagogies. The schools are thus 
understood as activators of the pro-
cess of decolonisation, researching, 
inquiring and creating possible decol-
onising practices starting from all the 
subjects involved and their specific 
stories and experiences. PTM operates 
as a bridge that connects local realities 
to a broader transnational network, in 
order to fulfil exchanges that initiate in 
these contexts but overflow social and 
geographical boundaries. The project 
also undermines the idea of marginal-
ity and periphery that often crystallise 
both immigrants and urban peripher-
ies, questioning the idea of universities 
and mainstream cultural institutions 
as “centres” of knowledge production. 

Reframing suffering and marginali-
ty in Woundscape

Woundscape2 was a collective exhibi-
tion (Lisbon, Portugal 2012, São Paulo, 
Brazil 2014) produced by anthropolo-
gists/artists/migrants from different 
countries and residing in the Greater 
Lisbon area, whose contributions fo-
cused on the reproduction of particu-
lar gazes, stereotypes and individual 
memories all connected to respective 
diasporic dynamics. The works exhib-
ited contemporaneously represented 
the processes and products of eth-
nographic and artistic research. The 
installations were born in the spaces 

2  Woundascape was a collective exhi-
bition funded by the Portuguese Foundation 
for Science and Technology www.ebanocollec-
tive.org/woundscapes

of urban marginality, to exist in the 
space-time of the exhibition and then 
return to integrate their own contexts 
of origin. The space of the exhibition 
was thus marked by real or imaginary 
paths in which street children, young 
people from peripheral neighbour-
hoods, immigrants and institutions, 
services, therapists and professionals 
in the social sector intersect, live and 
interact.

Woundascape critically focused on the 
suffering of immigrants and, in gen-
eral, of populations considered mar-
ginal and/or vulnerable. The concept 
of vulnerability derives from the Lat-
in term vulnus (wound), and the idea 
of wound was a central feature of the 
artistic interventions proposed, con-
veyed through the marks, physical or 
emotional, linked to the experience 
of migration and marginality. The ex-
hibition also proposed a reflection on 
the ideas of “margin” - whether as a 
border, limit or periphery - and “cri-
sis”, not only intended as a historical/
economic event, but also, in its ety-
mological meaning, as a moment of 
reflection, of conscience, of discern-
ment, necessary presupposition for 
improvement, transformation and re-
generation. The works had as a com-
mon objective to examine the social 
causes and individual experiences of 
suffering in different contexts, focus-
ing in particular on issues such as the 
social and political nature of suffer-
ing, the interface between subjective 
meanings of suffering and the institu-

tional agenda of cure, the local forms 
of agency, individual or collective, to 
“deal” with the experience of suffer-
ing, in order to try to follow the proce-
dural aspects of social life.

The curatorship delineated the differ-
ent ways of understanding, expressing 
and facing suffering, examining indi-
vidual and collective paths of meaning 
of pain, healing strategies in the wide 
therapeutic and care market of Greater 
Lisbon, and strategies of legitimation, 
resistance or even reconceptualiza-
tion of one’s social position. Moreover, 
it aimed at identifying the physical 
dimension of the itineraries of cure, 
which translate into ways of living the 
city: creative appropriation of space, 
tension with new geographies of heal-
ing and suffering, innovative recrea-
tion of old urban maps. Our challenge 
was to transform the museum, seen as 
a repository of memories and knowl-
edge, into a meeting, negotiation and 
contact zone, taking up James Clif-
ford’s reflection based on the defini-
tion of Marie Louise Pratt (1992: 6-7), 
for to create a space in which people 
separated by geographical, cultural 
and historical boundaries come into 
contact and create long-lasting rela-
tionships that often imply conditions 
of coercion, radical inequality and con-
flict (Clifford, 1997: 192). Crossing and 
erasing borders, the exhibited installa-
tions also evoked social instability and 
the feeling of possibility embodied in 
the present historical moment, mark-
ing territories – physical and imagi-

nary – with inscriptions that invite the 
public to reflect on the margins and 
their potential. 

The works presented by the artists/an-
thropologists/immigrants intended, 
through different visual strategies, to 
critically reveal the different tensions 
that constitute the social definition 
and subjective experience of margin-
ality, to restore dignity to other lan-
guages   of suffering, other vocabularies 
of the crisis, other registers of sub-
jectivity and the symbolic. Through 
these ethnographic-based artistic re-
searches and interventions EBANO 
claims the need to rethink those mi-
gratory geographies, stereotypes and 
imaginaries that make the singularity 
of subjects opaque and to decode the 
complex plot between individual bi-
ographies, collective memories, co-
lonial heritages, economic and social 
violence, representing today not only a 
theoretical obligation, but above all a 
political and moral one.

https://www.ebanocollective.org/woundscapes
https://www.ebanocollective.org/woundscapes
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posed to do: allow us “to collectively 
seek the histories of people and to tell 
them,” and in the process tell ourselves 
of the enemy in our-selves. Or so says 
Ariane Mouchkine, co-founder of the 
historic Théâtre du Soleil and one of 
the most seminal figures of contempo-
rary collaborative theatre (Interview 
by Eberhard Spreng, Theatre Heute, 
June 1991, p. 9). 

But, if this is so, isn’t the phrase “col-
laborative theatre” redundant? Not 
really, since the way the term “col-
laborative” modifies “theatre” in the 
post-1970s theatre discourse differs 
markedly from older formulations 
where theatre is presented as a collab-
orative endeavor in the sense of mat-

Reflections on theatre 
made with others
Aikaterini Delikonstantinidou
Adjunct Prof & Postdoctoral Researcher at Unversity of Patras & National and 
Kapodistrian University of Athens

Can theatre be anything but collabo-
rative? Was it ever about the solitary 
efforts and resulting accomplishments 
of a single person emitting theatrical 
energies whose source is to be found in 
his/her enlightened genius and artful 
hands? A phenomenologically minded 
thinker would offer a resolute “no” to 
the first question, and a theatre his-
torian – even a post-poststructuralist 
one I’d like to think – an equally res-
olute “no” to the second. See, theatre, 
that most fragile of the arts, is by defi-
nition relational and dialogic; and it 
requires conscious, as well as more or 
less purposeful, co-presence and com-
munication among theatre creatives 
and between theatre creatives and the 
audience in order to do what it’s sup-

http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/19428200.2016.1202581
http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/19428200.2016.1202581
http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/19428200.2016.1202581
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ter-of-factly involving the working 
together of people in joint intellectual 
and manual labor. It is the context and 
the connotative content of “collabo-
rative theatre” that have changed. As 
the sociocultural terrains of theatre 
creation shifted since the late-1960s, 
the meaning of “collaborative” when 
preceding “theatre” shifted too from 
the functional to the critical end of 
the spectrum of signification. In oth-
er words, in the past four decades 
the adjective “collaborative” serves 
less as a description of what theatre 
is and more as a politically charged 
commentary of what theatre does or 
should do. With more and more peo-
ple calling for theatre’s democratiza-
tion and diversification as art, craft, 
and industry, the notion of collabo-
ration in the theatre went through a 
drastic reappraisal and ended up un-
derpinning the relatively recent re-
thinking of theatre as social praxis. 

This is not to say, however, that the 
emergence of contemporary collab-
orative theatre does not have a solid 
foothold on theatre’s earlier history. 
One need only consider how it draws 
on the legacies of major theatre prac-
titioners, theorists, and schools of 
thought associated with Modernism, 
as well as on rediscovered and recon-
figured, European and non-Europe-
an, performance traditions. Yet, it did 
gained momentum in the last decades 
of the twentieth century owing to a 
constellation of related developments 
in the theatre realm, from the dawn 

of the performance studies paradigm 
to the expansion of the theatre-mak-
ing method of devised theatre, the 
growing resonance of applied theatre 
practices, and the integration of new 
technologies in the dramaturgy and 
the production process – each of them 
gesturing meaningfully back to the-
atre’s history in one way or another. 
The various strands that collaborative 
theatre drew into its orbit ultimately 
allowed it to open up exciting vistas of 
possibility for the interaction between 
a play/text, directorial and performer 
input, the contribution of other crea-
tives and technologists, audience re-
sponse and the world. 

The questions of theatre authority, au-
thorship, and agency (Who has it? Who 
assigns it? How can it be reassigned? 
etc.) were afforded more weight than 
ever before in discursive elaborations 
of the said interaction. And by the late 
1990s, something interesting had hap-
pened: a specific strand of that interac-
tion, the interaction between a theatre 
work and the world that receives it, 
was given special prominence. The cre-
ative and critical explorations that had 
taken place in the previous decades on 
how authority, authorship, and agen-
cy are to be treated in contemporary 
collaborative, or at least collaborative-
ly inflected, theatre issued into an un-
precedented surge of interdisciplinary 
interest in how and why participation 
happens in the theatre and in how 
participation can be put into good use 
socially speaking. Thus, the adjective 

“participatory” started featuring right 
after the adjective “collaborative” in 
relevant discussions, but very quickly 
it gained impetus in and of itself. So 
much so that people began employ-
ing the term to define a (plural) kind 
of theatre-making which included di-
verse theatre practices, from Augusto 
Boal’s Forum Theatre to educational 
theatre and community-building the-
atre projects, and which was grounded 
in the ideas of Paolo Freire (1970) and 
Berthold Brecht (1974) among other 
advocates of participatory modes of 
art and knowledge production. 

Nowadays, participatory theatre refers 
to theatre forms resting on the im-
plementation of participatory theatre 
methods, embracing non-convention-
al venues and other spaces (physical 
or not), addressing audiences other 
than a theatre-going elite, and actively 
inviting the input of members of mar-
ginal communities. These communi-
ties are usually related to markers of 
identity and difference (i.e. ethnicity, 
race, sexuality, ability, age, etc.) which 
are, in turn, associated with legacies 
and/or current realities of oppression 
and dispossession. As a rule, partic-
ipatory theatre projects begin as re-
sponses to community needs, they are 
powered by community interests and 
expectations both literally and figura-
tively, and they are driven by the in-
tention of the participants to effectu-
ate some sort of beneficial transforma-
tion that will have a positive impact on 
the community in the short- or long-

run. Community-based dramaturgy 
and theatre production processes of-
ten allow participatory theatre pro-
jects to manifest as instantiations of 
community activism, precisely insofar 
as they bring local social conditions 
and concerns to the foreground, while 
at the same time giving community 
members the incentive to negotiate 
over issues of topical importance, ex-
change ideas and insights, understand 
each other’s perspectives, explore and 
make piece with the past, make sense 
of their struggles and losses, reclaim 
their hi/stories, formative myths and 
culture… That way, the members of 
a community are enabled to reach a 
more profound understanding of what 
they have in common, of who they are 
as individuals and as vital parts of a 
social body, and what their place is or 
should be in the world of today. 

In the past couple of decades, the focus 
in participatory theatre projects is less 
on what a community was or is and 
more on what a community can be in 
view of existing or emerging challeng-
es, while the content and processes of 
such projects are more conspicuously 
attuned to the need to respond swiftly 
and viably to ongoing changes in the 
social landscape. This is especially true 
for post-millennium projects address-
ing refugee and migrant populations 
and groups. Especially ever since the 
beginning of the European migrant or 
refugee crisis in 2015, more and more 
projects are set up along the foregoing 
lines in order to support new arrivals 
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as they are trying to cope with the ex-
periences of expatriation and transi-
tion to another way of life and/or help 
raise awareness regarding the predica-
ment of refugees and migrants among 
native citizens. The people these pro-
jects address, however, particularly 
when it comes to engaging migrants of 
diverse provenances and backgrounds 
or both migrants and natives in the 
same programme or intervention, sel-
dom perceive themselves as members 
of the same community. So, a project’s 
mission may be primarily oriented to-
ward enabling them to envision them-
selves as such and, as a result, achieve 
a sense of togetherness and belonging 
that will empower them and perhaps 
even inspire them to develop collec-
tive ways of making positive change 
happen. This is important to underline 
so as remedy the oft iterated miscon-
ception that coexistence within the 
group in participatory theatre pro-
jects is a given or unproblematic, or 
that all such projects build on an ex-
isting experience of community the 
members of the group share. In many 
of the projects that have materialized 
in recent years, community building 
is essentially what theatre-making is 
all about. 

Another misconception that should 
be targeted is that all the members 
of a team of creatives running such a 
project share the same understanding 
of what participatory theatre is and 
should do. Organizers, artistic direc-
tors, performers, and other contribu-

tors to the artistic process often car-
ry disparate visions of how a project 
should impact on society and culture, 
and thus place emphasis on differ-
ent aspects of the creative experience, 
whether it be its poetics, aesthetics, 
politics, ethics, logistics, etc. Diverse 
perspectives on how the artistic import 
of a theatre project should negotiate 
and tie with its social mission within 
the same team can be involved into a 
very productive dialogue, but they can 
also clash and ultimately undermine 
the whole endeavor. And, alas, the lat-
ter happens more frequently than we 
should like to think. Skewed dynam-
ics create unproductive friction and 
tear on the social fabric of the group, 
affecting predominantly the non-pro-
fessional participants, who get disori-
ented and whose interest is eventually 
withdrawn. It is easy to see why: when 
they don’t get a sense that they some-
how own the experience and that they 
are not on the receiving end of its affor-
dances, as they should since their em-
powerment is precisely what makes 
participatory theatre meaningful, they 
are not willing to invest into it. And if 
they do not invest into it, how is the 
policy-making that participatory the-
atre is supposed to try to affect going 
to invest into their empowerment?

On a dark note, as projects of this kind 
multiply, in the sweep of a trend read-
ily perceived in Europe and beyond, 
the quality both of the work that takes 
place in workshops and rehearsal 
spaces (the processes) and the work, 

the performance, that is presented to 
an external audience (the end result) is 
getting lower. To me, it seems that this 
development is inextricable from the 
increasing involvement of people who 
are neither qualified nor experienced 
enough in participatory modes of 
working, learning, and creating with 
participatory theatre. To be a non-pro-
fessional participant is one thing, but 
to be a non-professional creative or 
(co)organizer is quite another. Contra-
ry to what some may think, participa-
tory theatre is a high-stakes business 
socially-wise and cannot be treated 
lightly, not with all the compound cri-
ses the world is facing. Speaking of cri-
ses, and as a final comment, what the 
pandemic revealed with regard to par-
ticipatory theatre, as it led hundreds of 
projects to a state of collapse or near 
collapse, is a bland lack of means and 
competences that would allow for al-
ternatives to the physical co-presence 
to emerge, pursued and bear fruit. Par-
ticipatory theatre has depended long 
enough on physicality and analogue 
means – and sometimes it has con-
cealed its weaknesses behind them 
and their power. Perhaps, it’s time to 
get out of its comfort zone, confront 
these weaknesses, work through them 
and through the crisis and get better; 
we all should. 



58 59

Precedents and premises

What narrative forms may be ideal in 
a changing, global, connected world of 
two-way communication?

To point out some possible drifts in the 
theatrical field, the starting point is 
two models that broke traditional gen-
res and modes, in order to seek a great-
er involvement of the viewer in the 
story (and in the history): Gropius and 
Piscator’s Total Theater, and Greena-
way’s tendency towards a “non-narra-
tive” cinema.

In the first case, it is worth highlight-
ing Piscator’s reflections on the best 
way to transmit the values of social-
ism. At first, he opted for epic as a 
genre to produce greater emotion in 
the viewer. At the same time, he tried 
to reinforce it with technological in-
novations, such as conveyor belts in 

the staging of Bertolt Brecht’s Mother 
Courage.

This search for a scene that involves 
the viewer more and generates in him 
a contemporary “mimesis”, leads him 
to project with Gropius the best condi-
tions of perception for his works, giving 
rise to the Total Theater. Its construc-
tive characteristics stand out for hav-
ing a stage that completely surrounds 
an audience that has mechanisms to 
move the stalls and make them rotate. 
Also, to fill the entire stage, numer-
ous cinema projectors are used, which 
turn the whole set into a large dynam-
ic stage. The consequence is obvious: 
everything present is involved and 
the differences between the space of 
representation and the space of en-
joyment are dissolved, perceiving the 
viewer within the scene. Thus, as in 
many contemporary works, it is about 

From immersion as a 
cognitive disposition to a 
new project culture
Pedro Medina 
Professor of aesthetics and art history, artist curator and art critic

ensuring that the viewer does not feel 
“in front of” what is represented, but 
“inside” the representation, provoking 
in him a reaction of greater identifica-
tion with what is being told1.

In this case, architectural innovations 
and the use of a contemporary medi-
um such as visual projection allow the 
construction of a concrete effect: the 
involvement of the viewer in the story.

This aim is something that is also per-
ceived in current visual creators such 
as Peter Greenaway, reaching one of 
his high points in Bologna Towers, pro-
duced on the occasion of the Bologna 
European Cultural Capital in 2000. It 
was striking that someone who openly 
criticizes that the history of the cine-
ma has been the story of an illustrated 
book, proposing that it should go fur-
ther2, be in charge of telling the story 
about the history of a city.

The staging is reminiscent of the Total 
Theatre, since what happens is pro-
jected around the viewer, although 
the places that served as a screen are 
significant, because they are buildings 
that symbolize religious, political and 
economic power. The citizens were 
gathered inside them and before their 
eyes numerous images of the past in 
common appeared simultaneously. In 
this way, the community is perceived 
within the story, inside and not in 
front of it once again, thus generating 
a feeling that is cleverly orchestrated 

1  Cf. Rispa, R. 2005.

2  Cf. Galimberti, M. 2000. 

through an epic crescendo that thrills 
the crowd.

However, it is important to point out 
that, in addition to the viewer’s situ-
ation, Greenaway stages – thanks to 
the simultaneity of images belonging 
to different moments – a rejection of 
linear narration. Everything makes 
sense within a poetics of juxtaposition 
from which a collective story is elabo-
rated that is perceived by all attendees 
as something of their own. The walls 
of the city speak and, above all, its 
towers, which from this moment are 
inhabited by fictions and are the land-
marks around which what happened 
is told. In this way, the towers become 
the lexicon of a new order where a 
multitude of voices and memories are 
intertwined in unison, which are com-
bined without hierarchy and without 
the ties of a chronological narrative.

This turn could be understood as a 
return to the original meaning of the 
term historía. On the one hand, the 
noun hístor, which means the one who 
sees or is a witness; on the other, the 
verb historein, which also refers to the 
idea of seeing or knowing for oneself, 
but also to narrate, to build a story 
bearing witness to what happened. Vi-
sion and narration are thus related to 
propose a new type of story – paradox-
ically – anti-narrative, understanding 
by this the rupture of the linearity of 
the narration3.

3  As Antonio Campillo explains, “an 
epistemology of history, an ontology of histo-
ricity or an ethical-political critique of the pre-
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It is therefore important to understand 
the motivations that led Piscator and 
Greenaway to innovate narratively, 
using unusual technologies or original 
staging, but above all to reflect on the 
consequences of these open pathways, 
such as the change in the conditions of 
perception and the role of the specta-
tor or the breakdown of narrative lin-
earity.

From our present, we must ask our-
selves about similar turns at a time 
where we have access to technologies 
in which the image is digital, opening 
new possibilities in the virtual field. 
We must not forget, however, other 
characteristics of technology such as 
its transmediality or hybridity, espe-
cially since the play of mirrors between 
physical and digital reality questions 
the concept of 'reality' and our rela-
tionship with the world.

Virtualities

The context of the digital image and, 
above all, a deeper reflection on the on-
tology of the digital universe is a field 
that would require a more in-depth 
analysis4. So, here are some considera-
tions are pointed out about the differ-
ent forms of appearance and use of the 
digital image within the perspectiveof 
“extended reality”, from augmented to 

sent itself can be established.” Knowing, being 
and doing are thus united, because these three 
ways of facing the concept of “history” – and 
of understanding the Philosophy of History 
– refer to each other, so they are inseparable 
from each other. Campillo, A. 2016, p. 38.

4  Cf. Medina, P. 2021, pp. 117-159.

virtual reality, thinking about the pos-
sibilities that are being created for the 
entire field of performative arts, from 
live concerts to theater.

In the specific case of what is called 
“virtual reality” (VR), first of all, there 
are several difficulties in its use – par-
tially correctable after a period of ad-
aptation. Indeed, 360-degree videos 
suppose, on the one hand, a lack of 
perceptual habit, which results in fa-
tigue and dizziness; on the other hand, 
a change of "frame", which requires an 
audiovisual language different from 
that of framing as the basis of the 
composition and leads to another type 
of relationship with the "space" of the 
image. Virtual experiences of images 
in three dimensions no longer have 
anything to do with the static point of 
view of the pictorial perspective, but 
rather with an adjustment of the us-
er's gaze based on their movement5.

At first, the initial stage of this tech-
nology, it has frequently been devel-
oped as a documentary form, which 
exploits its immersion capacity so 
that the user identifies with the pro-
tagonists (homeless people, refugees, 
migrants, prisoners). What character-
izes these pieces is a successful sense 
of “presence”, used for tourist or his-
torical tours, sporting events, visits to 
artistic spaces or performative events, 
with significant cultural, therapeutic 
and educational applications6. VR is, 

5  Cf. Martín Prada, J. 2018, chapter 6.

6  Within the documentary genre, 

in short, an “empathy machine” (Chris 
Milk)7, where the emotional predomi-
nates over the narrative, although not 
for that reason they are incompatible, 
acquiring a special cognitive value 
in pieces such as Notes on Blindness 
(2016).

However, this “realistic” dimension 
denotes a use still anchored in a way of 
seeing prior to the emergence of these 
instruments, which does not take ad-
vantage of the specificities of the me-
dium, nor does it develop, therefore, 
its own discourse. These possibilities 
are the ones that videogames and film 
products begin to use, in which the im-
mersion is accompanied by a wide in-
teraction and a plasticity that achieves 
a more complex narrative than the one 
provided by the simple simulation of 
exotic places.

Thus, other possibilities seem more 
pertinent to the medium, especially 
those that take advantage of interac-
tivity. It is patent in video games such 
as Hal-Life: Alyx (2019), spin-offs such 
as Dunkirk DR Experience (2017), or 
experiments such as the award-win-
ning Dear Angelica (2017), with an ex-
traordinary capacity for empathy and 
wonder, thanks to a plasticity that it 
assumes the specificities of the medi-

virtual reality has been successful in large part 
with the support of the New York Times and 
museums, effective already in Hunger in Los 
Angeles (2012) and in the successful Carne y 
arena, by González-Iñarritu (2017), or in the 
miniseries Metro veinte: cita ciega (2019).

7  Cf. Arcagni, S. 2020, p. 40.

um, to go beyond sight and hearing. 
Something that in the performative 
arts already demonstrated, although 
with a low degree of development and 
interactivity, Jean-Michel Jarre in June 
2020 with his live concert in VR8.

Turning these proposals into a theat-
rical practice depends more on eco-
nomic issues than non-formal ones, 
and their massive realization could 
provide an expanding universe that 
is worth exploring from a cognitive, 
communicative and commercial point 
of view. Indeed, at the moment that 
some creatives have begun to domi-
nate the medium, expressive speeches 
begin to appear that promise inter-
esting developments to which we will 
have to be attentive.

But of all the dimensions that are be-
ginning to be explored, we insist on 
two: immersion and interaction with 
the audience, which then become in-
struments that cause the viewer to re-
late to the story in a different way, pro-
viding a mechanism for the acquisi-
tion of the story; knowledge in relation 
to his “position”. Both are structurally 
evident in formats based on role-play-
ing games, from video games to ex-
periments like Bandersnatch (2019)9. 

8  Cf. ivi, p. 202.

9  A proposal for interaction with the 
public for the subsequent drift of the story 
was already present in the initial project of 
The Tulse Luper Suitcases by Greenaway at the 
beginning of the 21st century, although the 
conditions for it were not met. Cf. Perception 
and consciousness. Istituto Veneto di Scienze, 
Lettere ed Arti, Venice, 2002/11/07.
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However, it would be necessary to an-
alyse the theatrical possibilities in an 
extended reality environment; above 
all because many of these experienc-
es manage to exceptionally combine 
corporeality and infinity, presence and 
ubiquity. 

Indeed, the experiences of the digital 
image have as a common point a dis-
tortion of external referentiality and 
a distancing of the image as an index 
or representation. Furthermore, every 
image needs a story to exist and be 
interpreted, however, a new auton-
omy of images is being inaugurated. 
In this regard, Román Gubern affirms 
that “the great cultural novelty of the 
digital image lies in the fact that it is 
not a technology of reproduction, but 
of production, and while the photo-
chemical image postulated this was so, 
the anoptical image of infographics 
affirms this is so.”10 It can be deduced, 
therefore, that this condition also 
makes the conception of the image as a 
representation of the world problem-
atic (whether artistic or not). 

In effect, its mimetic character disap-
pears and its meaning refers to its own 
appearance, remaining its self-refer-
entiality both in terms of representa-
tion and of a possible truth.

Furthermore, it triggers a new concep-
tion of time, linked to a “timeless ger-
und” of many digital practices. Thus, 
virtuality appears as a mechanism of 
narrative potentiality, where dialogue 

10  Gubern, R. 2006, p. 147.

is established between mise en scène 
and mise en abyme, to highlight the on-
tological particularities of the digital 
image and interesting communication 
and knowledge ways.

However, it is clear that for a wide au-
dience this 'journey' runs the risk of 
being 'wrecked' if no social and pro-
cedural development links are estab-
lished. One way to avoid this can be 
to integrate and conceive the digital 
experiences of participation in the 
processes of creation of the perform-
ative arts within a broad project cul-
ture, thus bringing its processes closer 
to what are common practices in re-
search or in disciplines such as archi-
tecture or design.

For a project culture

To understand today what creativity 
and ways of working can arise from a 
project culture, a famous exhibition 
from 1956 can illustrate its possibil-
ities: This is Tomorrow, of which Just 
What Is It That Makes Today’s Homes 
so Different, so Appealing?, by Richard 
Hamilton, has remained the most fa-
mous work. However, beyond Hamil-
ton’s collage, the significant appears 
in the first lines of the catalogue. Law-
rence Alloway states that the exhibi-
tion is “devoted to the possibilities 
of collaboration between architects, 
painters, and sculptors.”11 From this 
premise, he refers to other moments 
in history where the integration of all 
the arts in a common project has been 

11  Alloway, L. 1956, p. 7.

sought, although he acknowledges 
that until then the ideal of a symbi-
otic “art architecture” has not been 
achieved. He finds various reasons, 
but, above all, he finds it in the diffi-
culty to establish a universal design 
principle, which makes the integra-
tion of the arts impossible. However, 
they want to imagine the program of 
the future based on the desire for col-
laboration. In fact, “a result of this ex-
hibition is to oppose the specialization 
of the arts.”12

This common spirit is found in the Brit-
ish tradition, which also has numer-
ous references in other countries, such 
as the Bauhaus program in its origins 
– in many respects a continuation of 
the Arbeitsrat für Kunst program and 
the Werkbund culture –, which invited 
us to think the house of the future as a 
crossroads of art and craft forms, also 
opening up to new technologies.

Now it is necessary to conceive this 
provision today, hardly imaginable 
from the disciplinary specialization, 
which frustrates the challenge of as-
suming a reality in continuous change 
and increasing complexity. Indeed, a 
position open to an impulse for dia-
logue between knowledge and tech-
niques seems more suitable than the 
narrowness of doctrines settled in 
closed compartments. However, it is a 
proposal that can suffer from certain 
vagueness, if it is not determined how 
the knowledge is related.

12  Ivi, p. 8.

On the other hand, and despite prece-
dents, the proposal that Alloway sum-
marizes implies a change in mentality, 
since the (industrial) training in which 
we have grown up has tended to a 
multidisciplinary approach to knowl-
edge: fragmented into subjects with-
out contact between them, therefore, 
without transversality. On the other 
hand, from This is Tomorrow there is a 
creativity that arises when the disci-
plines meet, not so much by examin-
ing the internal object of study from 
another field of knowledge – typical 
of a transdisciplinary approach –, but 
because it favors the combination of 
practices and knowledge, integrating 
several professionals with different 
skills in the same project.It is there-
fore committed to an interdisciplinary 
way of seeing and proceeding, aware 
of the lack of knowledge in the face of 
a complex reality, because it overflows 
any analysis and teaching closed in on 
itself. Therefore, to project together, 
dialogue and collaboration between 
disciplines is required, without the 
privilege of any of them, to approach 
knowledge in an integral way.

Ultimately, This is Tomorrow is one of 
those exhibitions that presented ideas 
and principles. Thanks to her, a pro-
ject thought germinates and rejects an 
idea of art simply to admire. This leads 
to a vitalism that goes beyond the fru-
ition of the work of art, where two var-
iables appear for the future: interdisci-
plinarity and collaboration, although 
it is convenient to better specify how 
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this collaboration can be understood 
in the current panorama.

Culture of participation in a digital 
environment

Our interest – inter esse (what is be-
tween or relates to several people) 
– has shifted towards this interdis-
ciplinarity as the main way to devel-
op creative and innovative projects, 
becoming a propaedeutic attitude 
from which to face complex projects. 
Indeed, his approach already in soci-
ologists like Louis Wirtz appears as a 
response precisely to the complexity 
of the world, which is now also going 
through a deep computational turn; 
a scene that we cannot contemplate 
from anywhere outside.

The current general scenario for any 
activity takes place in an atmosphere 
of infinite metamorphosis. Suffering it 
or understanding it as an opportunity 
is up to us. Therefore, in this context, 
the project culture recognizes that it is 
not possible to speak of “innovation” 
(discovery + application) without as-
sociating it with “collaboration”, when 
planning the future scope of creation.

To do this, it is also necessary remeber 
how in recent years the idea of “pro-
ject” has undergone a progressive “de-
materialization” - concept that obvi-
ously recalls the work written by Lucy 
Lippard as a result of the emergence of 
conceptual art. Indeed, the emphasis 
on the processual nature of the pro-
ject, the consideration in it of aspects 
of a narrative or communicative na-

ture, the appearance of non-objective 
developments in areas such as design 
and the disruptive irruption of digital 
technology in work processes, among 
other aspects demonstrate the “dema-
terialization” of the project universe, 
which implies a new way of under-
standing the relationship between the 
idea and its realization; and, therefore, 
a fertile field to rethink ideas such as 
“authorship”, “version” and “owner-
ship”. For this reason, in a society of 
flows and relationships, the concept 
of “collaboration” is becoming in-
creasingly important, the topicality 
of which was described by Ezio Man-
zini in Design, When Everybody Designs. 
He calls for a new “culture of design”, 
sustainable and networked. The pro-
ject culture then appears as a democ-
ratised phenomenon in a connected 
world undergoing a frenzied trans-
formation, where everyone designs, 
thanks to the tools at their disposal 
and the possibility of being globally 
communicated, which has led to the 
development of collaborative solu-
tions.The “co-design” between pro-
fessionals and amateur agents creates 
a new “culture of participation”, typi-
cal of the postindustrial world, which 
thinks of innovation from an overlap 
of networks, connection nodes that 
speak of a decentralized and mobile 
reality. Therefore, to the interdiscipli-
nary logic claimed, we must add the 
active involvement of all the subjects 
involved in any project. Hence, it is in-
creasingly important to consider the 

user as a participatory co-creator, a 
reality that links with the desired sce-
nario from the beginning of this text.

In this way, the traditional project cul-
ture would be characterized by provid-
ing solutions and concrete forms, from 
an exclusive field of knowledge, through 
work alone or in teams according to in-
dividual disciplines. On the other hand, 
the current one understands its work 
in a procedural way, is inclusive and is 
oriented to solve problems by generat-
ing new opportunities, through work 
teams that promote transversal and 
collaborative processes.

So, a new paradigm opens with enthu-
siasm to the open, although it could re-
produce typical problems of horizon-
tal structures: in principle, democratic 
and full of possibility, but, in practice, 
many times not conclusive and lacking 
in rigor. Indeed, science requires guar-
antees. How can they be offered in the 
digital collaboration scenario?

It is not now a question of opening 
any querelle between digital apocalyp-
tic intellectuals and digital integrated 
intellectuals and, much less, a radical 
position that creates irreconcilable 
sides. It is about pointing out a possi-
bility that completes the foundations 
of a living, which, of course, will have 
to undergo a critical process, to reflect 
on the consequences of these drifts.

Regarding possible guarantees or 
solutions, the concept of “collective 
intelligence”, defined by Pierre Lévy at 
the end of the 20th century, and which 

researchers such as Thomas Malone 
continue to develop today, may be 
useful. This idea has its origin in biol-
ogy, specifically, in those forms of col-
laborative intelligence found in bees 
or ants. Now it is applied to a field of 
relationships deployed by the Inter-
net, where individuals who collabo-
rate in an orderly manner can produce 
cognitive enrichment, understanding 
then the participatory culture ori-
ented to innovation as that which is 
open, peering (transversal exchange 
of competences), shared and of global 
action.13

There are many examples that demon-
strate its validity in different settings 
and scales, such as “citizen sciences”; 
for example, when hobbyists collabo-
rate to identify galaxies, or programs to 
build plausible scenarios for the evolu-
tion of the planet, such as the Millen-
nium Project. However, is it enough for 
knowledge to advance?

If we want these procedures to be 
valid and grow reliably, they must 
have participants with complemen-
tary knowledge, which resulted in a 
transversal exchange of competenc-
es to arrive at reasoned and founded 
conclusions, that is, it should never be 
a sum of opinions and tastes. It there-
fore rejects a quantitative majority 
system to opt for a “consensual” one: 
the participants correct each other in a 
process not by voting, but as the prod-
uct of a discussion that must reach an 

13  Cf. De Biase, L. 2016.
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agreement. Undoubtedly, this opens 
up negligible possibilities, although 
it raises other considerations such as 
the scale on which it is most effective, 
which could limit its implementation 
in some cases; although the logic of 
consensus itself should establish the 
inconclusive projects, inviting a sphere 
of negotiation that avoids the block-
ade and polarized positions.

In any case, in a territory where the 
only certainty is knowing that the 
truth is multiple and provisional, 
consensus and collaboration can save 
from relativism to unfold a collective 
work-project. In addition, they have 
proven to be an effective generator of 
knowledge and innovation, founding 
a new principle for coexistence, ob-
viously not only from an epistemo-
logical point of view, but also from a 
social one.

Towards other scenarios

We therefore need new languages for 
new experiences that allow us to con-
sider ethically, politically and commu-
nicatively the new global context, thus 
rewriting the constellations of inter-
ests of the consolidated systems. The 
radical assumption of participation 
within the field of the performing arts 
in a global and digitized context raises 
processes along this line, having fos-
tered a hybrid and multidisciplinary 
territory where a good part of innova-
tion arises.

It is therefore about highlighting a 
specific idea of “project”, which means 
“imagining” – in the sense of Hilary 
Putnam – another world, i.e. making a 
rational projection in order to calculate 
the most appropriate way to achieve 
the desired result . This implies the 
need to establish strategies and sys-
tem analysis to determine the viability 
and value of a project and, above all, to 
promote modes of thought beyond the 
necessary technical knowledge, still 
anchored in many cases to a physical 
world. An interesting field of experi-
mentation then opens up where local 
and global realities meet at open inter-
sections, a novum still to be explored.
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2.
views on intimate 
bridges
a performative 
storytelling through 
europe

The ambitious challenge of Intimate Bridges made telling the story of the pro-

ject’s experience equally complex, full of risks and pitfalls.

The narrative of a participatory theatre project involving migrants and refugees 

is crucial for two reasons: 

1. keeping the memory and describing the workshops 
and artistic processes in their continuous variation; 
2. studying them from the inside to understand the im-
pacts on participants, audiences and actors involved, to 
understand what went beyond expectations and what 
could have been done differently.
These two points fit perfectly into the research and audience development work 

of Stratagemmi - Prospettive Teatrali.

In addition, opening the processes to European citizens not related to the project 

partners – as I will shortly explain – is very important to develop a direct and 

in-depth awareness around the practices and the social and cultural impacts of 

participatory theatre. The latter, today more than ever, needs to strengthen the 

constant dialogue with the surrounding people and territories.

In the case of Intimate Bridges, narrating artistic processes that aim to create 

OBSERVING FROM FAR
Riccardo Corcione
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intimate spaces for multiculturalism and to involve participants and socio-cul-

tural minorities was a very delicate operation. 

How can a critical eye, actually an external person, en-
ter an “intimate” space as a theatre workshop? Since 
the storyteller is not invisible, how does he/she man-
age his/her presence in the artistic process? How does 
he/she interact with participants and artists? 

These were just some of the main issues that we, the team of Stratagemmi, fo-

cused on for such a complex project. Specifically, our task was to monitor and 

report on the various phases of the project in each partner’s territory, from the 

workshops to the performances, in order to find a possible “model” for the fu-

ture.

As a project involving European countries far away from each other, Intimate 

Bridges does not foresee a strict territorial link between its partners; rather, it 

establishes artistic practices of exchange and mutual contamination. Neverthe-

less, the work of the partners was deeply influenced by 
their territories: in the role of urban theatres and associations, they had 

already established a network of stable and non-stable collaborations with oth-

er local authorities and publics; linking their production and artistic practices 

to local cultures, their actions were also influenced by more or less urgent issues 

involving that area. This can be said of the participants too, that were mainly mi-

grants who had to interface with the customs and languages of the places they 

arrived in, refugees who had to deal with national and local (as well as Europe-

an) regulations. For all these reasons, as well as for the delicacy of the storytell-

ers’ task, we chose to form territorial editorial teams, one for each country.

Who are the storytellers? Since Intimate Bridges is a participatory 

theatre project that uses art as a tool to impact on the society and culture of Eu-

ropean territories, we thought it would be appropriate to call on people who are 

not active in the partners’ associations and especially not experts in participa-

tory theatre. These storytellers are first of all European citizens, and secondly 

culture enthusiasts or scholars. Therefore, they are not only interested in the ar-

tistic operation, but also in its effectiveness on a social and territorial level, and 

in the process of involving the participants and then the public.

In addition, we asked the other partners to call young people aged between 18 

and 30 (most of all students). We looked for a critical eye that was not only Eu-

ropean, experienced in the territories but not specifically in participatory thea-

tre, but also young: we think that young people in many cases have developed a 

greater sensitivity towards socio-political issues addressed by projects such as 

Intimate Bridges and are generally more open to hybrid processes and dialogues 

between theatre and society. Moreover, the students-storytellers ideally repre-

sent the young European Union’s consciousness, its ability to freely rethink itself 

and to project it into the future with great creativity.

Four editorial teams were therefore created, after a call for applications from 

each partner: Alice Giovannini, Arianna Pagani and Anna Poinelli for IDRA (Ita-

ly); Alba Naien Amado Fernández, Mariana Rodrigues, Joao Oliveira Vicente for 

Associação Renovar a Mouraria (Portugal); Aikaterini Delikonstantinidou, Ai-

milia Emmanouil for Entropia (Greece); Alina Haing, Ines Kaiser for Stand 129 

(Austria). I had the pleasure of co-ordinating each editorial board, with periodic 

emails, online meetings, chat groups and of course readings, discussions about 

the materials and revisions.

The pandemic led to a series of difficulties for the de-
velopment of the project and thus of the storytelling 
work: the in-presence workshops stopped and some of them were convert-

ed into online workshops; this meant to change the schedule and to extend the 

planned calendar; the performances and the meetings with the audience also 

suffered delays, logistical difficulties, additional security measures and limita-

tions; the amount of extra work, also for the exchanges in the partners’ produc-

tions, resulted in fatigue, stress and inconveniences. Similar difficulties also oc-

curred in the work of Stratagemmi: most of the storytellers were unable to follow 

the workshops on an ongoing basis; all of them had difficulties following the 

online workshops, as well as the shows, which had only a few performances; I 
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myself was unable to help the editorial boards “up close” and had to re-plan and 

re-think my way of working; the time needed to discuss and produce materials 

lengthened, and we had to invent new ways of storytelling. For reasons strict-

ly related to the pandemic situation two people had to quit the editorial board. 

Last but not least, the team of Stratagemmi couldn’t follow and see any of the 

workshops or performances, due to the Covid travels limitations, therefore we 

couldn’t really enter deeply in relation with the contents of the storytelling, but 

just with their form and conception.

Despite these adversities, in each group we tried to find effective solutions, 

adapting to the new situation. I must thank all the storytellers, because they re-

ally embraced the project and its principles, sometimes putting aside their own 

personal problems. Nine of these young Europeans continued to observe, write 

and discuss with me what they watched, even from a computer screen, in the 

realm of Intimate Bridges project, trying to understand if new forms of human 

relations were possible, if it was possible to go beyond cultural barriers and ste-

reotypes through theatre, music and arts. 

More specifically, for each partner we first analysed the type of impact the pan-

demic had on the individual workshops (some stopped for a while, others post-

poned resuming work, others went online, changing completely) and on the 

participants (some dropped out immediately, others participated less and less, 

in other cases new ones were added). Then we reorganised the work for each 

case. In addition, we discussed the situation and what it might mean for artists, 

organisers and participants: so, we chose not to ignore the change, but to tell it 

from the inside, keeping an eye on all its elements, more or less visible. 

The challenge became even greater: to test the artistic 
and cultural efficacy of participatory theatre under the 
trial of the lockdown.

The paths of the four partners as well as of each editorial board of Intimate 

Bridges through the pandemic months were very different. 

In Italy, we only managed to follow the first meetings of the workshops, then 

we waited for them to start again; unfortunately, one storyteller quit the project. 

Government and health restrictions had a negative impact on the return of par-

ticipants, on the modalities of the workshops and on the performances, which 

no longer took place in local houses as planned: we constantly discussed all this 

and modified our contents. In Portugal, on the other hand, the Batucaria Or-

chestra adapted well to the new situation, despite the difficulty of coordinating 

musical rhythms through online meetings: we managed to report on both the 

first in-person and online meetings, as well as the summer performances. Aus-
tria’s Stand 129 postponed the workshops considerably and reconverted their 

formats, compressing everything into a few months: this resulted in very intense 

and effective editorial work. From Greece, Entropia, both for organisational 

reasons and in order to “resist” the online-format (that turned out to be impos-

sible after a first attempt), managed to complete the workshops started at the 

beginning of 2020 only in the summer of 2021, shortly followed by the perfor-

mances: also in this case we managed to recount the first meetings in presence 

and then to analyse what had changed at the end of the process.

The materials published on the following pages were 
produced at various times between March 2020 and 
August 2021. With the Stratagemmi team, we chose 
very precise formats. The principle was to move from a 
narrative point of view that was internal, intimate and 
very free, to one more aware of the process, attentive 
to the voices of the curators and therefore critical and 
“external” to the whole process. The accounts range from an epi-

sode or a moment that particularly struck the narrator during the workshops to 

a cross-section focus that gives a key to understanding what has been observed 

so far. In between is a picture of the experience including a caption to illustrate 

what words alone could not say; an interview with each artist/curator of the in-

dividual partner; and a review of the performance, paying particular attention to 

the relationship with the audience.

Beyond the account of the Intimate Bridges processes, the materials trigger a series 

of interesting questions, capable of a wide reflection on the project and its future. 
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The Italian case, for example, contributed to the debate on the fragile na-
ture of participation: many migrants had to deal with visa problems 

that overshadowed workshops and performances. The pandemic, furthermore, 

made their relationship with IDRA more difficult. The association, despite the 

difficulties, was able to adapt its formats: the performance Tour, for example, 

brought greater participation from young migrants, who felt more involved in 

working around the places in Brescia where their stay in Europe began. 

The Stand 129 path also gave the participants an opportunity to meditate: the 

initial choice of calling only female migrants allowed the artists to focus on 
a minority theme in a double perspective. 

The musical work set up by Renovar a Mouraria, as mentioned above, showed 

a series of good practices in dealing with the transition 
from presence to online: thanks to the organisation’s team-building 

skills and the commitment of the participants, who felt they were really involved 

in the project, a strong group was created, which was able to take advantage of 

the dynamism of the online format and will continue to work together. 

The creation of a protected and free space was one of the ob-

jectives that Entropia was able to achieve, thanks to very careful work on the 

body and movement.

The great variety of the project was matched with a great variety of narratives, 

with very different styles and perspectives. There are those who, in the middle 

of their university studies, rely on feminist critical theory, those who are more 

experienced in theatre and performance studies, those who prefer to faithfully 

report on what they have seen, and those who rely on the emotions of shared 

moments. The opportunity to understand the different 
points of view of young Europeans about the functions 
of art and the role it can play in relation to social, politi-
cal and cultural problems and issues was, in the end, an 
added value of the project.

If I observe the storytellers’ journey overall, I notice a number of similarities. 

First of all, the achievement of an important awareness: 
the discourse on migrants and refugees is very difficult, 
the risk of incurring in stereotyped or sentimental nar-
ratives is very high and, moreover, the participants do 
not necessarily want to be portrayed. 

This awareness was not so evident a few years ago; on the contrary, it is the sign 

of a critical and self-critical consciousness that aims to abandon Western and 

Eurocentric thought. 

Secondly, I perceived the trust in theatre and performing arts 
as a tool for change: behind the constant attempt to no-
tice all the criticalities and all the benefits gathered in 
the experience of Intimate Bridges, a sense of common 
responsibility and the perspective of a less rigid, less 
bureaucratic and more mediated coexistence through 
the power of art developed. 

For this reasons, being part of a European project like Intimate Bridges has been 

an enormous cultural and social enrichment, which all participants will take 

with them into their lives as citizens. 
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Changing point of view

I drove downtown to Brescia with my head in the exams summer 
session, and I was very grateful for the forty minutes of waiting 
before the workshop session: forty minutes for study for the exam 
of tomorrow. Precious time! The wait, however, began to become 
long and I began to believe that the lesson would be postponed, 
when things took a different direction. 

Davide D’Antonio, the teacher in charge of this group, introduced 
me to the boys and clarified the situation to explain the wait: he 
had only a few young people left, as many of them abandoned the 
group during the lockdown, and one of them was going to leave 
the project because it was becoming too demanding and time-
consuming for him. The real problem was his residence permit: it 
would have expired if if he hadn’t found a job by the summer.

Luckly he succeded in convincing the boy to stay in the group, and, 
without wasting any more time, they all began rehearsing the text 
of the final performance. The greatest difficulties were obviously 
linguistic, from all points of view: reading and pronouncing words 
of another language, understanding the meaning of both words 
and complex sentences.

That’s why I would not define this first meeting as a classical 
rehearsal of a theatrical performance, it was more like an Italian 
lesson. They read together a given text, then Davide corrected 
pronunciation errors and focused on the meaning of the hardest 
sentences. Then the reading went on. 

It was, however, a work full of introspection: during the search 
for the meaning of the words, you could see the desire, from the 
boys’ point of view, to express themselves through the experiences 
described in the various parts of the script. They needed to 
open a clear and secure communication channel. So, in order to 
make the boys aware of what they would bring on stage, Davide 
began to analyze in detail with them the meaning and possible 
implications of the words.

For example there was the case of the Italian word “nave” (which 
means “ship”), used in the text as a synonym of “ferry”: one of the 
participants was confused by the presence of this term, as he lives 
in a town in the province of Brescia called Nave.
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Even an elementary question could represent an insidious 
obstacle, generate incomprehension.

After the meeting ended, I first phoned my mom, because I felt the 
need to share this experience with someone. For an hour, I went 
off the grid, out of my own little world of universities, shows and 
friends, to move into a universe radically different from everything 
I’m used to That experience, however simple, had made me feel 
invested by a new and different awareness, an awareness that 
stripped me of many stereotypes I had never even thought of 
being conditioned by.

In retrospect I realized that maybe I should have attended the 
workshop with my head clear, without thinking about exams, 
waiting or parking. But it may also be that, perhaps, without 
all these thoughts, I could not have realized how much more 
complicated everyday life seems to others and that even the 
most obvious differences can still coexist in a natural peaceful 
and constructive way when you are sitting at the same table and 
working on a common project. 

Episode #1

Anna Poinelli

Like children

The first time I went to one of the theatre rehearsals organised for 
the Intimate Bridges workshops, the question of how I was going 
to live this experience resounded in my head during the journey. 
That day the adult mind that wanted certainties was forced to 
become quiet, silent and to come back to an old ability: the ability 
to live well in the unknown.
What I was about to live was a new experience for me. I had 
never found myself attending a theatre workshop as a spectator, 
especially with young people who had never acted professionally 
and who were preparing to face the difficult challenge of a theatre 
performance almost like newbies. However, there was also 
another special condition: each participant came from a different 
country. The theatre space, shared by all of them, became not only 
a training space, but also a cultural meeting one.
When I came into contact, for the first time, with the young 
people taking part in the workshop, I forgot about the rudeness 
of the accusations against cultures other than Western cultures, 
because of ignorance. Each of the participants, with their different 
peculiarities and personalities, expressed themselves, sometimes 
shyly, sometimes with grit, but always with extreme respect 
towards those in front of them.
I perceived harmony and a mutual love for each other, the result of 
sharing a path in which they were having the opportunity to tell 
their story and most of all their feelings. 
I thought: it is the enthusiasm during the acting, which goes so 
far as to defeat shyness, that makes boys and girls more similar to 
each other That’s why I instantly stopped wondering about their 
nationality and how they got to Italy. Here it is not important. 
What becomes important here are only the emotions.
What struck me while attending the workshop was that each 
participant was able to preserve his or her uniqueness on 
stage, bringing himself or herself and not a puppet run by a 
puppeteer. The actors are followed and encouraged by the teacher 
Abderrahim (for them just Abdul), who trains not actors, but 
people. He does not try to distort their movements in function of a 
professional acting, but rather allows them to express themselves 
through their own personality. There were those who danced 
and brought African music, those who moved on the scene with 
gracefulness, having fun, those who managed to overcome 
shyness, those who express emotions becoming an example for 
those who have difficulty to express them.
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Among the boys and girls there is no competition, no one prevails 
over the other.
I forgot the opinions of the adults when I looked at them. I forgot 
the differences between nationalities as they were described in 
the newspapers. I have learned, for example, that the laziness 
that people from the southern hemisphere are accused of is often 
nothing more than a different conception of time, originating in 
a different cultural education. I have seen African children face 
the new conditions proposed by the workshops, with genuine 
commitment and great enthusiasm. I have seen them sing 
songs originating from their own country, letting themselves 
go by following the music, the rhythm, but – more importantly 
– without feeling judged: free, fearless, creative. The images I 
had in front of me were a symbol against the simplification that 
originates racism, because generalizing always involves the 
omission of something.
These boys and girls are now linked and united by the emotions 
that reside in the story they tell. Like children who speak sincerely 
about how they feel and they did not care about adults topics.
Just as it happens in the childhood, during the lunch break boys 
and girls started to dribble and play football with a bottle. They 
all had more than 18 years old, but they were able to communicate 
and play with each other like kids, with authenticity. The 
competition was replaced by laughs and jokes, they were not 
trying to find a winner but just to have fun together. Like children, 
they knew how to give different function to objects, and they were 
able to transform the banality of a moment into a life teaching.

Episode #2

Arianna Pagani
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Picture #1

Arianna Pagani

Contrasts of colours, contrasts of shapes 
and contrasts of flavours, they all 
blend together and in their combined 
differences, no ingredient is more 
important than another, they are all 
necessary parts of a recipe. The final 
dish is nothing if not the mix of several 
different elements combined together. No 
ingredient is independent, no element can 
exist on its own, because it is enhanced 
only by the presence of others.
Conviviality is not created by the 
prevalence of one person over another, 
but by the atmosphere that many souls of 
different origins can create by coming into 
contact with each other.
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Picture #2

Anna Poinelli

«There are no speed limits on the road 
of the dreams, just driving directions to 
reach the reality».
It is the theatre that connects dreams and 
reality, making the impossible possible. 
The dream topic was faced during the 
workshop: the boys were challenged to 
write down their dreams on signs and 
show them during the final performance. 
The purpose was to show how people 
from very different environments can 
share similar hopes.
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I am sitting at the desk of my 
room, in front of the comput-
er, waiting for the video call 
with Davide D’Antonio, the 
artistic director of Residenza 
IDRA and creator of Intimate 
Bridges. This was certainly 
not the way I would have 
expected to meet him, and 
to be honest, I am also a bit 
anxious about it, but I try to 
remain optimistic in any case. 
After solving some technical 
problems, we finally manage 
to connect and to start the in-
terview; Davide immediately 
seems kind and helpful.

Good morning Davide, I’ll 
start by asking you about 
the Residenza Idra’s story

IDRA is born ad a strange 
company because it was 
founded, about twenty 
years ago, by a playwright 
director and a set designer, 
in short, without actors. 
It’s always been something 
special. First it was “just” a 
theater company, then we 
focused on experimenta-
tion: interaction with the 
public, new technologies... 
We’ve never had the same 
show. Then we then began 
to walk different paths: we 
won a notice of residence, 
then we became a theater 
residence, which resulted in 
the need for visibility that 
led us to organize a festi-
val and after twenty years 
(two years ago then), the 

company has definitively 
closed and has remained 
only RESIDENZA IDRA: a 
very complex organ with 
the aim of promoting per-
formative arts and, as far 
as possible, innovation. We 
have a fairly prestigious 
venue, which is the Palazzo 
Moca, former court of Bres-
cia in the historic center.

Anyways,  you’re also an 
actor, right?

(Smiles) I was... for now I’m 
mainly doing artistic care to 
our projects.
Very slowly I’m also di-
recting: three years ago I 
opened a new company, 
and now I’m working with 
them, but we haven’t done 
a show yet! We’ve done 
four studies but no one has 
convinced us yet... sooner 
or later we’ll get to a show, 
who knows.

So, you are the creator of 
Intimate Bridges!

Exactly: I invented the proj-
ect, I wrote it, I proposed it 
to the European Communi-
ty and then what happened 
happened.

How was the project 
born?

It all started six years ago, 
when we won a ministry 
notice called “Migrarti”. We 

were in a different area of 
Brescia, near Via San Faus-
tino, frequented mainly by 
non-EU people, and so we 
wanted to do something to 
involve them. We started 
with a project that was not 
really theatrical: the point 
was to bring the Italian 
natives together with the 
migrants of our city, and 
thanks to this model we 
were able to continue over 
the years. We worked with 
migrant boys, the work-
shop lasted about three/
four months, which by the 
way is the maximum time 
in which migrants stay in 
Italy, as after six months 
they usually change coun-
try, and then we did a series 
of replicas of the shows, 
staged by small groups of 
five or six people, in the 
private homes of those who 
proposed to host. The inti-
macy of the house serves to 
dispel a series of prejudices 
to which the conditions of 
great gathering inevitably 
lead, this is the concept of 
“intimate”.

Did you manage to en-
gage the audience as you 
hoped?

I would say yes! Many of 
the people who are now 
following us have been 
hooked through Intimate 
Bridges... I met a lady at the 

A TALK WITH davide d’antonio

supermarket, at the time I 
did not remember who she 
was (she was the owner of a 
house we had visited years 
ago). Anyway, he comes up 
to me and says, “hi! are you 
really ... etcetera and so on... 
it was one of the best ex-
periences of my life! I cried 
like a desperate woman”. Is 
this emotion because of the 
hardness of the shows? We 
are used to see tears from 
the public,  but the shows 
are everything buy tearjerk-
er! We try to stage works 
that have nothing to do 
with the lives of the boys, 
maybe there is a transla-
tion, but still very far. 
This year, compared to 
what I have already told 
you, there is also a leap 
forward thanks to the 
approval of the European 
Community that allows us 
to work in a more profes-
sional way.

Speaking about the Eu-
ropean Community, how 

did the transition from 
local to “global” happen?

After a few years since we 
started, we had the prob-
lem of investigating other 
realities that were living 
our own emergency situa-
tion, and we tried to solve 
the problem. By working a 
lot abroad I saw that there 
were other subjects similar 
to us: they do different ac-
tivities attributable to the 
same type of planning.
What unites us is that all 
of us, in different ways, 
and with different starting 
situations, have developed 
a work practice that man-
ages to involve migrants in 
a qualitatively important 
artistic process. Our works 
are collected under the hat 
of participatory art, which 
is actually very broad as 
category. 
What we are all very 
pleased about is seeing 
great results, especially, in 
along term, the impact that 
art has on society.

What are the key points of 
your project?

We have three independent 
workshop, but designed 
with a common perspec-
tive. What we all work on 
together is the concept of 
OTHERNESS, what are the 
others: in the relationship 
with the other I build my 
identity and also his. The 
biggest risk of OTHERNESS, 
which has been studied for 
some time in England, is 
to project on the other an 
image that does not corre-
spond to reality. I project 
things on you... for exam-
ple: since you have the red 
shirt you are a light-headed 
girl, but who tells me that 
since you have the red shirt 
then you are a light-headed 
girl? Nobody! It’s my brain 
projecting images onto you.
This is normal: we all have 
a series of prejudices, but 
when it becomes pathologi-
cal we create a series of par-
allel worlds that can lead 
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us to think absurd things. 
Our idea is to enter homes 
and project an image that 
does not exist: the more we 
succeed in being convinc-
ing, the more the audience 
will be affected by our 
projection.Another concept 
is that of “SUPER DIVERSI-
TY”; It is no longer possible 
to speak of simple diversity, 
every individual is a world 
in itself, you can not think 
for groups anymore: every-
one has the right to enjoy 
his own diversity. The final 
concept can be summed 
up in the idea that a world 
built on closure is a world 
destined to collapse; It is 
just a projection that sooner 
or later will fail, it is going 
in a completely different 
direction.So, the goal of our 
workshops is to do exper-
iments on these concepts. 
I have some ideas, others 
have other ideas, and we’re 
looking at various possi-
bilities for the final show. 
Anyway I’m very happy: the 
lessons I did were stimulat-
ing and the guys had found 
some interesting ideas.

Has anything changed 
this year compared to the 
past ones?

From this year we decided 
to break some balances that 
we had maintained in pre-
vious years: first we opened 
mixed groups; It usually 
worked like this: they were 
all men or all women, but 
now it was time to go fur-

ther. First of all, the kids, 
especially the young ones, 
told us, “Are there only 
men in here?” and in fact 
it was difficult to explain 
them that we were afraid 
that there would be com-
plications and so on... But 
now that Residenza IDRA 
big and solid enough, we 
can also relate to the issues 
that can arise. A particular 
group, that of Giuseppina, 
is a group only of women, 
with also cases of distanc-
ing and difficult situations, 
and it’is the only one that 
we have decided to keep 
separate from the others, 
also because it is one of the 
“focus-group” within the 
whole European project: 
there is a particular atten-
tion to the figure of women, 
which is even more com-
plex in the process of immi-
gration...The second thing 
is that there are also a few 
Italians, maybe not born 
in Italy but who speak the 
language perfectly, with an 
excellent Brescian accent...

Are they good at manag-
ing with language?

There are those who speak 
Italian perfectly, and those 
who have difficulty talking 
and do not even admit it: 
they pretend to understand, 
but I realized that they 
don’t really understand... 
for example, (Laughing) I 
say “now we sit”, they do 
not sit, then I ask “you un-
derstand?” and they “yes, of 
course!”. However I under-

stand this mentality: they 
have been accustomed in 
their travels to declare that 
they understand and then 
look at the mass as it moves. 

How did the Covid-19 in-
fluence your work?

This quarantine cut off our 
legs. As for the meetings, 
we had not even half ar-
rived: the group had just 
formed, we were begin-
ning to know each other, 
and instead... Some of the 
partecipants were terrified 
of the idea of getting the 
virus and not going out, 
rather than shopping they 
would starve to death; op-
erators had to intervene to 
convince them to leave, to 
go to the supermarket at 
least once a week... They’ve 
been through a lot.

Have you set up anything 
online to keep in touch?

We had our first video con-
ference yesterday. Before I 
gave them “tasks” via chat 
and they answered me, but 
it was very difficult and 
fragmentary. Using video 
conferences, it was much 
better; the group was a lit-
tle rekindled, and I hope in 
the next week to start again 
with the work and to be 
able to meet us live in June.

interview #1

Anna Poinelli

In the middle of a warm and 
sunny quarantine day of 
April, I have the opportunity 
to meet Abderrahim El Had-
iri. We are separated by a 
video camera but united by a 
common goal: to talk about 
the Intimate Bridges work-
shops organized by Residenza 
IDRA in the headquarters of 
Palazzo Martinengo Colleoni 
in Malpaga, Brescia.
It started as an interview, but 
it soon turned into a mutual 
exchange of points of view 
and thoughts.

Before talking about the 
project Intimate Bridg-
es, can you tell us who 
Abderrahim El Hadiri is 
what’s his story?

My name is Abderrahim, 
however, my friends call 
me Abdul. I come from 
Marrakech, Morocco. I 
moved to Italy more than 
thirty years ago. I am a 
narrator by profession, I 
became the heir to a dis-
cipline particularly wide-
spread in my homeland: 
the storytelling. Through 

the stories that I tell, I try 
to convey in a fairytale way 
some elements derived 
from Moroccan culture, in 
particular the culture of 
Marrakech, the city where 
I grew up. The inspiration 
for what I play, or rather, 
for what I narrate, comes 
from the ancient Arabic 
stories that I transform in 
a modern key through the 
use of allegory, with the 
intention of involving Ital-
ian spectators as well. I let 
them empathize with what 

A TALK WITH Abderrahim El Hadiri
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I tell, despite what I bring 
on stage comes from a dif-
ferent culture.

At the moment you are 
a collaborator of the 
project Intimate Bridges, 
organized by Residenza 
IDRA, which aims to be a 
way to treat, through art 
and theatre, the theme of 
integration, from a social 
emotional point of view. 
What do you think about 
it? What is the goal of 
your own workshops?

During my meetings, even 
before the art of storytell-
ing, I want to convey "the 
art of being together". 
At the beginning of the 
project the participants 
were, among them, perfect 
strangers. As everyone does 
when you meet someone 
for the first time, I made 
them introduce them-
selves to each other. The 
presentations, however, 
took place in an unusual 
way and were not limited 
to communicating just the 
names. They have become 
games of touch: hand 
against hand, nose against 
nose and shoulder against 
shoulder. Thus, the walls 
of normality and everyday 
modesty have been torn 
down, in order to create a 
space of different organi-
zation compared to what 

one experiences during an 
ordinary day. I wanted to 
create a place of freedom, of 
openness.

What do you represent 
for the participants and 
what do they represent 
for you? Does your story 
have a role in the way you 
deal with them?

I can say that I need the 
kids to find inspiration.
Besides being their teacher, 
I am also the narrator of 
my story: the story of my 
experience as an immigrant 
in Italy, the initial difficul-
ties of integration, but also 
my happy ending, which is 
that of personal fulfilment, 
of a passion, the passion for 
theatre, for storytelling.
Through my telling, I re-
spect the stories of the 
young people in front of 
me, who express the desire 
to leave their past behind, 
I’ve also become a glimmer 
of light for those who are 
living what I once lived, 
showing that there is a way 
out.
Some of them feel com-
pletely Italian, as if they 
have left their original 
culture behind them, in 
order to appropriate the 
one of the place where they 
live now. To the question 
“Where are you from?”, 
with amazement, there are 

those who answered “I am 
Italian”.

Your workshops have 
managed to transmit 
raw themes in a touching 
way, but at the same time 
you avoid to leave partic-
ipants in a state of shock. 
How did you do that?

Do you know the myth of 
the Gorgon Medusa and 
Perseus? Medusa petrified 
those who looked into 
her eyes. However, there 
is a hero who managed to 
defeat her: we are talking 
about Perseus. Perseus’ 
cunning lies in having 
looked at her reflection 
from the shield. The fact 
that he avoided to directly 
cross his gaze prevented 
him from being petrified. 
His strength was to ob-
serve his reflection, from a 
distance: this allowed him 
to defeat her.The principle 
of my lessons is the same. 
The stories of these guys 
are often very difficult. If I 
ask them to tell them with 
details, they could, like Me-
dusa, “petrify” the listener, 
denying the possibility of 
reflection.I wanted to treat 
raw topics with delicacy. 
Like Perseus, I showed just 
the reflection of the diffi-
culties of reality, in order to 
leave a cue to meditate and 
think, in private.

During your workshop, 
the participants always 
kept their personalities. 
They were themselves. 
And that’s the reason 
why they impressed me 
so much. Do you have a 
teaching philosophy?

Often directors or teachers 
try to shape the children 
and transform them into 
the character they play, 
the consequence is that 
the actors lose their nat-
ural uniqueness. Instead, 
I wanted to preserve and 
encourage their own per-
sonality, their humanity.

All the children wore 
white clothing. Is there a 
reason?

Since the first workshop 
I tried to amalgamate the 
group, make it united de-
spite the differences of cul-
ture and religion. Since the 
presentations of the first 
meetings, I tried to permit 
the boys and the girls to get 
to know each other.
The white shirt has the 
same function as the school 
uniform: it tries to make 
everyone equal.
During the workshop 
there was also a table set 
with colourful dishes, 
that to me seemed to cel-
ebrate the coexistence of 
diversity. Have you given 
it a symbolic meaning?

Yes, I did. The different 
tableware also represents 
different cultures.
The actors, when they 

were performing at lunch-
time, made two different 
gestures of prayer: some 
of them belong to Chris-
tianity, others linked with 
Islam. And I wanted the 
participants to bring their 
cultures and religions and 
at the same time avoid 
to make them a source of 
division.

How the Coronavirus ex-
perience and quarantine 
have influenced and have 
changed the fate of the 
laboratory?

Theatre and performance, 
which include physical and 
human contact, have been 
distorted and confined. 
How had that shape the 
guys? What was their atti-
tude about it?
The guys showed great 
enthusiasm for the initia-
tive, well beyond my expec-
tations, they are the ones 
who insisted to make the 
meetings through a web-
cam, showing an interest 
that went beyond the es-
tablished weekly hours.
One of the participants also 
personally contacted me 
several times, showing a 
willingness to deepen and 
improve his acting skills, in 
order to reach the heart of 
the audience.

This was one of the happy 
outcomes of a workshop 
in which the boys had 
the opportunity to de-
velop a complicity. Their 
union was also seen in 

the small gestures outside 
the scene, in the mutual 
shrewdness, in the mo-
ments of laughter and 
those in which a wrong 
line was repeated, with-
out reproach. Each one 
had the opportunity to 
freely express what comes 
from heart, without ob-
scuring the others.

During the writing of the 
script, I made sure to leave 
equal space for each one. 
Everyone has the same 
acting time, to be filled in 
their own way.
Thus the balance between 
the parts was created.

interview #2

Arianna Pagani



92 93

IF YOU WERE ME? - A TALK WITH GIUSEPPINA TURRA

After months of concrete 
distances, virtual 
conversations and fingers 
moving on a keyboard, it 
seems strange, new and 
exciting to meet, to look at 
each other, to talk and discuss 
about the Intimate Bridges 
project. 
I walked to the head office of 
Residenza IDRA in Brescia, 
waiting to meet Giuseppina 
Turra, a theatre actress with 
a lot of experience, who 
took care of an all-female 
workshop for the European 
project. 
I was greeted by Giuseppina 
and her dog Birba, that was 
sitting elegantly in a corner, 
and finally the conversation 
could begin.

What were the main 
themes of your Intimate 
Bridges workshop? 
 
The theme, which also cre-
ated a common thread with 
the workshops held by Da-
vide D’Antonio and Abder-
rahim El Hadiri, is that of 
otherness, the topic of being 
reflected in someone else. 
The focal and concrete point 
is the query that the mi-
grant asks the observer: “If 
you were me?”. One stops 
speaking in the first person 
and try to convey to the 
audience a possible descrip-
tion of scenarios, or even 
just the implicit thought of 
something that you are now 
trying to “imagine your-

self”. Jennifer, for example, 
wrote and later acted the 
following sentences: “I am 
tired because I have lived. 
The jumper protects me 
from the cold of life. What is 
your life like?”. 
 
Did you want to create a 
deep moment between 
the participants and the 
audience, like an empathy 
exercise? 
 
The performance potential-
ly suggests something that 
concerns the intimate par-
ticipation of physical action 
or a story that is happening 
at that moment. However, 
I wanted it to detach from 
sentimental, emotional, 

ultimately psychological 
issues. I wanted to take this 
work to the concrete level, 
which, I think, is about 
dialogue. Serah, for exam-
ple, said: “Today is better 
than tomorrow. Today is 
sunny. And what do you 
think about tomorrow?”. I 
don’t find it interesting to 
use their stories to appeal 
emotionally to the audi-
ence. I prefer, instead, that 
the wish to be in front of an 
audience flourishes in the 
attitude of the participants. 
This seemed to me to be 
appreciated and immedi-
ately understood by all. In 
this way, the virtual work-
shop also became a vehicle 
through which to exercise 
one’s ability to reflect him-
self or herself in the history 
of others, for better or for 
worse. 
 
Since we are talking about 
a human, concrete exer-
cise of mirroring, I would 
like to know if and how 
the Coronavirus expe-
rience has changed the 
project’s fortunes. 
 
I have asked myself this 
question many times. 
However, I cannot answer 
since I cannot know how it 
would have been otherwise. 
We had only one initial 
opportunity to physically 
meet everybody, after which 
everything happened virtu-
ally. The project had to be 
moved entirely to an online 
version. Each meeting was 

without forcing and almost 
unprepared for me. I did 
not think about where I 
wanted to go. We “opened 
the room” (as we learned 
to say), we stayed into that 
room, in that instant of the 
present, we read or listened 
again to the materials of the 
previous meetings: thus, 
it was possible to develop 
our way step by step. That 
was the way we got to know 
each other. Something 
had to happen between us 
during the workshops. I 
tried to be ready to grasp, 
to careful give back to them 
what I think is inherent and 
appropriate to the story. 

How did the exercises take 
place? What was their 
purpose?
 
The project was carried out 
entirely online, so there 
were no physical exercises, 
as there might have been in 
the classroom. 
At first, because of the real 
distance and the virtual 
connection, we were busy 
trying to understand each 
other. Most of the wom-
en who participated in 
the workshops speak and 
understand just a little of 
English or Italian language. 
Many of those women are 
still attached to a language 
belonging to their culture 
of origin, to what we call 
‘dialect’; this made the 
communication difficult. 
The exercises were vocal 
and sometimes rhythmic, 

both with the presence and 
the absence of words. After-
ward, I asked them to carry 
out mirroring exercises, 
which initially generated a 
sort of bewilderment. We 
used the mirror to invite 
them to think about its ev-
eryday function, about what 
we are looking at when we 
use it. Then, I suggested to 
them to pretend to be a mir-
ror and to reflect the image 
of another: each of them be-
came a sort of talking mir-
ror. Finally, I tried to share 
the idea that everyone could 
function as a mirror for 
someone else. That made us 
smile a lot! 
The virtual situation set 
limits. However, on the 
boundaries of each one, 
we built the show. From 
the first meetings, I made 
it clear that what we were 
doing was meant to be into 
a theatrical space consisting 
of three dimensions and 
that, despite the virtuality 
of the meetings, they would 
have to move and act in a 
physical space. We became 
architects of the place we 
were going to be in, imag-
ining where to put our feet 
and in which direction 
moving ourselves, never 
forgetting the distancing 
for Coronavirus restriction. 
We reasoned about what it 
would be possible to do on 
stage. 
 
What was it like working 
with an all-female group? 
What kind of group dy-
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namics did you encoun-
ter?
 
Working with a group of 
women was truly stimulat-
ing. They are all grown-up 
women, most of them al-
ready have children. 
They have shown me their 
desire to be part of this 
project by their continuous 
and constant presence at 
virtual meetings and their 
active and participative 
attitude, despite language 
difficulties. I believe that 
what motivated them was 
the intuition of the satisfac-
tion that someone can feel 
in writing a script, putting it 
on stage, creating a moment 
of sharing with others. Par-
adoxically, the virtual meet-
ings facilitated the support 
of each of their families: 
something that would have 
been impossible through 
face-to-face classes. Both 
the husbands and some of 
the children of the women 
who were strongly partic-
ipating, encouraged them 
and tried to act as linguistic 
intermediaries when there 
were difficulties in under-
standing the language. 
 
How did the women feel 
about staging a perfor-
mance about something 
that affected them deeply? 
 
What struck me was the 
rituality they gave to the di-
mension of preparing them-
selves for the event: ele-
gantly dressed, they seemed 

older, very serious. 
I had the impression that 
they felt free to act and 
be themselves during the 
performance: the actress-
es expressed themselves 
in many ways and added 
movements and words not 
previously decided. 
During the workshop I 
tried to convey to them a 
sense of rigour. I explained 
what is allowed in the the-
atre and showed them the 
concrete reason for certain 
limitations in what we were 
preparing. I encouraged 
them to seek, within those 
rules, the possibility of act-
ing following the novelties 
proposed by their lively 
personality, in action during 
the precise moment of 
presence with the audience. 
I wanted to push them to-
wards personal authorship. 
What I wanted was not a 
rigid scheme, I wanted the 
rules to be known and kept 
in mind, but only in order to 
teach more efficient ways to 
comunicate. 
 
 What kind of relationship 
was there between the 
actresses and the audience 
during the performance? 
 
The actresses showed a 
desire to tell their stories; 
the audience was there, 
attentive, watching, then 
listening. Especially after 
our brief performance, some 
audience members asked 
them questions. For me, it 
was nice to be present at 

that time, to hear this close 
talk between the audience 
and the actresses, in the 
evening. It makes you think 
that theatre is a tool to 
create simple communities 
between strangers. 
 
For the women who par-
ticipated in your Intimate 
Bridges theatre and per-
formance workshops, 
was it an opportunity for 
integration too? A way of 
assimilating the customs 
and language of a country 
other than their own? 
 
For most of these women, 
it was a first, embryonic 
experience with theatre. 
We have created proximity 
and human communication 
during and after the work-
shops. Intimate Bridges 
uses theatre to encourage 
integration. For some of 
them, the workshop was 
also a valuable tool to study 
the Italian language. 
It was not easy to find wom-
en willing to experience 
theatre. We must recognise 
their act of immense cour-
age, wanting to carry out 
the adventure, especially 
in these conditions. I hope 
that, in them, may remain 
the desire to extend their 
knowledge of theatre, con-
sidering it as a suitable field 
for self-realization, amid 
other needs.  

interview #3

Arianna Pagani

July 7th, 2020. It is Tuesday, three o'clock 
in the afternoon. The final performance 
of the workshop coordinated by Davide 
D'Antonio is staged for the first and only 
time. 
According to the original idea, we should 
have attended to the interpretation of a 
melodic song, then the actors should have 
translated it so as to highlight the contrast 
between the macabre text and the joyful 
rhythm; a series of video recording of the 
theatrical workshop’s attendants pretend-
ing to be Italians should have completed 
the play. This kind of performance should 
have created a stereotypes’ overturning in 
order to lead the audience to think about 
the concept otherness, interpreted as our 
mind’s projection on the other. Unfortu-
nately, some attendants’ visas expiration 
and others’ personal problems forced a 
big part of the actors to quit, well before 
this project’s implementation. So, Davide 
D’Antonio decided to overturn his plans 
and present anyway a conclusive perfor-
mance with the same finalities with the 
last two remaining actors, taking inspira-
tion from the Lisboner association Reno-
var a Mouraria and presenting a traveling 
play.
From MO.CA Palace, Residenza IDRA 
headquarter, gathering point and first 
stop, Cumar and Tierno, “the last survi-
vors”, led the audience through Brescia’s 
most meaningful and evocative places, ac-
cording to their migrants’ experience. 
The second stop was San Vincenzo dor-
mitory, place of peace and rest, but whose 

THE OVERTURNED TOUR access is a few people privilege: Cumar, 
playing the organization director, made a 
draw among the astonished public to de-
cide who would be entitled to the few beds 
available and who would instead have 
to spend the night in the street. Then, in 
complete silence, the two actors showed 
posters on which they had written some 
dreams of them. In this way, the audience 
really felt what living day to day mean, 
without any assurance about their future: 
even sleeping in a bed can be uncertain. 
The Tour continued to the third stop: the 
police station. Here Tierno shared his ex-
perience back then when he was a newly 
arrived migrant in Italy. He told us that, 
at the time, police ships and helicopters 
were his first sign of hope for a better fu-
ture and then, sitting in the police station 
waiting for his residence permit, he de-
sired to starting a new life, learning a new 
language and meeting new people.
The last stop was the station of Brescia, 
descripted by Cumar’s words as the place 
where take one of the buses for the Elnos 
shopping center. It is a meeting point for 
him and his friends and they spend the 
afternoon through shopping and coffee 
break, exactly as a lot of Brescians does. 
This was the lightest moment of the per-
formance and I think ending the play with 
humor and irony was a great choice. 
The production of this performance was 
far from simple: in just one month they 
had to invent and rehearsal a full new 
script. Moreover, the two performers had 
serious linguistic difficulties and, during 
the performance, rather than read out a 
memorized script itself, they were sup-
ported by Davide, who helped them with 
guided questions. Despite the difficulties, 
the performance was very successful, and, 
above all, it reached the reversing stereo-
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types goal: the tour itself is a paradoxical 
situation where migrants who have lived 
in Brescia for few years become tour guides 
for the audience who has lived there since 
birth. At the dormitory, the roles are com-
pletely exchanged: Italians become mi-
grants who do not know if they will have 
a place where spend the night and it is a 
migrant to draw between them. At the po-
lice station, it is debunked the cliché that 
describes migrants as frightened or hostile 
in the relationship with the police, while, 
in Tierno’s performance, police become 
synonymous of peace and security. Finally, 
the conclusion of the show overturns the 
stereotype of the station as a place of de-
linquency, and, above all, it puts migrants 
and Italians on the same socio-cultur-
al possibility level: they attend the same 
places, drink the same espresso and pur-
chase in the same shops.
The impact on the public was very positive: 
we captured the ironic and provocative 
overturning’s features and we appreciated 
and followed with greater attention and 
empathy the autobiographical moments’ 
moving and personal ones too. Further-
more, the choice of the tour’s form was 
particularly effective due to the shorter 
time available to organize and produce the 
performance, even if the lack of the domes-
tic environment’s involvement, that had 
characterized IDRA's work since the begin-
ning. However, the detachment from the 
public, transformed into a touristic group, 
was balanced out thanks to the decision to 
include the two boys’ personal experiences 
without any filter or fiction: that created 
an intimate connection, despite the large 
audience and the unusual situation. The 
performance was very inspiring, and it will 
certainly be a good starting point for any 
future developments.

I enjoyed a lot the Tour: it surely left me 
with a lot to think about and helped me to 
open my mind to new perspectives. I hope 
this performance will be improved and 
become permanent, or at least will repeat 
in many more future dates: it is an unusu-
al and nearly unique experience, that de-
serves to be experienced by as many spec-
tators as possible.

REVIEW #1

ANNA POINELLI

First the darkness of an empty and dull 
scene, of lives dimmed by pain. Then, sud-
denly, a light cuts the darkness, illuminat-
ing six of us, six spectators. There are many 
surprised faces, but not theirs, which, as in 
response to a call, they rise and go together 
towards the center of the scene. The light 
illuminates the hall and, at the same time, 
it shows the nature of the six teens, who, 
just as they occupy the stage, turn out to 
be the protagonists of the show and not 
only part of the audience. I am surprised 
that no one would have recognized them 
otherwise, given the great personal and 
cultural variety of the public. Now, how-
ever, some characteristics, common to the 
six, clearly stand out: all boys and girls are 
teenagers, all of different nationalities, all 
wearing a white t-shirt. I smile to myself: 
this is nothing more than yet another bril-
liant operation by Abderrahim El Hadiri, a 
meaningful way to open tonight’s show. 
Making those migrant teens, the actors, sit 
in the audience, tries to reaffirm an equal 
human dignity between all of us. Good-
morning, how are you? starts like this, with 
a tacit claim of equality. This show was 
staged on June 17, 2020 in the theater of 
the IDRA Residence and it is part of the In-
timate Bridges project.
There is only a vague memory of the silence 
full of waiting that loomed in the room un-
til a few moments ago: in the center of the 
stage a multicultural party has just broken 
out: there are those who sing an African 
song, those who dance on hectic rhythms, 
those who speak wildly and those who 

prefer a delicate silence. While sharing the 
same place, the barriers fall down and to-
gether we travel through different colors, 
characters and continents. In this space, 
without time, neither rules, nor prejudice, 
cultural differences become value, wealth, 
trade goods. So that, when it comes to 
dinner time, even Jesus, Allah and their 
brothers gods sit at the same table: there 
is bread, freedom, and understanding for 
everyone.
There are also stories, which at family din-
ners, you know, are never lacking. We are 
not surprised that the first to speak is Abi: 
she has distinguished herself right away 
with her exuberant manners and noisy 
babble. She arrived late on the scene – as 
she did during the meetings of the work-
shop – and she immediately committed 
herself in attracting all the audience’s at-
tention, showing her sunny and expan-
sive attitude. Perhaps, precisely for this 
reason, we are now so shocked to see her 
eyes sadden while presenting a very differ-
ent girl, with “the night” in her name and 
in her heart. The girl tells us the story of 
a name, Leila, - that in Arabic stands for 
“night”- which is also the story of a dark 
past. However, one day, as in all stories, 
something changes: the night vanishes, 
and with a new name also new hopes arise 
brightly: «I am Leila, I come from planet 
Earth and I do not know where I am go-
ing. I come from silence but no, I’m not 
going back there anymore». It is now the 
turn of the second diner, who also has a 
name with a story to tell: Tantagurra, so 
called because of a mispronunciation of 
the Italian expression “Tanta guerra” (a 
lot of war). For a grotesque game of desti-
ny, that little boy, just arrived in Italy and 
engaged in telling the horror of war, found 
himself with the war sewn on him as his 

good morning, how are you?
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REVIEW #2

Arianna pagani

identity. So, just names that tell us stories 
of pain at this table? Well, it had also hap-
pened that Nazif - the one who is proud -, 
upon his arrival in Italy, was called “I love 
you”, because this was the only English 
expression that he knew and with which 
he could relate to others. “I love you” had 
been his «yes!», his «no!», his «farewell!», 
his «goodbye!», and then his name too, as 
a way to be recognized. This declaration of 
love created a channel of universal com-
munication not only between different id-
ioms but between human beings.
Starting from the title: Good morning, how 
are you?, the whole show wants to convey 
precisely this deep sense of transcultural 
brotherhood to the public. It is an invi-
tation to daily attention and care for the 
other, passing through the effort to find 
effective communication routes, not only 
to comprehend each other but above all 
to understand each other. All the differ-
ent voices of the show, with their peculiar 
characteristics, have formed a large cho-
rus, ready to tell a common, human, story. 
There was also the story of Abderrahim, 
who told us about his troubled experience 
as an immigrant in Italy: from the diffi-
culties of integration, to the satisfaction 
of professional achievement in the world 
of theatre. His work, he explains, stems 
precisely from the passion for storytelling, 
starting from the ancient Arab tales revis-
ited in a modern key, up to the most con-
temporary events. The stories are immor-
tal because, despite the spatial and tempo-
ral differences, they always tell a little bit 
about ourselves, we can always feel a little 
more understood and less alone through 
them. During the show, indeed, no one in 
the audience felt foreign to those stories, 
there was truly something about us on 
stage as well. First of all, there was a desire 

not to be left alone, a desire to always have 
someone who cares about us, even with 
a simple: Good morning, how are you?. To-
night, we have learnt that sometimes it is 
not so much the answers that matter, but 
the questions, and that we should never 
stop asking them.
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The realisation of the Italian project of In-
timate Bridges was certainly characterised 
by significant obstacles, but in the end, the 
ability to overcome any problem prevailed, 
an ability that Davide D’Antonio and the 
performers of the Tour demonstrated at 
different moments of their work within 
the project. 
Working with migrants in previous years, 
when Davide worked on shows performed 
in the homes of those who requested 
them, it was normal for about half of those 
enrolled in the workshops to participate 
more or less sporadically, for a variety of 
reasons. It happened that some young 
people would show up for rehearsals but 
not for the performance, or on the contra-
ry they would skip rehearsals because they 
were considered more ‘boring’, and then 
show up for the final performance. This 
year, obviously due to the pandemic, the 
vast majority of the migrants in Davide’s 
group completely abandoned the project 

by anna poinelli while it was still running and never showed up again. 
An intervention to contain this complicated situation was performed 
by Martina Stipi, a cultural mediator, who was responsible for making 
it possible to resume meetings during the first lockdown in April 2020, 
delivering technological tools to those who did not have them and try-
ing to ensure an internet connection to participate in the workshops. 
Martina was the bridge between IDRA and the participants, trying to 
overcome language barriers, but especially cultural ones. Her role was 
to bring the directors and participants closer to each other, translating 
requests and clarifying misunderstandings. Davide’s path was particu-
larly difficult to carry out remotely: “with migrants - suggests Martina - 
you have to work above all with the heart, work on emotions and on the 
use of the body. Abdou [Aberrahim El Hadiri] was certainly advantaged 
and facilitated by his personal experience; with Giuseppina they were 
all women and, despite the cultural difficulties, fantasy and emotions 
managed to emerge more easily than with men in the other groups, even 
when the exercises were not fully understood; for Davide, instead, it was 
more difficult: his exercises were very conceptual, a head work... let’s say 
he behaved as if they were normal actors, and his contents turned out 
to be too complex to be realised at a distance. In the first place, because 
the boys were often not equipped with the appropriate technological 
devices, connection, etc., then because the element of physicality and 
expression with the body, which in this specific case was fundamental, 
was missing”. 
The success and beauty of the Tour results above all from the willing-
ness of Cumar and Tierno, the last participants, to tell and share their 
personal experiences; they are two young people full of enthusiasm and 
driven by a strong motivation that led them to persevere until the end of 
the project. In the words of Tierno, who acted as guide during the Tour’s 
stop at the police station, “while I was waiting for my residence permit to 
be handed over, I thought I would have to learn the language quickly in or-
der to get to know and establish relationships with Italians”. The importance 
of relationships and connections is certainly at the heart of this project, 
which is an opportunity for migrants to share their views with the Ital-
ian public. 
This experience is therefore not to be considered as an actual theatre 
workshop with the aim of preparing a performance, but more as an ar-
tistic process, a dialogue with a category of people much more fragile 
and vulnerable than we tend to think: legal issues, language barriers and 
cultural shocks aside, between the migrants who participated in Inti-
mate Bridges were also included refugees and women victims of traffick-
ing. For this reason, an important part of Martina’s work was emotional 
containment: making the workshops a safe and secure environment for 
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sharing, and at the same time avoiding dangerous psychological degen-
eration, since, even working with fantasy, the meaning of the exercis-
es was always intimate and deep, and by touching the lived experience 
there is the risk that traumatic experiences come to the surface. 

The form of the Tour is new and experimental, Davide drew inspiration 
from the “Migrantour” project in the Mouraria district of Lisbon, Por-
tugal, where the tours are very structured and the guides attend almost 
professional courses before taking them. 
The beauty of being in a network like Intimate Bridges lies in the possi-
bility of being influenced by different realities, and of exchanging prac-
tices and artistic tools in order to adapt them to one’s own situation. In 
fact, the stops of the tour were not predetermined by Davide and organ-
ised in a precise way, as happens in Lisbon, but emerged directly from 
the experiences of the two partecipants, following the places they want-
ed to tell and show to the public. The main difficulty in the realization 
was due to the fact that the performers were only two, and moreover 
with great language difficulties, but to cope with this, effective alterna-
tive solutions were found to be able to bring out their emotions, such as 
the dream posters and the dormitory draw. 
At IDRA Davide is already thinking about how to implement and follow 
up on this experiment which, being born within an unhappy situation, 
has added a new variable to the Intimate Bridges programme, to be ex-
ploited to its full potential: in the shows staged so far it was the migrants 
who entered the homes of the Italians and told a story, with this tour 
instead it will be the Italians who will enter, metaphorically, the places 
of the migrants through the exploration of parts of the city. “ I’m happy 
to have found the new formula of the tour we did, it’s unprecedented 
here and still needs to be studied a bit - says Davide - having had so few 
people to work with it is obvious that the path has been a bit limited, but 
I didn’t mind it at all. We’re thinking about doing a hybrid form of “path 
plus house”: an approach path (the Tour) and then a more convivial mo-
ment at home. I’m very happy to have tried it out and we’re thinking 
about developing it for the future”. 
The Intimate Bridges’ workshops led by Davide, Giuseppina and Aber-
rhaim will start, thanks to a new funding, also next year, and an impor-
tant goal has been reached with the possibility to create mixed groups of 
Italians and foreigners, always maintaining a standard composition of 
the group with at least half of the foreign participants. They have been 
thinking about this possibility for a long time, especially with a view to 
protecting the fragility of migrants, and, with Martina’s support, effec-
tive ways of managing these new dynamics will have to be studied. 
The aim of the new Tours is certainly to increase the number of partici-

pants in order to create more complete and articulated paths; the stops, 
connections and in-depth studies will be chosen in the future based on 
the participants’ experiences, to guarantee a unique and intimate expe-
rience. At the same time, the original formula of home shows, which has 
characterised IDRA’s work for many years, will not be abandoned. 
Through theatre, it is possible not only to think but to practice a new 
dialogue with migrants and refugees arriving in Europe, who can rep-
resent a very precious opportunity for artistic and cultural exchange. 
Intimate Bridges creates an ideal context for sharing these experiences, 
a moment of recollection and attention, which works out thanks to the 
desire to get to know the other and be known by the other. Very often 
we think it is necessary to erect walls to protect ourselves from what we 
perceive as foreign; in order to break them down, and finally overcome 
fear and hatred, it is necessary to put oneself in the shoes of the other, 
listen to his or her story, and walk in his or her footsteps, as the specta-
tors on the Tour did. This project, in the Italian case, is undoubtedly a 
very effective tool for promoting integration, multiculturalism and the 
involvement of migrants, connecting their world with that of Italians: 
two realities that already coexist in Brescia and are inevitably destined 
to intertwine.
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Batucaria’s Rehearsal in Body, Soul and Music

The diverse group of people that composes “Orquestra Batucaria” 
binds at least three generations, spanning different nationalities, 
personalities and backgrounds.
Some of them strangle with Portuguese language, some are shy, 
some are effusive, not everybody has the same music background 
or culture, or even feel at ease with music, sometimes they didn’t 
even know all the instruments of the orchestra and neither how 
to play them. Others do. And yet, they show up as many Saturdays 
as they can. They come and learn things together, form each other 
and from the teachers.
And, in the end, they create music and play with passion. They 
make music live and live through the music.
This orchestra’s way of performing music is not conventional. On 
the football field, where the rehearsals happen, there was no sheet 
music to read. Instead, the players of the orchestra have to listen, 
comprehend the different parts of the music, fell it through their 
body, engrave it in their memory, and then play.
The instruments are not conventional either, at least not all of 
them. Despite the presence of a cello and a guitar nearby, the 
instruments being played were bombos, cowbells, xequerês, pans 
and covers.
During a rehearsal, the focus was on two main aspects: rhythm 
and dynamics.
First, all the participants gathered in a circle. Fred, the facilitator, 
started by making rhythms with his hands and feet: louder noises 
or quieter ones. But the tricky part was Fred synchronized his 
body movements with dynamics. This means, if his movements 
were big and eccentric, the sounds would be louder, forte, but if 
the movements were small, discreet, the sounds would have to be 
piano. And then, everyone had to imitate Fred, his movements and 
the sounds he was making.It could be harder to accomplish some 
of the rhythmic patterns. However, by subdividing difficult parts, 
turning the music exercise into a game, and helping each other, 
it became clear that, in spite of all the obstacles, people were still 
having fun, and enjoying themselves.
Then everybody got the opportunity to lead the group by 
themselves. Taking Fred’s place for a moment, each one became a 
sort of a composer. Having to improvise, to come up with a short 
mix of rhythms that the others had to imitate suggested a deep 
need to be creative, but also required to keep objective enough so 
they could perform what they wanted. 
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After that, Fred regained control of the group once again and 
the same exercise became a little more challenging: not only the 
patterns grew more complex, but Fred also divided the circle in 
two parts and created "question and answer" musical sentences.
It worked like that: Initially, he separated the sentence between 
the two groups. Afterward, he asked the circle to do the phrase 
as a loop. Once this was easy for everyone, he added a catch: 
when the sentence repeated, the order changed. In other words, 
the group that ended the sentence was also the one that started 
it again. After a few rounds, it might have got a little confusing. 
However, Fred divided them into smaller groups (and then even 
into couples), and made everyone work in slower tempo and in a 
more precise way, in order to improve their weakness and to help 
them with their personal strengths.
The opportunity to lead happened again, but this time it could 
maybe be described in a non-orthodox way more as a “maestro 
function”: walking in a certain way – jumping or skipping – with a 
certain speed, and just giving a small clue about how many steps 
they were taking. Sounds were made by feet and the rest of the 
circle had to follow those steps – even try to anticipate them –, so 
they could make loud sounds, as coordinated as possible with the 
feet of the one improvising and leading the orchestra.
Being fully aware or not, the participants were making rhythms. 
And those small clues (represented by holding one or several 
fingers up), were a way of organizing those rhythmic patterns, 
much like a musical notation.
After this, everyone went searching for their musical instrument. 
The rehearsal was about to start.

Episode #1

mariana Rodrigues

LIBERTY DAY

The Batucaria Orchestra session that I choose to talk about took 
place on 25th April 2020. We were a group of 11 participants in 
the online session (plus 2 teachers and 1 storyteller), of different 
nationalities (Nepal, Holland, Italy, Portugal) and of different 
ages.
That day happened to be the Liberty Day in our country. April 
25th is a very important date to me. Usually, on that day, the 
Portuguese people walk down the avenues and celebrate in the 
streets. There is usually a crowd of people holding carnations! 
Why is it like this? Because on 25th April 1974 ended a period of 
dictatorship that deprived the Portuguese people of its freedom 
for more than 40 years.
This year, due to Covid-19, we were unable to go out, but we still 
sang, together, Grândola Vila Morena from the balconies of our 
homes. This song was broadcasted on radio Renascença at dawn 
on 25th April 1974 to confirm the beginning of the Carnation 
Revolution.
The online Batucaria Orchestra session did not let the date go 
unnoticed and we started the meeting reading the following poem 
by Sophia de Mello Breyner Andresen, referring to this event: 
«This is the dawn that I expected / the seminal day whole and 
pure / where we emerge from night and silence / and free inhabit 
the substance of time». I really like this poem and I know it by 
heart since I was little. I like not only what it represents, but also 
the hope it gives us Portuguese.
In this meeting, that had to take place online due to pandemic 
circumstances, a familiar and friendly atmosphere was evident. 
There were some technical difficulties with the internet 
connection, but everyone collaborated, with good will, and 
continued to develop the activity for the benefit of the entire 
group, with a supportive and tolerant attitude.
When I joined the project, the meetings were already online, due 
to Covid-19 pandemic, so I didn’t have the opportunity to watch 
these rehearsals live and enjoy a more human dimension with the 
physical proximity between the participants.
However, I feel that this closeness continues to prevail among all, 
although in a different way. 
At the beginning of each session, there is always a moment 
of sharing feelings, impressions and states of mind, which 
contributes to maintain the connection and the proximity 
between the participants. Before the beginning of the musical 
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workshop there is also an opportunity for people to talk, that is a 
way of caring. After that some body movement starts. 
In these times of confinement, one works with what is available 
at the moment: for the Orchestra that means bodies and 
household instruments (spoons, buckets, boxes, etc.). With 
these new resources the group explores and creates movements, 
instrumental and body percussions at home.
During the 25th April session, the group dived into the flamenco 
rhythm – bringing body movements and home instruments 
through the Batucaria theme. Together, the participants followed 
the guidelines of the teachers and worked with a shared objective: 
making the project a reality. To work and rehearse Batucaria 
theme, one of the teachers shared the screen of his computer, 
where there was a soundscore demonstrating the rhythms that 
should be followed by the participants with their respective 
instruments.
In this new reality of confinement, finding ways to continue 
developing projects like Intimate Bridges and maintaining a 
sense of community and closeness is a challenge that may seems 
unattainable from the beginning. But thanks to collaboration, 
sharing ideas and creativity, Orquestra Batucaria made it 
possible and kept a fundamental continuity also introducing new 
technologies.
I personally find these sessions very interesting due to the family 
atmosphere generated, that is very pleasant. It is particularly 
curious to see all the people making an effort to adapt themselves 
to the circumstances. Time changes and so do we.

Episode #2

Alba Naien Amado Fernández

Traveling without Moving

As we were vigorously climbing the steep alleys towards the 
building of Grupo Desportivo da Mouraria, located at Travessa 
da Nazaré, a crossroad stood in front of us three. Frederico was 
leading the way and turned left, Carla chose right and I hesitated 
in between.
«Let’s see who arrives first!» Fred said and then added «João, 
make a choice!». After his words, Fred was on the way and I 
followed Carla.
Along our way, we crossed paths with a little girl standing at a 
corner, who curiously gazed at our unusual figures: two persons, 
each one carrying two cylindrical objects made of wood and calf 
skin.
«What is that?» the child asked to her grandmother loudly 
enough for us to ear it.
«It’s a Bombo!» [bass drum] replied Carla in an expressive 
intonation, and I immediately added «It makes bum bum bum!».
We separeted with a friendly smile and continued our way, while 
in my mind I could not hold the previous episode, giving it a 
proper relevance. I was congratulate myself for having the idea of 
explaining the thing by imitating how it sounds like, since I was 
imagining the little girl singing to the rythm of the typical bum 
bum bum pattern. This mental process, of course, lasted only a 
couple of seconds and I could not believe in myself when I actually 
perceived the rhythm pattern from the real world outside. I looked 
back and confirmed it with my own eyes: both grandmother 
and child staring at us and chanting with excitement that same 
pattern. 
Stunned and certain that I could not be able to explain that 
experience right away, I incredulously turned my head towards 
Carla. A few moments later, we arrived at the association building, 
catching up Fred’s arrival.
There I was, now in the midle of a football arena, actively 
participating in the workshop led by the musician and professor 
Nuno Cintrão. We were arranged in a big circle, formed by fifteen 
people.
He had this great idea of introduction: when he made the move, 
that consisted in jumping and pointing towards someone, each 
person chanted his or her name right on time. Then, instead of 
pointing at one person only, he would choose two persons which 
had to chant their names, begining and finishing at the same 
time. To make it right, since different names can have different 
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syllables, we had to be focussed on each others names.
Afterwards, instead of names, everyone chanted vogal sounds (’a’, 
’e’ ’i’, ’o’, ’u’), following the indications of the maestro. He would 
show us signals that indicated the duration of the sound, it’s 
dynamics (strong or weak), among others. 
The warm-up was done. Then we engaged in another 
activity. Nuno pointed out a number for each group, each one 
corresponding to a specific rhythmic pattern. The patterns were 
learned by using words as mnemonic aids. We defined “batuca” 
as number one, “batucaria” as number two and “batuca-ria” as 
number three (the last one differs from the second one because 
its last syllable would be only pronounced by a part of the 
group). Once again, the leader does the jump, the group chants 
the patterns according to the numbers pointed out. These first 
coordinates were given and we started practicing right away.
In the meanwhile, among the participants there was an 
approximately ten-year-old one accompanied by her mother. He 
started to lose interest in the rehearsals and left the circle. Having 
realize that, Carla approached her and led her near the group, 
saying at the same time words of comfort and resilience.
«Do you want to create a rhythm by your own?» asked Nuno with 
enthusiasm.
She nodded with notable embarrassment and Nuno approached 
her with his confident ear. They shared ideas and after a brief 
moment they came up with a new rhythm!
Can you guess what was the rhythm they came up with? That 
same bum bum bum we heard in the street, disguised with new 
syllables: “mú-si-ca; mú-si-ca; mú-si-ca”.
Two months have passed and that one remained the rhythm 
number four of the Batucaria collective.
I instantly knew that this episode would belong into my memory 
book, a story to be revisited. Whenever I travel back there, I am 
able to confront myself in the past, to have a glimpse of my doubts 
and certainties. Thus, the intimate conclusion to this story resides 
in the reveries of its detailed recreation. 
I felt that our life is made of choices apparently as insignificant 
as the turn of a crossroad in which both sides will lead you to 
the same predestination. To choose an infinity is to renounce an 
infinity.

Episode #3

João Vicente
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Picture #1 

Alba Naien Amado Fernández

This photo was taken at the Batucaria 
online session on April 25th, 2020. I 
imagine how different the face to face 
sessions of Intimate Bridges were, during 
which people got together and shared 
music and feelings without the screen as 
filter. I´m sure they talked, exchanged 
impressions and made music as a 
collective experience without having to 
think and manage the proximity between 
one another, since an essential part of the 
project that is based on human relations.
Now, we are together but apart. We 
have found a different way to develop 
the project and move on. This photo 
highlights something that quickly became 
part of my daily life every Saturday 
morning. Online meetings where people 
appear in frames on the screen, fighting 
the isolation in which we find ourselves, 
somehow looking for new spaces of 
normality.
In this screenshot I really love that, 
although the participants are all 
separated, they are dancing together. The 
role of music in this union is implicit.
I only know Batucaria from my computer 
screen, and despite I understand how 
interesting it could be the face to 
face meetings, I feel it was important 
that Batucaria managed to adapt and 
continue.
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Picture #2

mariana Rodrigues

Not everyone knew how to play the 
Xequerê (the first instrument on the right 
in the picture).
After the rehearsal there was a moment 
of exchange between the partecipanta: 
life storeis, daily problems, simple 
conversations about the weather or 
the plans for next Saturday’s rehearsal. 
Among those who packed up and those 
that lingered with the instruments, 
something caught the attention of several 
eyes: the discreet but vivid interaction 
between three people over that same 
colourful instrument. One was teaching, 
the other two were trying to understand. 
«How do you hold it?», «Can you show 
us again?». Sometimes the appearances 
mislead us, sometimes things, 
instruments, are not so easy to play as 
they seem to be.
Some attempts later, the apprentices 
managed to make the Xequerê produce 
a sound, “closed enough” to what it was 
supposed to be. And the smiles, the joy 
of that accomplishment demonstrated 
that no one was here for obligation. There 
was pleasure. Pleasure in music, in being 
with other people, in giving and receiving. 
The smiles said that everyone gained 
something by staying a few more minutes 
after the end of the rehearsal.
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Picture #3

João Vicente

“I want to thank Fred and Carla for 
keeping us together!” This sentence 
was said by a participant, Caterina, 
at the final moment of the Easter eve 
rehearsal, during a ZOOM meeting. 
Since the beginning of my participation 
in the workshops, it was the first time 
I had listen to such words of gratitude. 
I truly felt as being part of a group, 
acknowledging the importance of the 
made efforts to keep the group active 
and together and it also have unfolded a 
great question: what are the goals of this 
collective? There are two obvious reasons 
to think that these people adhered this 
project: to musically express themselves; 
and to be part of a collective performance. 
For this collective act to happen, there is 
first of all an individual idea, a tiny seed 
to let spring. The soil must be taken care 
of and the seed itself must be strong. 
Then, every week it needs plenty of 
sun and water for the seed to grow up. 
The purpose of this process is to enable 
growth and self-development. The soil is 
the people of the Batucaria Orchestra; the 
“farmers”, or the individuals who prepare 
the conditions above mentioned, are 
Frederico and Carla. 
Only after that statement I am sure that 
actually there is a third reason: to be part 
of a community in which its participants 
share common interests and care about 
each other. 
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Hello Carla. Let’s start 
with a simple question: 
what is your role in the 
Intimate Bridges project?

I am one of the Project 
Coordinators, responsible 
for its artistic direction in 
Portugal and communica-
tion manager at a European 
level. This means strategy, 
conception and implemen-
tation of all the creative 
and communication acti-
vities, cultural mediation… 
but above all, I would say, 
creativity. 

Can you explain how the 
project takes place in 
Portugal? 

Intimate Bridges is a Euro-
pean project involving five 
partners which essentially 
aims to promote inclusion 
through the arts. In Por-
tugal this happens in two 
different ways: through the 
Batucaria Orchestra and 
through an initiative of sto-
ries and music from around 
the world entitled Mundos 
daqui e além mar.

How was the Batucaria 
before and after in the 
context of the pandemic?

Batucaria workshops in 
Portugal, focusing explo-
ration of sounds, instru-
mental and body percus-
sion and voice, started 
on January 25, at Clube 
Desportivo da Mouraria, on 
a weekly basis. In the first 
quarter of rehearsals, more 
than 40 people from 11 
different nationalities, aged 
between 8 and 62 years old, 
took part in those.
With the worldwide 
pandemic the rehearsals 
of this multicultural and 
intergenerational Orchestra 
started to be online every 
week, revealing the resi-
lience of a smaller group 
of participants. There was 
held more than 10 online 
workshops, occurring every 
Saturday until June 6th, 
exploring body movement, 
creative writing and sound 
landscapes from America, 
Europe and Asia, through 
home objects and body.

Can you describe the 
creative writing session 
that you did with the 
Orchestra?

The writing workshop took 
place precisely to make 
space for the words, with 
the aim of uniting music 
and words. From this jour-
ney a Batucaria Orchestra 
manifesto was born with 
the contribution of all par-
ticipants. We started the 
workshop with an automa-
tic writing exercise in whi-
ch, for three minutes, the 
participants had to write a 
text without interruption, 
based on a keyword, never 
worrying about punctua-
tion or grammar. The focus 
was on unlocking the 
creative writing process. 
Whenever people blocked 
or were unable to write, 
they returned to the initial 
keyword. The only rule was 
never to interrupt the pro-
cess, regardless of whether 
the sentences seemed to 
make sense or not. In the 
second exercise, I asked 

A TALK WITH CARLA COSTA the participants to identify 
the three most signifi-
cant keywords in the text 
produced that they could 
relate to Batucaria. After 
identifying the words, three 
Haikus were made for each 
of them. This is a kind of 
poetry that is characterized 
by having a very brief and 
synthetic form. This poetic 
style, from Japan, is compo-
sed, in its traditional form, 
by three verses, where the 
first verse has five syllables, 
the second verse has seven 
syllables and the last verse 
has again five syllables. At 
the end of the process, I 
gathered all the material 
and edited it until I reached 
a final text.

You also did a body and 
word workshop with the 
Orchestra. Can you share 
an exercise?

One of the exercices done 
was BIM BOM BIM, using 
voice and body at the same 
time. For each of these 
words there was a corre-
spondent gesture of the 
sign language. BIM was a 
chest gesture, BOM was 
clapping and BIRI was 
touching the legs. One of 
the sentences to practice 
coordination was Bim Bom 
Bim Bom Biri Biri Bom.

The other online activity 
was Mundos daqui e além 
mar. Please, explain this 
collection of stories and 

music from around the 
world. 

Mundos daqui e além mar 
started during confinement 
to create a mosaic of stories 
brought by people. Basical-
ly, I invited migrants and 
non-migrants to choose a 
text they liked from their 
country of origin – it could 
be a story, a lyric, a poem ... 
– and to record a home-
made video in their own 
mother tongues. This re-
quirement was to highlight 
the musicality of languages 
and the beauty inherent in 
linguistic richness. It was, 
in fact, a search for emotion 
that is present in words, 
regardless of whether we 
know its content or not.  
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31 migrants and non-mi-
grants of 23 different natio-
nalities participated in this 
project.
The countries represented 
were Germany, Angola, 
Argentina, Bangladesh, 
Brazil, Cape Verde, China, 
Ecuador, USA, Netherlands, 
Italy, Japan, Mozambique, 
Moldova, Nepal, Pakistan, 
Poland, Portugal, Romania, 
Russia, Syria, Venezuela 
and Ukraine. This resulted 
in a tremendous and very 
beautiful diversity, motiva-
ting the creation of a trailer 
that is available on the In-
timate Bridges project you-
tube channel along with all 
the individual videos.
In addition to the videos, 
it was produced a bilin-
gual magazine with all the 
chosen texts available in 
their main languages and 
in Portuguese. It was from 
this material that I develo-
ped the Artistic Residency 
in Portugal and the perfor-
mances.
This project stands for the 
beauty that lives in the 
diversity and calls for the 
inclusion and opening of 
our hearts to this wealth 
that comes from the other. 
Diversity does not have to 
be strangeness: I truly be-

lieve this. Above all, this is 
a project that celebrates the 
human community and not 
the borders. It celebrates us 
all being on planet Earth, 
having the opportunity and 
privilege to share it and to 
share ourselves as human 
beings.

Why did you decide to 
develop these Mundos? 

The word was something 
that I was eager to inclu-
de in the work, there was 
this desire to bring this 
collection of stories as an 
humanitarian heritage able 
to show the cultural diver-
sity of Lisbon and Mouraria 
(one of the most multi-
cultural neighborhoods 
in Lisbon, with more than 
50 different nationalities). 
With Covid-19, I had to 
rethink the work strategy 
and focus on the online. 
Mundos daqui e além mar 
has two strands: stories 
and songs to which parti-
cipants should give their 
own voice. In the case of 
stories, participants could 
choose a poem, a letter, a 
short story, etc. In the case 
of songs they could choose 
an instrumental or vocal 
song from their homeland. 
Art is a beacon of light 

that has never made more 
sense than in the period of 
isolation to which we have 
all been confined!

What does the Intimate 
Bridges project bring to 
Mouraria district and its 
society?

Above all, proximity, in a 
space where people are 
taken into account and are 
involved in the cultural and 
civil process, in a tolerant 
and trusting space where 
they can feel welcomed 
enough to express their 
interests and their voi-
ce. The Intimate Bridges 
project was developed on 
the values of inclusion, 
equality, respect, but also 
fun and joy, vital qualities 
for the fabric of Mouraria 
and the city.

And what is your asses-
sment of the project’s 
progress?

These pandemic times have 
been highly challenging, 
but the integrity of the 
project and its heart had 
to prevail. It was necessary 
to look at things different-
ly, with a lot of flexibility, 
and to act with creativity 
to achieve the continu-

ity of the project. This 
reinvention has taught me 
a lot about humility and 
resilience in adapting to 
circumstances as they are 
to make the best of it. None 
of this would have been 
possible if the availability 
for connection between the 
group had not consist in a 
robust co-creation.

How did the situation of 
confinement we are expe-
riencing chang the deve-
lopment of the project?

Batucaria had been rehear-
sing since January, and in 
March we had the situation 
of confinement, which left 
us at a crossroads and with 
many questions to which 
we still had no answer. 
Basically, it was looking at 
what we had and thinking 
about strategies, alternati-
ves that could answer the 
project’s survival and the 
continuity of a group that 
was already created and in 
the process of working. Ba-
sically we “migrated” from 
the face-to-face rehearsals 
to weekly online meetin-
gs, through the ZOOM 
platform. In parallel with 
these rehearsals, our Batu-
caria team – composed by 
Fred, Nuno and me - also 

launched weekly challen-
ges, so that people could 
train their rhythms during 
the week and make videos 
that they should send back 
to us in order to create a 
final thematic video. So, 
basically, the online Batu-
caria process resulted in 
the creation of a Maracatu 
video, which is a Brazilian 
rhythm, a flamenco video 
and a video inspired by Ma-
dal, a Nepalese instrument. 
With these three videos 
we were able to obtain an 
ethnographic synthesis of 
the nationalities and the 
interests represented in the 
Orchestra.

How do you foresee 
the continuation of the 
project?

It was possible to ensure 
the continuity of some of its 
actions thanks to the vide-
os of the Orchestra, as the 
online concert launched 
on 1st of October, videos 
of stories and songs from 
the world and the bilingual 
literary magazine. These 
outputs not only enable 
a continuity instead of a 
stop, but also a democratic 
access to anyone, anywhe-
re in the world. The work 
done is therefore a testi-

mony and a testament for 
the future. I hope it serves 
the purpose of keeping this 
memory alive and opens 
up possible future doors 
to new inspirations and 
creations.

If you had to choose a sin-
gle word to describe the 
project right now, what 
would it be?

Freedom. Because there is 
a freedom that no one or 
nothing can steal from us, 
not even confinement. This 
is visible in the way the 
project continues regard-
less of the limitations we 
are facing today.
 
Is there any special me-
mory or image from the 
creative process?

Many... but I’ll say just the 
smiles and the sense of 
community. This is what 
activates my joy and my 
sense of purpose in relation 
to what I do.

InTERVIEW #1

Alba Naien Amado 
Fernández
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What is music for you 
and what is its role?

It’s an art form, that is very 
clear for me. Personally, is 
a passion! I like everything 
related to music. I get 
excited with music, I get 
enthusiastic.
Regarding its role, music 
has artistic, cultural, social 
and therapeutic aspects. It 
depends on the focus we 
put ourselves on. We can 
use music for educational 
and social purposes, to 
work in communities, to 
bring people together or to 
keep people away. I like to 
use music to create brid-
ges, because I think music 
makes it easier. When 
we take away our main 
means of communication, 
which is talking, we open 
direct access to other 
dimensions. For example, 
I like to do workshops in 
which I hardly speak. This 
comes from my experience 
in Música nos Hospitais. 
We used to do two, three 
hours of sessions/interven-
tions in which we barely 
talked. We didn’t explain 
anything to the people, it 

was all music and non-ver-
bal communication. 

You said: «I like to use 
music to create bridges». 
This bring us directly to 
Intimate Bridges, what 
motivated you to parti-
cipate in this project in 
Portugal?

First of all, Carla Costa 
and Renovar a Moura-
ria’s invitation. But also: 
I really enjoy doing this 
type of work that involves 
communities. I really like 
this challenge: joining peo-
ple who have never done 
anything together to make 
music all together.

Can you tell us about 
your specific contribu-
tion to the project?

The work I’ve done so far 
has been to collaborate 
in the musical artistic 
direction. Help the group 
with this. Give my per-
spective on how things 
can work or not. I decide 
nothing, but I contribute 
to the group giving it a 
direction. In this online 

phase I have been working 
more on video editing, 
and finding ways to work 
online. 

What is the concept 
of your workshop in 
presence? What was its 
structure?

There is a first part about 
group dynamics, where I 
start to know the group 
and read his non-verbal 
communication, whether 
they are comfortable or 
not, making a very light 
diagnosis of musical abi-
lities: if they can keep a 
pulse, if they can repeat a 
rhythm. Then I try to crea-
te a climate of security and 
communication among the 
group. After that we start 
having challenges, one 
simple and easy to achieve, 
others not as easy. Then 
work begins by establi-
shing a communication 
code in which I assume the 
role of a “conductor”, who 
uses gestures to provoke 
a sound reaction from the 
group.
So, group setting pha-
se, we start working on 
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skills and then we try to 
realize where that takes 
us, aware of individual 
proposals, as they emerge. 
In the process, I am always 
concerned about seeing 
if all the elements of the 
group are following or not. 
In the presential session, 
for example, we had a little 
girl who had a moment 
when she was somehow 
“disconnecting” from the 
activity. Luckily or not, I 
realized that and found a 
way to bring her into the 
group with a proposal 
from her. And she was 
happy because it was her 
own proposal and she was 
watching everyone else 
performing it. 

What was your goal for 
this session?

I wanted to reach the end 
with a piece structure 
more or less assembled, 
that could serve as a base 
for the final theme. The 
method is: first define the 
code, try it, get people to 
try it from the perspective 
of the conductor and then 
consolidate this communi-
cation relationship among 
the group.

I remember an episode 
during the workshop: 
you proposed that, at 
your signal, people 
would say their names 
all at once. What is the 
purpose of that?

(Laughing) It has several 
functions, you want to 
know my secrets! It has 
musical, group and dia-

gnostic functions. 
In musical terms I am 
working on something 
fundamental and without 
which you cannot make 
music, which is to pro-
duce a sound at the same 
time. That is the basis. We 
created a code for the par-
ticipants, to do something 
at the same time, or at 
the same time as much as 
possible. From an artistic 
point of view, the idea is 
to create a sound cluster, 
with their own names. In 
other words, each person’s 
name loses its identity to 
enter in a cluster. To-
gether, those names form a 
special sound moment. 
It also has an “ice breaker” 
function, and I think hu-
mor is very important, as 
people having fun. It has a 
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security function, to tran-
smit security to the group, 
such as: there is no fear of 
failing, and this is very im-
portant. We established a 
communication code using 
which we are all at ease, so 
if I fail, we laugh about it. 
We create a safe environ-
ment so that we can go to 
other levels of work.

What were the main 
challenges you faced; for 
example, group dynami-
cs, communication, etc.?

I felt no challenge from the 
perspective of difficulty. 
The main challenge is to 
get people involved and 
feel motivated to be there. 
To feel perfectly fulfilled 
and identified with the 
proposal.

In the online format, 
Batucaria participants 
did homework in video 
format. Can you explain 
in what it consisted?

My role was to launch 
this challenge: what if we 
chose to create a video in 
which people can record 
their parts?
The first goal was to 
maintain the activity of 
Batucaria Orchestra in this 
context of social distance. 

Find a way in which the 
sessions could happen and 
at the same time create 
a product. Presentially, 
performances are prepared 
and we have a repertoire. 
At distance, you can’t play 
together, so a new way to 
create a product here it’s 
important for people to 
feel motivated. The result 
is important and that’s 
what people are waiting 
for, too. The videos went 
in that direction. The chal-
lenge was for people to 
make these recording with 
their own means. There 
is a method: people had 
to record their music so 
that we could synchronize 
everything. But basically 
that was it: we tried to 
keep the activity going on 
and turn it into something 
positive that would have a 
positive result even from a 
distance.

Until now, how many 
videos have you made?

Three. The first was of 
Maracatu, the second of 
Flamenco and the third is a 
“madal rhythm”. Although 
we are at distance, there is 
a great creative contribu-
tion from the elements of 
the orchestra. 

How has the pandemic 
affected the character of 
your workshops? 

There is nothing that can 
substitute having people 
playing together. Not ha-
ving this chance, I think it 
is a good way for people to 
feel themselves as part of 
a project and work on the 
production of a final result. 
The balance is positive, be-
cause it will be documen-
ted. Each one contributed 
in its own way and within 
their possibilities. 
Obviously, there is always 
a curve of motivation and 
interest that goes up and 
down, it’s a natural curve, 
it’s normal. As such, it was 
fundamental to find a way 
to keep people available 
and motivated. 
I would say that the main 
challenge is to keep people 
committed and sending 
the material. Fred and Car-
la are the ones that dealt 
with this, I’m more behind 
the scenes, invisible, but I 
think it worked quite well!
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Which is your role in the 
Intimate Bridges project 
and Orchestra Batucaria?

I am what it can be descri-
bed as a “facilitator”: some-
one who has musical skills 
serving this project that has 
a considerable musical di-
mension. My role is to mo-
tivate people, to keep the 
interest in music through 
several musical practices, 
also with a certain atten-
tion to cultural expression, 
so I end up joining a series 
of different things: corporal 
consciousness, cultural 
expressions and musical 
practices. From vocal acti-
vation to body percussion 
and, finally, instruments.

How did your involve-
ment with this project 
and association begin?

Carla Costa (Renovar a 
Mouraria) knew my work 
and then she got in touch 
with me. When she told me 
about Intimate Bridges, I 
got curious.
First I did a diagnostic ses-
sion with a small workshop 

at Mouraria, with migrant 
children and adults. Batu-
caria rehearsals started by 
the end of January 2020. 
After this first process, 
through Carla’s feedback 
and my own feedback, 
we managed to work as 
a team. The project also 
has other fronts: there is 
a more multidisciplinary 
artistic approach, brought 
by Carla. 

What kind of prepara-
tion does a project like 
this require? I mean, 
both initially and before 
it started, but also on a 
more general level.

Before you teach anything 
you have to learn. There is 
a dimension of musical and 
cultural preparation that is 
really important. Cultu-
rally speaking, you must 
understand where the 
rhythm comes from and 
then pay more attention 
to the musical dimension, 
something that concerns 
the practice and awareness 
of the challenge itself. I 

did a lot of online resear-
ch and took a maracatu 
workshop, for instance, to 
dive more deep into one of 
the possible rhythms to be 
taught. I needed to prepare 
about possible proposals to 
bring to Batucaria. We are 
what we do and diligence 
pays off.

How is to work with a 
multicultural and inter-
generational group?

In my view, anyone in the 
world is “musical” and 
can make music. What 
you need is to find some 
dimensions of yourself that 
can collaborate and create 
something musical within 
a group such as ours. In our 
Orchestra a context is crea-
ted for the person to learn. 
It is a matter of adapting 
the work to the people, to 
make them look for more.
The artistic and musical 
production should not be 
an exclusive right of some 
people. There is a general 
predisposition in doing 
things: I’m not saying that 

A TALK WITH Frederico Furtado
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everyone is into music but 
there is the ability for us 
to make it. Creativity is 
something that everyone 
can have. Consequently, it 
seems relevant to recognize 
that each person’s crea-
tive potential matters in 
Batucaria’s project. We are 
not telling people that they 
are worthless and that they 
have to learn this style to 
be worth something, but 
we are saying: «what you 
do it’s very cool, now we’re 
going to try to do other 
things, to understand what 
you can do… to understand 
that your potential can ma-
nifest on different fronts».

What is the first musical 
aspect to work on with 
the orchestra?

The body is the instrument, 
the tool. There is no other 
way around it: without 
a body you do nothing. 
And then everything goes 
from the subtle awareness 
of what’s around us to to 
subtle control of the body 
– that is what warm-ups 
are for: having the notion 
of your spine, being aware 
of your voice, of your ears, 
arms and legs. This is the 
fundamental basis of the 
technical work that can be 
done. Becoming aware of 
the body and then, whate-
ver you are going to do with 

the body, it can be directly 
with it - with singing, with 
body percussion, with 
listening – or you can start 
playing with the external 
appendages and exten-
sions, which is the imple-
mentation of instruments. 
Whatever they be.

Is that why the rhythm is 
so important?

Everything contains a 
rhythm. For example, 
listening. You hear. Now 
I’m here with you and 
if you didn’t speak and 
comprehend Portuguese, 
you would hear lots of 
inflections that I do and 
that would clearly sug-

gest melodies. Rhythm is 
something that I spend all 
the day around and I can’t 
get enough of it. There is 
clearly a special rhythmic 
dimension in Batuca-
ria and I, as a drummer, 
maybe could stay just with 
that, but music is not just 
rhythm: it is everything.

What’s the meaning 
behind the home-made 
instruments you work 
with?

I think it has to do with the 
dimension of the personal 
fulfilment. People put the 
effort to create things with 

their hands and each one 
with materials that they 
have at home. So, more ea-
sily, there is an opportunity 
to appropriate something 
and make it yours. 
The origin of the creati-
ve process is incredibly 
important, because it is 
a catalyst for actions and 
working with instruments 
at home becomes therefore 
a great process of raising 
awareness and valuing the 
individual. Then you can 
bring into the collective: 
the individual is important 
within the collective, the 
balance between the single 

persons and the collective 
is very important and I 
think it is sorely needed by 
humanity, especially in the 
western zone of the world.

In practical terms, what 
has changed in your role 
as a facilitator and in 
your work with the Batu-
caria Orchestra, with the 
arrival of the pandemic 
situation?

Well, luckily at the time I 
had a good Internet con-
nection, so we were able to 
do Zoom sessions without 
much stress. So, there was 
the proof that there is a 
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positive dimension in tech-
nology, as in everything. As 
there is also a negative di-
mension in everything. It is 
not technology that is bad, 
it is the way we do things 
that determines whether 
they are problematic or 
not. The pandemic came to 
prevent our sessions in pre-
sence and, in a certain way, 
it castrated the potential of 
the Orchestra. But human 
beings have adapted since 
they were born and so this 
is it: we adapted, we met 
together via Zoom and we 
continue to have a lot of 
fun. 

And did you notice a 
difference in your tech-
niques as a facilitator, in 
these reality?

Zoom does not allow the 
real-time reactions. Zoom 
has a latency effect that 
makes the facilitator’s work 
very difficult – although 
we can always get around 
it, nevertheless of course 
the quality of the Internet 
will determine the context 
and the way you can work. 
Things change immedia-
tely. And I had to rely on in-
struments like MuseScore, 
to make compositions and 
to have everything avai-

lable in a visually way. We 
made recordings, videos 
and sent them to the par-
ticipants. MuseScore was 
not so fun but, on the other 
hand, it is highly accurate, 
it is metronomic: it intro-
duces a more concrete ele-
ment to the practice, even 
if it is not so pleasurable. 
Saturday’s session (our first 
face-to-face meeting after 
the start of the pandemic) 
was incredible. We were 
completely together becau-
se the participants watched 
the videos at home and 
that was basically working 
with models: people had 
to reproduce what they 
watched – it’s like being 
playing with someone who 
is very consistent. There-
fore, who survived to the 
Batucaria COVID phase is 
doing very well.

Did you notice any 
difference in human 
relationships within the 
orchestra?

Yes, we kept the great vibe 
in the online rehearsals, but 
when we were all together 
in presence it was really 
cool. People can see each 
other, they don’t have to 
see themselves in little 
boxes, we can all talk at the 
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same time freely, we don’t 
have to be managing silen-
ces... The lockdown phase 
was really challenging: 
it was like training with 
weights and then finally ta-
king the weights off, at the 
end it’s much lighter and 
you can jump much faster. 
Zoom was like a weight 
training session. 

What is the impact of 
this project in its own 
members? What is your 
evaluation of the who-
le process, of this great 
journey?

People seem motivated 
and interested. And they’re 
happy. And they learn.
Of course it’s a positive 
balance, because it allowed 
us to grow, to keep making 
new and different pro-
posals, to keep learning. 
So, I think it is more than 
positive!

the universal language route

18th July, 2020. We arrive in the beauti-
ful courtyard of Casa da Achada (Lisbon) 
to watch Histórias daqui e Além Mar. It’s 4 
o’clock p. m., the sun accompanied by a 
clear blue sky. A huge loquat protects new-
comers, who occupy the chairs on the up-
per terrace. Lemon trees, young olive trees 
and lavenders surround the lower terrace. 
Two black umbrellas extend a mantle of 
shadow to the stage, which has a yellow 
triangular wall as a backdrop. The hypot-
enuse line descends to the right, discover-
ing a landscape of houses entrenched by 
the slope of Mouraria neighborhood.
The performance starts with the reproduc-
tion of several voices reciting loose verses 
in different languages, accompanied by 
guitar and bass, an original theme com-
posed for the play. Gradually, six women 
occupy the space making an half-moon 
and, one by one, write a verse on a large 
rectangular paper centered on the yellow 
wall. From left to right we can see some 
of the participants: Larib, from Pakistan, 
is dressed in a dark red hijabe, a black tu-
nic with white and gray patterns, with 
red and orange ornaments on sleeves and 
hems; Sabee, from Nepal, has a golden 
jewel on her hair; Krystyna, from Ukraine, 
red-haired and red-lipped, has roses in 
the hair, a black dress and a shawl; Elena, 
from Romania, blonde, in a black skirt and 
white traditional shirt; Two Brazilians, 
Letícia, with long, plaited hair, yellow skirt 
and white leaves; and Vanessa, with short 
curly hair, watermelon earrings and red, 
green and yellow flowers skirt.

Observing their writings, I reckon the let-
ters of the first two participants to be not 
from the alfabet. They all seem to be dis-
tinct from each other. Once the first song is 
over, each sentence is chanted in the same 
order. Little by little, we understand that 
the different phrases have a specific mean-
ing. At the end of the fourth sentence, we 
heard the word “sea” with a similar por-
tuguese pronunciation (“mare” becomes 
“mar”). Then, a phrase with a Brazilian ac-
cent is sang, with a very strange pronun-
ciation for a Portuguese. Finally, we real-
ize the content of the sentences: «Worlds 
from here and overseas».
Then, each participant represents some 
individual gestures, repeating them twice. 
Each gesture is specific, has different du-
rations, intentions and conveys different 
sensations. Finally the gesture is accom-
panied by a phrase. Together, they elab-
orate a choreography and interconnect 
themselves.
With the resonant impact of a Tibetan 
bowl, the audience imagination fluctu-
ates: the flat walls turned into smooth, 
round stones from a well, drowning in the 
deep sound of a sine wave. 
What we hear is a set of phrases in differ-
ent sounds, whose meaning hits our ears 
and suddenly vanishes with the wind. 
No intention is certain and the opposites 
reign: the anger is tender, perhaps it is 
love, the grace becomes madness. Over 
time, the dynamics increase and the fran-
tic voices rise to an intense unison. Sud-
denly, we hear the same sine wave and, for 
a brief moment, silence is established.
Frederico, the conductor of the Batucaria 
Orchestra, enters the scene and distributes 
white sheets to each member of the perfor-
mance. He begins to shape the paper, pro-
ducing sound effects through the rhythm, 
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being immediately imitated by the group. 
After a short while, the conductor stretch-
es the sheet and directs it to the person on 
his left, in a single assertive gesture. Now 
that person directs and the group shapes 
the sheet according to their gestures. And 
so on, accordingly with all the others.
Once the sheets are collected, a kind of 
choir starts. Whenever requested with an 
indicator gesture, each one intonates a 
word. Little by little, the conductor com-
poses an improvised musical piece, joining 
and alternating voices, increasing and de-
creasing the volume, playing with the dif-
ferent rhythms that each word provided.
The last part is dedicated to three songs 
sung individually by Larib, Sabee and Kry-
styna: the farewell is done in their mother 
tongue, articulated with a sign gesture, 
verbal and non verbal communication to-
gether.
The performance interlude takes the form 
of a guided tour to a small part of Mourar-
ia. A few steps from Casa da Achada, we 
discover Largo da Achada. The two artists 
Carla Costa and Davide d’Antonio guide 
the visit and illustrate the history of the 
place: once it was part of the periphery of 
the Muslim city, that’s why its name Acha-
da means plain. The square is also known 
for having there one of the oldest houses in 
the city, of typical medieval construction, 
which resisted the 1755 earthquake.
Then we go along Rua das Farinhas. There 
is an exhibition of photographs, an “open-
air gallery”, as Carla says, an exhibition 
called Tributo, created in 2009 by Camila 
Watson, a migrant who fell in love with 
the city of Lisbon and the neighborhood of 
Mouraria. The photographs are portraits 
of the oldest residents of the neighbor-
hood. 
This explanation is given at Largo dos 

Trigueiros, where diversity through gas-
tronomy stands out. Trigueirinho is a 
traditional Portuguese restaurant, with a 
photo of the owners abroad; and O Can-
tinho do Azis, of traditional African food. 
After this short guided tour, we are taken 
to Beco do Rosendo, where the association 
Renovar a Mouraria is located, and where 
it was founded in 2008.
The same six women of the first perfor-
mance wait for our return. According 
to the Covid-19 security conditions, the 
whole group is divided into two for the 
two floors of Beco do Rosendo. Our group 
of people climb the stairs and is received 
by Elena, Krystyna and Letícia. They take 
us to a room where we sit in a circle. Each 
one of us has to say his or her name and 
nationality. We hear Elena’s poem in Ro-
manian. Each verse of the poem begins 
with the three words: «Nu and târziu» 
(“it is not late”). Elena explains that the 
poem talks about never being late to be 
happy and never give up on our dreams. 
Krystyna recites the Russian poem of the 
song she has sung in the performance, 
which is about romantic encounters at 
night and conflicts with parents. This song 
brings homesickness to Krystyna. Letí-
cia recites a poem by the brasilian poet 
Carlos Drummond de Andrade: And now 
José?. She relates the symbolism of the 
poem with her life and the difficult mo-
ment that her country is going through. 
The poem speaks of an apathetic José, who 
has lost his ambition to live. The declama-
tion of Elena and Krystina’s poems, the 
ones told in a language which meaning I 
couldn’t grasp, made me think about the 
ambiguous character of the phonology of 
language, the sound of the words stripped 
of their meaning. They started with no ex-
planation, which gave space for the audi-
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ence to imagine the content of the poem. I 
could have closed my eyes and only by the 
intonations and inflexions of words, reach 
not the complete meaning of each word, 
but the spirit in which the phrases were 
told. I could have complemented the ac-
tive listening of sound with the visual ob-
servation of the language expressed by the 
body, the waving of hands, the frowning 
or smoothing of brows and forehead, or 
even just from the impossible misleading 
truth of the eyes. And in both ways I would 
have guessed it. From Elena, the serenity, 
tranquility and happiness. From Krystina 
the confidence and daring. From Letícia, 
only by interpretation of body language, 
the apathy and unwillingness. So, even 
though the phonological and body lan-
guage phenomena might me be a essential 
tool to understand intentions, ways of be-
ing and to express a clearer form of hon-
esty, I recognise also a deceiving power to 
it, as we can, voluntarily or involuntari-
ly, comunicate content with contrasting 
emotions, leaving the receiver to judge, 
imagine and comprehend. By knowing 
this advantage and disadvantage, we are a 
step ahead to understand the other with a 
closer compassion. 

After this performance, it took place a Ba-
tucaria Orchestra live concert. The five el-
ements of Batucaria Orchestra stood in a 
straight line along the stage, in front of the 
association Renovar a Mouraria building. 
In unison, the orchestra recited a poem 
created together during the confinement 
period workshop.
While some planes were flying over the 
city, Frederico, the director, started the 
first part of the concert. With some spe-
cific gestural indications, each member 
reacted with a certain sound. 

Then, each element took their instrument, 
an agogô, a sort of bell, and different types 
of drums, and together they played their 
piece of Maracatu, a Brazilian rhythm. The 
impact was so surprising that, at the end 
of the play, some residents who watched 
from the windows shouted cheerfully! 
Finally, the group played the piece Batu-
caria, based on rhythms and variations 
created during the workshops. In the end, 
applause and gratitude filled Rosendo’s al-
ley and the smile of orchestra’s members 
mirrored happiness.
The faces of the participants, like Inês, 
Hilária, Ellen, Caterina and André, were 
full of joy and relief. We noticed the feel-
ing and the relaxing way they played with 
each other. The initial part of Batucaria, 
which they called Biribum, was not played 
as good as the other parts, maybe because 
of the rehearsal time. A spectator and facil-
itator of another social music project, con-
gratulated the group on their performance 
and on having achieved the completion of 
the project through online workshops.
There was some sadness in the group of 
participants, because the performance 
finished their joyful experience. But they 
were already talking about how to contin-
ue the orchestra independently. The group 
is motivated to continue learning.
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How do you make everyone understand 
a series of poems in five different langua-
ges, when you only manage to understand 
one? The solution found: you connect as a 
human being, you develop empathy. There 
was something linking the unknown and 
foreign words, the smiles and the body 
movements with the music, as an own 
language itself.
Histórias Daqui e Além Mar, made during 
COVID-19 pandemic, has brought so-
mething “bonding” amongst all the social 
distance required while building Intimate 
Bridges. 
The performance started with an original 
music composed for the play. Then five 
participants arrived. Words from Bra-
zil (with Rosi), Russia (with Margarida), 
Cabo Verde (with Paulo), Japan (with San-
dra) and Syria (with Ibraheem) were writ-
ten, spoken individually and altogether. 
These words were trying to capture their 
own meaning: simple things, the soul and 
the beings living into them, trying to per-
ceive the supreme path, where myself and 
others can coexist.
If you and others can coexist in the same 
space – as one of the recited poems said 
–, why can’t your words share the same 
time and space too? Why don’t use them 
together, even if they come from different 
languages? The meaning still lies within 
them and maybe you, as an observant, can 
discover something new. Maybe you will 
be able to pay attention to the musicality 
of the words, and you will realise that you 
can use dynamics, pitches, and create mu-

sic using unknown words. That was what 
happened after the recitation of the verses: 
under Frederico Furtado’s conducting, the 
words became threads and turned into 
music.
The First Act ended, in Achada’s Hou-
se, after a musical performance without 
words by the participants Ibraheem , in a 
Syrian oud, and another musical moment 
played by Rosi, with Gonzaguinha.

The Second Act was a guided tour by Carla 
Costa and Davide D’Antonio, the two ar-
tists from Portugal and Italy coordinating 
the Intimate Bridges project.
During the small tour through Mouraria’s 
long and multicultural History the au-
dience was engaged in a humorous way, 
pretending that they were Italian and Car-
la was the stranger. The tour highlighted 
the long history of Achada (XVI century). 
Crossing the neighbourhood, in Rua das 
Farinhas, we then travelled back to 2008 
with “Tribute”, a photography exposition 
engraved in the walls with senior local 
inhabitants, by Camilla Watson, passing 
through the multicultural restaurants in 
Largo dos Trigueirinhos, the public arri-
ved to Renovar a Mouraria’s Association, 
home to the Third Act.

Then the audience was separated into two 
different rooms in Renovar a Mouraria. In 
the first one they waited for Paulo and Rosi 
and in the second there was Margarita and 
Sandra, participants and storytellers of 
the performance. Dressed in the colours 
of her country and wearing a traditional 
hat, Margarita said one poem written by 
her in Russian and remembered by heart. 
Afterwards, she explained the game of 
words that before we could caught only 
by sound. In the poem Margarita criticised 
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the ones that eat to feed the body and not 
to feed the soul. There was no need of tran-
slation to feel the emotions behind these 
words.
Sandra followed Margarida. She read a 
small story about a mother and a child in 
a train. There is an accident and the child 
hits the head against the window. The 
mother then tries to calm the child. Despi-
te the apparent similarities that the story 
had with some distant tales, regarding 
the existence of a moral to learn and re-
member, the end of the story still caught 
everyone unprepared. The mother says 
that not only the child got hut but also the 
window! Who would wonder and worry 
about if a window is suffering when we, 
ourselves, are hurt? With Sandra we lear-
ned about selfless love and compassion, 
not blaming the other because we are hurt.
The performers taught to the audience 
three selected words from each poem, un-
til they sounded quite fluent for non-Rus-

sian and non-Japanese speakers. We felt 
we didn’t need translation to feel the upri-
sing, the strength and urge to fight in Mar-
garita’s poem, or the kindness and love in 
Sandra’s story.
Ending the performance, Margarida and 
Sandra asked the audience for a Portu-
guese word that would have a special me-
aning for them. The audience’s response 
was “Bem haja”: in an attempt of transla-
tion, it was explained that this expression 
means something beyond a simple “thank 
you”. After all, this Portuguese expression 
celebrates goodness, in a selfless, hopeful 
and everlasting meaning. And so it was 
that day.
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The online concert of songs from around 
the world Mundos daqui e além mar, re-
leased on the facebook page of Associação 
Renovar a Mouraria and Intimate Bridges 
youtube channel, reflects the work done 
during the confinement of the pandemic, 
under the project of inclusion by the arts 
Intimate Bridges.
In this concert, migrants that took part on 
a homemade video collection of music’s 
and stories from around the world, and 
Batucaria, a multicultural and intergener-
ational orchestra, share traditional themes 
from their countries.
What we have watched in this concert rep-
resents, in my opinion, the culmination of 
a long process of work, effort and collec-
tive sharing, which was even more intense 
given the pandemic situation we are ex-
periencing. I followed the development 
of the project and I think that despite the 
physical distance that was imposed by the 
situation, it was largely possible to achieve 
the objectives established at the outset.
This concert was “launched” online on 
November 16, 2020, International Day for 
Tolerance, which in my view has a very 
special symbolism. The Batucaria project 
and Mundos daqui e além mar initiative 
of homemade videos was born precisely 
from the concept of respect and tolerance 
for the other, thus having a striking sym-
bolism, due to the fact that the concert 
was published on the day on which it is 
intended to celebrate tolerance. It is also 
important to highlight that one of the 
primary objectives of this entire project 

is the inclusion of people who left their 
countries and came to live and work in 
Portugal, having to leave their family and 
friends often in a distant country, with no 
certainty of returning. The integration of 
these migrants requires a deepening of our 
capacity to accept and tolerate difference 
and even make it a virtue that elevates us 
all, as a community.
As everyone knows, with the Covid-19 
pandemic, several cultural activities were 
suspended and it was necessary to adapt 
to the restrictions placed on us. To get 
around this situation, the entire Batucaria 
group came together, reinvented at home 
and worked as a team online and in pur-
suit of a single goal, the realization of three 
videoclips available in the online concert. 
Besides this, another side project, called 
Mundos daqui e além mar was created, en-
gaging 31 people, from 23 different nation-
alities, who recorded from their homes 
and personal gadgets videos on stories 
and musics from their countries. Despite 
the various difficulties and challenges that 
crossed the way along the way, the reali-
zation of this project was possible and the 
concert is now available on Youtube for 
viewing by anyone interested.
The fact that the project continued de-
spite the physical distance, demonstrates 
how cultural activity cannot stop and how 
important it is to share all this diversity, 
even if in different format than would be 
considered normal. This is precisely what 
this concert intends to demonstrate: how 
on this planet that we live in can (co)exist 
so many different cultures, all so beautiful 
and unique. I consider that in a time like 
the one we are living in, the realization of 
this type of projects is an asset not only 
for the migrants engaged, but for all of us. 
At a time when the doors are closing, this 

concert materializes a solution, broad-
ens horizons and brings hope for a better, 
more inclusive and undoubtedly more 
beautiful world.
Throughout the concert it is possible to 
watch cultural diversity and an incredible 
inclusion of different musical styles, where 
people from different countries sing and 
dance according to different cultures. This 
concert is of unimaginable richness and 
cultural sharing. It is also very beautiful to 
see happiness in people’s faces, many of 
them still children, when showing to the 
world the culture with which they grew up 
and were educated.
I was immediately touched by the starting 
point for the conception of this project, the 
creation of a diverse and inclusive musical 
band, Batucaria, a multicultural and in-
tergenerational and immigrant orchestra, 
alongside with Mundos Daqui e Além Mar 
initiative, due to the intention of facilitat-
ing the integration of immigrant people 
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living in Lisbon neighborhoods through 
music and stories. 
As a last remark I write the words «I now 
walk slowly, because in the past I lived in 
a hurry» – that one can hear in the origi-
nal theme that is presented at the end of 
the online concert –, because I think that 
actions like this, promote the “intimate 
bridges” that the project aims and that 
such “bridges” must be built without 
haste, but in a determined way.
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Intimate Bridges’ motto is «bringing 
people together through performing 
arts» - all kinds of people, no matter who 
you are. It doesn’t matter where you were 
born, what language you speak, what 
studies you have made or how old you are. 
If you care enough to join the project, you 
already have everything you need to be 
part of something with other people that 
increases each other’s positive energies. 
Orquestra Batucaria includes members 
from 11 nationalities, more than 40 
people, from 8 to 62 years old. For the 
first rehearsal I attended, I had a choice 
to make: just observe or also participate 
in certain dynamic exercises. I chose 
the second one. However, it would have 
been impossible not to participate, both 
because of the type of perception I wanted 
to have and because of the “pull” that 
the people exerted on me and on the new 
participants.

by MARIANA RODRIGUES On the football field of the Clube desportivo da Mouraria, in the secret 
heart of the neighbourhood, Carla Costa, who was organizing the 
rehearsal, and Frederico Furtado, the musician who was leading it, 
welcomed everyone. The impression that I had was that, more than a 
gathering to play music, Orquestra Batucaria was a place to “be”: to be, 
every week, with other people, to share stories, rhythms and ways to 
play an  étranger instrument. To be free from the world out there and 
all its difficulties and to focus all your energies on playing and making 
music with others, whether you only copied what others were doing, or 
you actually understood what was being said and done. To see a little of 
yourself in the music you made – and a little bit of others too. 
During the rehearsals, everyone had his own voice and had the 
opportunity to play a solo, in a completely free and creative manner, to 
simply experiment with music and see how far they could go. It could 
be exciting or scary, beyond comfort zones. Nevertheless, it could also 
be liberating and fun, or all the above together. It was all clear from the 
participants’ expressions while they were waiting for their turn or as 
they were starting.
The first step in making music is to know the instruments, which in that 
case weren’t created before or for that specific purpose: Fred saw what 
people already had with themselves, encouraged them in using their 
objects and bodies and guided them to the composition of the final music 
together. Fred’s technic was all about movement and consciousness of 
the body, feeling the rhythm, watching the ones leading and imitating 
them, as if they were already playing. Essentially it was all about putting 
everyone at ease, almost forgetting that this was still only the warm-up 
and then the “real” music had yet to start.
But then the pandemic started to sprint its way to everyone. However, 
the virus didn’t stop Orquestra Batucaria. The rehearsals became online, 
through Zoom, and the communication via WhatsApp became heavier, in 
order to keep alive the deep meaning of the Orquestra, that is bringing 
people together. Even though they couldn’t be physically together.
It wasn’t easy. For anyone. Anyway, every week the members of the 
orchestra gathered, each one of them from his home, with more or 
less improvised musical instruments from their kitchens. Their music 
was played and echoed in each house and Fred kept on teaching 
with MusicScore, showing for the first time a piece of sheet music to 
the Orquestra. Of course, they had to deal with many problems: bad 
Internet connections, bad sound and image quality, difficulties in 
synchronizing the whole group at the same tempo.
Each week the participants had homework to do: they had to make 
individual recordings that were later put together to create a single 
video. The Orquestra was little by little enriched by new ideas and new 
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sounds, just like a living body that embraces its individual members to 
bring something new to the stage.
Orquestra Batucaria project for Intimate Bridges appears to be rather 
simple, at least in its essential goal of bringing people together. 
However, behind that there is a huge organizing and artistic effort that 
aims to harmonize human, social and cultural dynamics and still leave 
enough freedom to let art express itself.
The feedback from participants and public has been positive, as it was 
clear during the performance on July 19th: Mundos daqui e além mar, the 
final result of the whole artistic residency held by Carla with Davide 
D’Antonio and Fred’s collaboration, the story of many people, locals 
and migrants, that included also Orquestra Batucaria.
To give the idea of what came alive that day, describing facts and data of 
the project isn’t enough, because the emotion and the involvement had 
a crucial role. It’s a fact that bonds between people were established, 
artistic knowledge was shared, people were helped, and the results 
of the project were also given back to the community. But to join 
completely the atmosphere of the show and Intimate Bridges – and to 
understand the smiles during the performance of music or at the end of 
a poem declamation – some amount of empathy was needed.
When one is confronted with the need of having to move to a different 
country and become part of something new (that doesn’t always 
appreciate the uniqueness of oneself), how not to lose identity and 
culture of one’s own?
It would be naïve to give a simple answer to this complex question. But, 
in that performance, those people turned the answer into art: through 
poems, music, dance they showed a little of who they are. Despite 
the contrasting backgrounds, nationalities and languages that were 
presented in the show, they all fitted perfectly, as they were pieces of 
a puzzle, while the audience walked through every life that was told, 
played and danced, welcoming it with enthusiasm. It was almost like 
being part of a utopia.
Intimate Bridges and its projects in Mouraria have brought migrants 
and non-migrants together, exchanging life experiences and artistic 
knowledge, in order to create something hybrid that connects all 
of them, locals and “new locals”. It was the proof that life is always 
moving forward and always changing, and that a community made of 
different people who work and spend time together bring energy to the 
heart of a city. Maybe this utopia isn’t so distant.
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Almost ten months have passed since my 
first appearance in the workshops of Batu-
caria Orchestra. In one of our conversations, 
my friend Frederico Furtado told me that he 
had started to collaborate with a communi-
ty project: which I interpreted as an artistic 
project in which a context was provided to 
encourage musical composition with per-
cussive instruments. He also added that the 
average people had little or none music ex-
perience, and the main goal of these music 
encounters was to bring people of different 
languages and cultures together, through 
music performing. I was curious and wanted 
to learn more about the process and the spe-
cific dynamics he was using, as I am also in-
terested in collective music practices. That's 
why Frederico invited me to visit one of the 
workshops, which occurred every Saturday 
afternoon.
After my first attendance, I was asked by 
Carla Costa to be a part of the advisory board 
of the project as a storyteller. I would partici-

by JOAO OLIVEIRA VICENTE pate in the group dynamics as I wanted to contact with the others in a most 
natural way possible. By this way, I hoped to integrate the subjective space 
of the group.
In the beginning it was constituted of people with various ethnic origins, 
such as Portugal, Spain, France, Brazil, Russia, Nepal, Germany, Belgium, 
Italy, Holand. The content of the first workshops I attended remained fou-
ndamentally the same. We started with guided warm-up exercises with 
the purpose of activating the bodies through a sensitive awareness of spe-
cific parts and movements. Then we began to exercise our voices. We had a 
sound, a vowel or a consonant, sometimes chosen freely, sometimes estab-
lished, and we followed the gestural indications of the maestro, who had a 
serie of commands: choosing one or more individuals, stablishing rhythm 
patterns and regulate the sound intensity. Then we would do rhythmic 
exercises, feeling the pulsation with our feet and accentuating certain beats 
with hand or chest claps. It served as a preparation to play the percussive 
instruments that awaited us for the second hour of the rehearsal. 
We had a palette of percussive timbers at our disposal. From base drums, 
xequerês and agogôs to frying pans, pot lids, forks and an oval colourful 
bottle filled with grains made by Margarita Sharapova, a refugee russian 
participant. At the time, we were working on an instrumental piece based 
on rhythms provided by the word batucaria, by elongating and shortening 
each syllable. In this way, we shaped three different rhythms that would 
become the main pillars of the music. 

During the final part of one of the workshops, two Brazilian participants 
started to play a regional rhythm of the state of Pernambuco, Brazil, called 
Maracatu. As the rhythm evolved, the other participants gather around, si-
lently listening. After a first demonstration, people showed interest in lear-
ning how the rhythm was played and, in a blink of an eye, everyone was 
playing together with a great smile. 
A smile that vanished with the report of a pandemic disease, compelling 
people to be confined at home and to not have social meetings for the sake 
of personal and structural well-being. But there was no time for despera-
tion. It was only a question of how would we continue the project at distan-
ce. The answer were the online meetings.
Every Saturday morning, we were in front of a camera, trying to interact 
with each other through music. At start, many who showed up in person 
adhered to the online meetings. There were a few technical limitations, 
from simple problems of camera and microphone usage, to the impossibili-
ty of playing simultaneously. But efforts were made and solutions arranged. 
Paradoxically, the confinement period was a prolific one for the group. 
The participants took advantage of this situation by recording three com-
positions based on three traditional music practices: Maracatu, Flamenco 
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and Madal. Added to the materialistic results, social bonds grew strongly 
as people got through this difficult time by sharing ideas and making art 
together. 
 In June, a tiny light penetrated our restraining blinds, fully closed for three 
whole months. The rules of confinement were attenuated. It was time to re-
-integrate our social and cultural activities in our daily lives, and that meant 
the return of the Batucaria workshops in presence. At this point, the num-
ber of participants was considerably reduce. From that moment on, only 
the assiduous elements of the group appeared at the workshops: André, 
Inês, Hilária, Geraldo, Ellen, Caterina, Rosella and Pedro.

The eight of them, plus Frederico and Carla, prepared the two presentations 
scheduled for the summer: the first one in the beco (ally) do rosendo, where 
one can find Renovar a Mouraria headquarters, the second one in the Lis-
bon book fair. Their commitment was great and it reflected on both presen-
tations. Aside the inherent quality of the performances, they transmitted a 
beautiful feeling of enjoyment and happiness, as their smile grew within 
each beat on the drums. The moments after were like a kind of relaxed ex-
citation. I noticed a sense of proudness with a down to earth vision, highli-
ghting the positive and negative aspects of the performance, with room for 
improvement. 
After the book fair performance, it was time for the members to think about 
the future of the project. 
I remember having two different prejudgments about the nature of the 
whole project. The first one, I had before even attended to the workshops, 
was the idea of people playing together for the holy sake of companionship. 
Then, I thought quite the opposite: it seemed to me a more egoistic process. 
And here let it be clear: egoistic not in the usual term of harming others in 
order to obtain a determinate goal; but in a sense of valuing her or his own 
objectives in order to become better beings. Therefore, an egoistic act can be 
an altruistic one, if it benefits others during the process.
After going to a couple rehearsals, I notice a common behaviour: people 
took actively part in the music activities, and communicated through it. 
The welcoming's, rests and goodbyes were friendly. Actually, this is rather 
natural and healthy for the well-being of the project itself. A group of indi-
viduals form a music organism, stablish a practice routine to achieve collec-
tive goals. In the midst of completing those goals, which may be to develop 
a repertoire of vocal and instrumental pieces, they accomplish individual 
skills, like learning new rhythms and developing a more accurate tempo, 
that allow their musicality to grow. 

I started to think about this, when I saw the other as an individual 
eager to learn music and to play with a group, the primary objective 
being the music and not so much the social relation that comes with 
it. It was the personal relationship each one had with music that bon-
ded everyone together. That’s why I decided to recapture make a step 
towards the other. In order to help myself to understand the reasons 
of participation and the impact of the project, I asked a couple of ques-
tions to the assiduous participants of Batucaria. 
Why did people decided to participated in this project, what was their 
initial motivation? The common denominator of the answers was the 
enthusiasm for percussion. For some there was also the prospect of 
meeting new people, others to be part of a group, to contact with dif-
ferent cultures, and simply to spend quality time. As to the impact of 
the workshops and performances, I would like to quote a few answers: 
«body resourcefulness, learning rhythms, coordination»; «coordina-
tion technic that you only learn inside a group and not by yourself»; 
«fellowship and teamwork»; «compromise»; «I’ve learned a lot, 
we’ve learned a lot.»
I’ve also asked them to make a reflection of the online session and 
compare them to the workshops in presence: «There is no comparison 
between faces and screens...». For all of them, the most important fac-
tor was being together, to keep the flame alive and well. They referred 
to the sound problems as a negative side, but they also affirm that they 
grew up because they kept on going. 
There were other interesting answers. Someone felt sad because of the 
decreasing of participants and diversity after the confinement, hoping 
for the growth of participants in a near future. It was also enhanced 
the strenght of the group’s bond: «This is a turning point and there is 
uncertainty but there is a certain will to continue!»
In the present days, the Batucaria Orchestra is still alive and well des-
pite the end of the workshops under Intimate Bridges project! On 
that Saturday afternoon, at the end of the Fair Book performance, 
the group discussed and determined the conditions in order to con-
tinue working together. Everyone agreed that there was potential to 
be developed and more adventures to come. From that day, Batuca-
ria has weekly rehearsals during which they are developing their own 
method of learning, refining their repertoire for the upcoming perfor-
mances and, most of all, improving as musicians and human beings. 
By their words, Batucaria is «encounter, team work, joy, union, family 
and... bum, bum, bum!» 
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ALINA HAINIG, INES KAISER

BEAUTIFUL YOUNG WOMAN

Meliha, one of the workshop participants, is strutting across the 
sporadic arranged stage. The other six women - five participants 
and one workshop leader - observe the scene sitten on their 
wooden chairs, which are placed on one side of the room in the 
former bread factory. Meliha stops during her scene in the middle 
of the empty space of the room and looks at the small audience 
in front of her. She runs her fingers through her short white hair 
while she lets her imaginary mane flow in the air. The other 
participants applaud after she finishes the pantomimic scene and 
Meliha takes a subtle bow.
The workshop of Intimate Bridges and Stand 129 takes place 
in the former bread factory in the 10th district of Vienna. Five 
women with migration background have gathered there in August 
to participate in the theatre project by Stand 129, to share their 
experiences as female migrants and develop an autobiographical 
theatre performance under guidance of Özge Dayan-Mair, an 
Austrian actress with Turkish origins.
Meliha, the oldest of the participants, already wants to go back to 
her chair to watch the next presentation of another participant, 
but Özge Dayan-Mair, the workshop leader, stops her. «Try 
again», Özge encourages her. «But this time, don’t play a beautiful 
young woman. Start with a sentence in which the phrase on your 
piece of paper occurs. Tell us a story! Tell us YOUR story!»
Meliha hesitates for a moment and thinks about it. She looks 
on the piece of paper that she takes from a pile of folded pieces 
with phrases and words on it. «Beautiful young woman» wrote 
Bayan, another participant, during the exercise before to describe 
a certain colorful picture she chose. Now Meliha has to use this 
phrase to tell her own story.
Meliha gets back to stage to take another chance and to 
implement the suggestion of the workshop leader. «Just start with 
the phrase and tell us a story that comes to your mind naturally», 
Özge throws in to take the pressure out of the instruction. After 
some thinking Meliha crosses the stage and pauses in the middle 
again. She takes a deep breath. The other women are focused on 
her and the story she is about to narrate. 
«Can you be old and beautiful at the same time? », Meliha starts 
and looks at the audience. «I am 63 years old and I am beautiful! ». 
Meliha spreads her arms and it looks like she is presenting herself 
like a gift.
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The self-confidence (it seemed that she was talking about herself) 
makes her powerful and beautiful at the same time. The audience 
is cheering, and the women are smiling. Her message moved 
the other participants and left a deep impression, making them 
question their approach to beauty and age. Furthermore, it is 
an invitation to the women to be self-confident despite their 
migration background, their gender or their age. The oldest of 
the group has shown them, that self-confidence is independent 
from your origin and appearance. Beauty only emerges from self-
confidence, as Meliha depicted in her presentation.

Episode #1

ines KAISER

a glimpse of moments

It is been a few months now since I attended the first workshop 
session. I have let a lot of time pass until I could finally start this 
text. I was asked to describe a moment from the workshops of 
Intimate Bridges. A moment that has remained in my memory 
as somehow special. One single moment. Impossible, I thought. 
The various scenarios that I had the chance to experience and 
observe in the past few months replayed in my head. Each of these 
moments seemed too small and too meaningless to make up a 
whole page of text. But every one of these moments is worthy of 
documentation, I thought. And in fact, it is only their sum that 
makes all of these moments gain in significance. So here is a little 
glimpse taken from my collection of moments.
I can still remember the exact feeling I had when I first entered 
the room where the theater workshop took place. It was a hot day 
in August. On the way there, I had some troubles with an angry 
driver, who yelled at me for what felt like hours because I had 
lightly grazed his parked car with my bike by accident. So when I 
arrived I was bad-tempered, sweaty, exhausted and way too late. 
When I couldn’t find the entrance either, I briefly toyed with the 
idea of maybe just turning around unnoticed and rinsing away my 
sweat and bad mood with a jump into the refreshing waters of the 
Danube. But I stayed. And I’m happy that I did so, because what I 
found there (after somehow finding the right door) immediately 
made me feel optimistic again. When I entered the room, I saw 
a group of different aged women lined up in a circle facing each 
other. None of them noticed me. They all had their eyes closed and 
seemed highly focused. To understand what was happening there, 
I didn’t have to know what they were doing, because the energy 
permeating the room was unmistakable. The mutual appreciation 
and the will to create was palpable with such a vivid presence that 
I knew there was nothing to do but feel at ease here.

Besides the welcoming atmosphere, I was also struck by the shoes 
of one of the older participants. She wore bright pink indoor 
slippers with glittering buckles, the ones you’d usually only find 
in the children’s section. They were printed with butterflies and 
letters and flowers and little crowns and even the Eiffel Tower. 
Wild mix, indeed. At first, the shoes totally confused me, but 
this woman, who had short gray hair and was dressed quite 
inconspicuously, wore them with such self-assured casualness 
that it in fact rather made me question my own reaction to them. 
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She had already slipped her slippers off her feet as she stood 
up and slid on to the middle of the room only with her socks to 
present a little sketch. But before she started, she turned back with 
the words “Never without my high heels!” as if she was Beyoncé 
herself, and put the slippers on again. A soft chuckle escaped from 
my mouth out of sheer admiration. In the blink of an eye, this 
woman immediately became a huge inspiration to me. As a matter 
of fact, as I am writing this, I am wearing the most ridiculous 
clothes I could find in my closet and am just having a blast looking 
at my reflection in the mirror.

There are numerous anecdotes like this I could tell. I could talk 
about the woman who is a self-proclaimed non-smoker, but 
for years smoked one cigarette every evening after putting her 
children to bed, in order to have a little secret and a moment to 
herself. Or about the one who, in an act of rebellion against her 
parents’ rules, cut her hair very short and thus found herself a 
little bit more. I could talk about how beautiful I thought it was 
when these two women stood next to each other and danced. I 
could talk about how incredibly cool I saw on the stage a woman, 
who I initially perceived as quite shy, presenting her story a few 
weeks later, in front of an audience that were total strangers 
to her. And I could write about the proud glow she radiated 
afterwards. I could tell many stories that prove how important it 
is that projects like this one exist, how important it is that spaces 
are created in which people, who would probably never have 
met in their everyday lives, can meet and get to know each other, 
exchange ideas and perspectives, inspire and strengthen each 
other.

Episode #2

ALINA HAINIG
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Picture #1

ines KAISER

The stories of the female participants are 
as vibrant and individual as the pictures 
they have chosen. They are all different 
and at the same time they resemble each 
other.
Stories of strength and hope in the pro-
cess of migration. Especially their gender 
and the status as a female migrant in a 
foreign country unites the participants, 
even though their experiences are all indi-
vidual. So are the pictures.
However those pictures are only two-di-
mensional and frozen in contrast to the 
stories the women carry in themselves. 
The stories of the participants are lively, 
authentic and full of emotions. They con-
tain the past, the experience to be foreign 
somewhere and to be not able to commu-
nicate with others properly, because of 
the different languages.
The more they talk about their stories and 
the pictures they have chosen with their 
gut feeling, the more they realize what 
they are capable of.
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Picture #2

ALINA HAINIG

A musty old armchair shines bright in 
dimmed lights. It smells like leather and 
dust. It’s the stage for everyday’s life, a 
storyteller’s tool. It takes us to a border-
less place where people connect. A place 
where individuals become a collective, 
where one can immerse themself in one’s 
pain. A place of both truth and assertion. 
A place where assumption and reality 
merge. A place of coming to terms with 
the past and a place where utopia is built. 
Where the seekers may find themselves 
in others, where the travelers may stay 
for a while. A musty old armchair is a 
space to claim. Where voices are no longer 
silenced, where dialogue happens and a 
difference is made. 
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Luna Al-Mousli grew up in 
two different places, with two 
cultural identities. She was 
born in Austria and raised 
in Syria. Today she works 
as a graphic designer and 
author in Vienna. As part of 
Intimate Bridges project, she 
held writing workshops and 
was a member of the leading 
team that put together the 
final performance. We meet 
at Stand129, a venue of Stand 
129, to talk about her work for 
the project. But things turned 
out differently and we kept 
in contact during the next 
days. It ended up chatting 
and chatting from our houses, 
via internet. Thanks to this 
extended conversation, I was 
able to find out a lot of en-
thralling details about Luna, 
her work and her approach 
to the workshops of Intimate 
Bridges.

Luna, you originally 
studied graphic design. 
How come, you’re now 
in charge of the writing 
workshops of Intimate 
Bridges? How did you 
become an author? 

That’s right, I studied 
graphic design at the Uni-
versity of Applied Arts in 
Vienna. To be honest, I was 
more or less forced into 

writing. I also didn’t con-
sider myself a writer for a 
long time. I had never been 
very good at German. I 
mean, I didn’t really learn it 
until I was fourteen. Even if 
my mother knew German, 
we didn’t speak it at home. 
Anyway, my first book was 
written as the final thesis 
for my diploma at Uni. I 
was originally looking for 
an author who would sit 
down with me and write 
the book that I wanted to 
graphically design. Howev-
er, I had a lot of conditions 
for this person who was 
supposed to write the book: 
she should be female; since 
the book is bilingual, she 
should know Arabic as well 
as German; she should also 
have come from Syria to 
Austria at about the age of 
fourteen, and so on. Actu-
ally, I guess I was looking 
for my own doppelganger. 
Long story short, I couldn’t 
find the person I was look-
ing for. So it wasn’t a big 
surprise that my professor 
said that if I wanted to 
graduate, I had to write the 
book myself. And so I start-
ed writing. And at the end 
I surprised myself with the 
result. The book turned out 
to be quite successful.

Your first book has a lot to 
do with your own expe-
riences. What was it like 
to write a book that is so 
close to your own life?

Exactly, the book is a series 
of short stories, or rather 
anecdotes, all autobi-
ographical and about my 
childhood in Damascus. 
I had a lot of joy with the 
whole writing process but 
of course it was also very 
challenging for me since 
the stories are all so per-
sonal and not always easy 
to share. But then during 
the readings I realized how 
much the sharing of such 
personal stories can affect 
others. Many people have 
been able to find them-
selves in my book – on the 
one hand people who grew 
up in Syria like me, on the 
other hand also people 
who grew up in Austria. 
They discovered how many 
similarities there are, ac-
tually. They told me they 
had the same thoughts as 
a child and played with the 
same things. It was quite 
wholesome to see people 
realizing that what they 
think is foreign is not that 
different at all. 

A TALK WITH LUNA AL-MOUSLI

HOW TO TRANSLATE WOMEN'S WORDS

Would you say that this 
was also your approach 
to the writing work-
shops? To bring different 
people closer together by 
sharing personal stories 
with one another?

I would say that was defi-
nitely an aspect. Yet, in 
contrast to what I had orig-
inally planned regarding 
the writing workshops, I 
took over a group of wom-
en that has already been 
working together in this 
constellation. Because of 

time shifts due to the pan-
demic, it was difficult for 
me to put together a new 
group. Hence, the whole 
process of getting to know 
each other had already 
happened before I took 
over the group. They had 
already established a cer-
tain closeness to each other 
before I started working 
with them. 

Could you tell from your 
perspective how the 
workshop sessions went?

Even though all the par-
ticipants were totally 
different, they shared 
certain experiences. We 
brainstormed together 
and asked ourselves: What 
does it mean to be a wom-
an? What does it mean to 
be a woman and to arrive 
somewhere? What are the 
things that we are missing? 
What has made us strong? 
What makes us happy? We 
looked at these questions 
and wrote about them. The 
participants read the re-
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sulting texts to each other 
and exchanged their views. 
That had a totally empow-
ering effect. 

Did you find also an ar-
tistic value to the work-
shop? 

I find it hard to expect the 
participants to be artistic. 
It was important to me to 
make the whole process as 
low-threshold as possible 
and not to create any ad-
ditional hurdles. We also 
worked a lot in Arabic, 
because many of the wom-
en did not know German 
very well yet. On the other 
hand, because of the low 
inhibitions, the texts writ-
ten by the women were 
very real and honest. And 
I think that is also what 
makes the outcomes so 
valuable: the authenticity. 
Of course, sometimes I 
sat down with the wom-
en and we reworded and 
reworked the phrasings a 

bit, but I think the artistic 
value of the texts came out 
more in the second phase 
of the process, when it was 
about how to translate the 
women’s words for the 
stage. It was this curatorial 
view from the outside that 
transformed the raw texts 
into art.

What does define inter-
cultural theater, from 
your perspective? Did you 
achieve to implement it? 
Are you happy with the 
results?

Our society is just very 
diverse and that should 
be represented on stage as 
well. I think it is important 
to make those voices that 
are often neglected heard 
and to give them space. 
It was also important to 
us that the performances 
were multilingual, simply 
because the workshop par-
ticipants were also multi-
lingual and we wanted the 

performance to appeal to a 
broad audience, regardless 
of their language skills. 
Our workshop participants 
were also very mixed in 
terms of age. I think we 
were able to give space and 
visibility to many different 
women. I thought that was 
very cool.

What did you take home 
from the project?

I was just so inspired by 
the approach to life that 
the women I worked with 
had. Even though many of 
these women have had to 
go through so many dif-
ficulties and have experi-
enced so many oppressive 
and terrible things, they 
had this will to go on and 
were able to hold on to 
life with so much strength 
and joy. That was just very 
beautiful to see.

INTERVIEW #1

ALINA HAINIG

Would you like to tell me 
who you are, what you do 
and what your tasks are 
in the project?

I’m Özge, I’m originally 
from Turkey, from Istan-
bul. I studied theater and 
acting there. And then, 12 
years ago, I came to Vien-
na, and I have been doing 
theater here ever since. 
And I also teach theater 
and do theater workshops 
with very different groups. 
With professionals and 
with people, who have 
never had anything to do 
with theater. I came to 
Stand 129 through a project 
five years ago. Then I did 
some readings and after 
that, I started working 
there. I have been leading 
workshops of some EU 
projects and realized my 
own projects. Furthermore, 
I am also responsible for 
organizing the monthly 
program of various events.

And how did you get 
to the project Intimate 
Bridges? How has the col-
laboration been formed?

So, we were contacted by 
Riccardo. I think I did not 
know him before, but he 
did another project with 
Stand 129 before. So, they 

asked us if we wanted to 
be part of it. And that was 
very exciting, we immedi-
ately said yes.

And what is so exciting 
about the project?

Especially Intimate Bridg-
es is really cool, because 
how the name implies it, 
the idea is to build bridges 
between different people. 
Because of their personal 
story, intimate stories, that 
is the most fascinating 
thing. And we were able to 
use theatre as a tool. Addi-
tionally, our focus also fit 
very well, because we work 
with people with a refugee 
background or with a mi-
gration background. These 
women often find us by 
chance and then they start 
taking part in different art 
projects. Although they 
had no access to art and 
culture before. They can 
participate in different art 
forms for free. Our target 
group is the same and our 
goals also fit well with Inti-
mate Bridges.

I think yours is the only 
project especially for 
women who have with a 
migration background, 
the only project that is 
focused on intersectional 

feminism. What was the 
idea behind it?

I wanted to do something 
with women. Women need 
more space and they do not 
have as many options as 
men. Unfortunately, still in 
2020. They have so many 
duties, especially mothers. 
Young women too, actu-
ally all women. They do 
not have that much free-
dom to evolve or express 
themselves. That’s why 
we wanted to give them a 
protected space. Only for 
women.

But what has changed 
for the participants, from 
start to finish?

Özge Dayan-Mair: Bayan, 
for example, she is brand 
new in Vienna. She orig-
inally comes from Syria, 
and she had no school ed-
ucation, because she only 
went to first grade of ele-
mentary school. She does 
not even have a college de-
gree, but she is an extreme-
ly smart and open woman. 
Bayan had not gotten the 
opportunity to attend a 
school, although she al-
ways wanted to study. She 
told me that shortly before 
the performance. Further-
more, Bayan told me that, 

A TALK WITH Özge Dayan-Mair
THEATRE AS A BRIDGES TOOL



158 159

if she has job interviews 
now, she does the artic-
ulation exercises the day 
before. She likes it and that 
empowers her before her 
job interviews. The wom-
en we worked with never 
had anything to do with 
theater or writing before. 
It was the first time they 
were in such constellation 
and some of them were 
on stage for the first time. 
I think that empowered 
them personally. Many 
of them have told their 
private stories in these 
workshops as well as the 
conflicts they have expe-
rienced or still experience. 
But these do not seem to 
be as big now as they used 
to because they have now 
shared it with a group, who 
showed them that they 

are still accepted and not 
alone. Others have expe-
rienced that too. Maybe in 
a different color, but each 
one has experienced sim-
ilar things. When they ex-
press their story once, get it 
out, it is a relief. They real-
ize that it is not their fault, 
it’s not because they were 
not or are not capable. It 
is just like that. I think the 
participants can deal with 
such problems better now. 
This strengthens them.

Was there anything that 
astonished you during 
the project?

Yes, how amazing the 
women were. We had 
women who experienced 
war and who came here 
when they were 25 or 30 
years old. They started 

from scratch again, be-
cause many of them have 
lost everything. They came 
here without speaking 
German, came here with-
out anything. They started 
again, some even with 
their kids. I am astonished, 
how resilient and strong 
they are. Although they 
have experienced terrible 
things, they are extremely 
open about it. That was 
amazing to me. They were 
shy, they were humble. I 
wondered how the group 
was able to form this way. 
They were not selected. 
It was a complete coin-
cidence. I did not know 
many of them before. They 
were all very open and 
brave. That was amazing.

That sounds exciting. 
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INES KAISER

Did you have any favorite 
moments in the project, 
during the rehearsals, in 
the conversations after-
wards or any other mo-
ments?

No, all the moments that 
we were together were 
unique. Just shortly before 
the showing, there was 
such a special atmosphere. 
The women were so ex-
cited, because they were 
on stage for the first time 
in their lives. Meli, for ex-
ample, is 66 years old, and 
has even granddaughters. 
She said she was always 
the old trout at home. But 
she was on stage, and the 
granddaughters came and 
were amazed by her. Their 
grandma does that. She 
was so happy. We warmed 
up together and they had 
this discipline. The women 
actually worked together 
for a short time. It was 
not that long, but they 
had this acting discipline. 
I do certain warm-ups at 
the beginning of every 
workshop, when acting. 
And that worked for them 
like a habit like for those 
who were in an acting 
school before the final per-
formance after the year. 
They came very focused, 
warmed up their body, 
warmed up their voices, 
did articulation exercises. 
That was so nice that they 

have done completely new 
things. I have thought 
so often that it was com-
pletely new to them. They 
thanked us so much that 
we gave them this oppor-
tunity. That there was a 
space to express them-
selves and that is what 
they did. The women were 
very brave, very open and 
they have tried everything. 
They were not shy at all 
and did not hesitate. And 
after a show, Meli said that 
she had not done some-
thing like that in their life 
until yet. That was fun 
for them to do something 
completely new. And in 
the end, I think it was a 
good result for them. They 
have performed four or five 
times and their things from 
the workshops have been 
exhibited. They were really 
proud of that.

Did they tell you some-
thing after the perfor-
mances? Anything that 
stuck in your mind?

The women thanked me 
so much, and we hugged. 
They told me that it was so 
much fun. Natalia said, it 
was like a new path to un-
certain things. But the path 
was so beautifully covered, 
she said. She enjoyed it so 
much, and she wanted to 
go on. I also think that it is 
very, very important that 

Meli does the exercises that 
professionals actors do, 
before her job interviews. 
And that Meli now feels 
empowered in front of her 
granddaughters too: “I’m 
the old trout and I was on 
stage. I was the diva”. That 
is also very important and 
good. The participants 
thanked us a lot that we 
made all of this possible. 
And they expressed their 
own stories, expressed in 
their ways. It was also nice 
that they saw being cre-
ative or being an artist, not 
something that is out of 
touch with the real world, 
but that anyone can do 
that. Everyone has a great 
story to tell or write. Every 
life is like a novel and ev-
eryone can tell a story. I am 
sure that we can help many 
women when they have 
a fresh start. The women 
had no idea, but they made 
it. Everything that comes 
along now will be easy. 
At least I hope so. I want 
to continue this project. I 
love to work with women. 
They have so much to tell. 
And they really need to be 
heard somehow, and to tell 
their story without anyone 
form and deform it. This 
kind of freedom needs to 
be given more often.
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Wo ist die Sonne im Westen? (“Where is 
the sun in the West?”) is the title of the 
performance organized by the Austrian 
partner of Intimate Bridges project. The 
audience –participants’ friends and 
families and other interested people – 
gathered on the first of October on the 
ground-floor of the old former bread 
factory in the 10th district of Vienna. Due 
to Covid-19 restrictions, the audience is 
separated into two different groups, which 
were both escorted by performers. The 
audience is guided silently from room to 
room on the factory premises in order to 
see different performance scenes, each one 
posing different questions on migration, 
especially from a female perspective.
Wo ist die Sonne im Westen? approaches 
themes such as where home is, but 
also being overwhelmed by patriarchal 
environments. There are further issues 
thematized in the performance such as 
new beginnings, old traditions to keep 
alive and other problems regarding 
migration.
The eleven female performers tell their own 
story in form of dance, with their voice or in 
performative installations. Therefore they 
show the difference of their experience not 
only through content but also by variation 
in form. On each site a different solo is 
located, which gives another – apparently 
autobiographical – input to the topic and 
fits to the participants’ lives and stories. 
All these stories are not directly linked one 

with another, it is the main subject that 
connects them.
The performance starts on the ground floor 
of the factory and the audience is taken to 
the next room, where a warm light fills the 
space and makes the atmosphere homely 
and welcoming. A woman wearing a hijab 
is sitting on a sofa in front of the audience.
While she is crocheting, she talks about 
the importance of handcrafts for her and 
about her own experiences as a Syrian 
migrant. Because of the impossibility of 
having an education in her country of 
origin, there is no chance for her to get 
work in Austria now. However, crocheting 
gives her an occupation and the feeling of 
being active. She finishes her monologue 
with a thought: women are capable of 
anything, and life is beautiful.
 
The guides take the audience to one of the 
other rooms. After a small gesture of the 
guides, the group have a sit on the wooden 
chairs around a small round coffee table, 
with a tape player on it. A box with 
instructions is given to one of the audience 
members, which is now responsible to 
start the tape player on the table. A female 
voice is starting to talk calmly and yet 
pervasive to the audience about the life 
of women with migration background. 
As she speaks of domestic violence, 
social restrictions and bureaucratic 
problems, the audience is quiet, starring 
at the floor and listening attentive. They 

A JOURNEY INTO DIVERSITY

are all aware of the importance of her 
words and the graveness of those topics 
hit them. The true straightforwardness 
lets these words remain in their mind. 
The audience goes on and finds a glass 
wall covered with spray paint in pink, blue 
and violet on the stairwell outside. In the 
middle there is the question “Where is 
the sun in the west?” written inside the 
painted wall. The question uncovers the 
glass surface behind and lets backlight 
shine through. The guide steps in front of 
the glass wall and writes something with 
her fingers on the paint. As she wipes away 
the colors, she exposes more light. She 
steps away and seems to wait.
Bit by bit individuals are starting to step 
forward to write their answers, other 
questions and symbols on the glass and 
thus let the light shine through. “Where 
is it hiding?” or “On top of the mountains” 
are some of the contributions by the 
audience. After some thought I dare to go 
forward to the window and write with my 
fingers in the dried paint: “Right here”. 

The moments mentioned above are 
only some of the impressions of the final 
presentation and show the diversity of 
shapes and methods. Wo ist die Sonne im 
Westen? covered many different aspects 
and was visually well done. Nevertheless, 
there were sometimes too many images 
as well as sensations and it was too loose 
altogether: you could not keep everything 

in mind afterwards. On the other side this 
kind of diversity gives to the audience 
the opportunity to decide for themselves, 
what they are interested in and what they 
want to delve into furthermore. Wo ist die 
Sonne im Westen? was a touching insight 
into the life of female migrants in Austria 
and gave the participants a place to share 
their experience with people who are 
living in Vienna.

REVIEW #1

INES KAISER
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Wo ist die Sonne im Westen?: simple 
words with a great meaning. A small 
phrase that slipped across the lips of one 
of the participants during a workshop 
session. This line seemed so thoughtful 
and at the end became the title of the 
final performance. “Where is the sun 
in the west?”: a question whose answer 
may have to remain open. It is an 
unresolved metaphor that underlies this 
performance.

Vienna, 1st of October. It is shortly before 
7:30 p.m. and the audience gradually 
gathers in the entrance area of a 
multistory building, once an old bread 
factory, in which now eight stations of 
theatrical installations are waiting for us 
to be explored. We are embarking on a 
journey. 

The first stop we make is in a room, 
settled as someone’s cozy living room: 
carpet, sofa, lamp, a small side table – 
vintage, of course, anything else would 
be a let-down. In the background a mass 
of wooden chairs is chaotically arranged 
and wildly piled up. It delimits the stage 
space. There’s a woman sitting on the 
sofa. She crochets and you can tell that 
it’s not the first time she’s doing it. It is 
immediately clear, here is not an actress 
sitting in front of us, presenting a bare 
assertion. This woman who sits on this 
pretty, green sofa and crochets like she 
probably does every evening is telling us 
her very own story. There is not much 
time to process her words and let them 
sink in. Instead, we have to set off again. 

Our journey continues. 

The audience splits up. I’m led outside, 
up a fire escape stairway. We lost track of 
some fellow spectators, but we’ve formed 
a new group. That’s the way it is when 
you travel. Now we stand in front of a 
colorfully painted glass front, on which 
the question of the evening is inscribed: 
“Wo ist die Sonne im Westen?”. Where is 
the sun in the west? We have the chance 
to join in the search for an answer, 
scratching into the layer of paint with our 
fingers. “In my heart”, writes someone. 
“Behind the clouds”, writes someone else. 
“What is the west anyway?”, I think and 
don’t write anything. 

The other part of the group now 
reconnects with us again as the lights 
in the opposite building go on. The 
silhouette of a dancer appears behind 
the large corner window. I wonder 
what music she is listening to while 
she moves behind glass surrendering 
to our voyeurism. Meanwhile a poem 
is projected onto the facade of that 
house, inside of which the dancer is still 
letting her body guide her. The poem 
is about missing the little things and 
longing for the familiar ones. “I miss my 
cutlery, I miss my wedding pictures, I 
miss my neighbor’s greetings, I miss the 
carefree everyday life”, are some of the 
lines. “I miss my independence, I miss 
my fearlessness, I miss my voice, I miss 
myself”, is how it ends. While I’m reading 
the poem, I can sense a soundscape 
of atmospheric tones and words in a 
language I don’t speak. 
This is the moment when I realize that 
I had vastly underestimated the artistic 
value of this performance. If I try to be 

LOOKING FOR THE SUN completely honest with myself, I couldn’t 
really imagine that a performance with 
amateurs could be of such high artistic 
quality. Apart from that, I am surprised 
by how touched I am by the passion with 
which the performers convey their words 
and movements. 

The stories that were shared with the 
audience that evening were about leaving 
and arriving, about striving and being 
misunderstood, about starting over anew, 
about experiences that we share and 
about feelings that I’ve never felt. I saw 
women embodying themselves and now 
and then dropping out of a character. 
What was shown that evening was, in 
terms of diversity and structural equality, 

REVIEW #2

ALINA HAINIG

way more original than anything else I 
got to see in the last year at the municipal 
theater of my hometown – even if I didn’t 
get to see that much, because apparently 
viruses love to spread around the theater 
halls. 
The Stand129 team has managed to 
put on a performance that is largely 
inclusive and participatory, and 
where the dominant spirit is not one 
that corresponds to white, male and 
privileged people. I think that only if art 
is participatory and inclusive, meaning 
it is not only developed for a specific 
target audience but with other people, 
the intercultural dialogue can emerge an 
grow up and political issues can find new 
relevancy.
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Bridges was focused on women with 
migration background, with the aspiration 
to give them a cozy space to tell their stories 
and to empower them in the process. The 
project was divided into two different parts 
- consisting of creative writing classes 
and theatre workshops in two different 
locations with different participants 
and workshop curators - which were 
brought together in the final presentation. 
This time, we can focus on the theatre 
workshops led by Özge Dayan-Mair and 
on the theatre part of the Austrian project, 
which was realized in the former Anker 
bread factory in Vienna.
Of course, we should mentioned that the 
corona pandemic in 2020 complicated 
the realization of the project. Therefore, 
the workshops were taking place in much 
smaller groups than originally planned 
after they postponed it from March to fo
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es by INES KAISER summer. Additionally, there were markings on the floor in the workshop 

rooms in order to ensure the physical distance between the participants 
during the exercises. As a result, there were mostly monologues and solo 
performances in the final presentation and there was no touch involved 
during the workshop time.

The size of the group and the participants fluctuated at the start of the 
project until there was a main group left, which consisted of five women, 
approximately between 30 and 66 years old. All of them had an immigrant 
background and had been living in Vienna for some time. They were from 
quite different countries and areas from around the world, from which 
they emigrated because of war, political or economic reasons. 
Due to the Turkish origins of the workshop leader, Özge Dayan-Mair had 
an insight on the problem of migration herself and therefore a crucial 
impact on the female participants. She was not standing outside of 
the discussion, they moreover shared common stories of being foreign 
in a new country, about lacking possibilities as well as prejudices and 
expectations of being a woman with a different culture. Özge shared 
their experience and thus knew what approach would be successful to 
empower these women of different ages and give them a safe common 
ground to share their stories. She also took away language insecurities, 
because German is not Özge’s mother tongue either, so these women had 
no worries to make language mistakes.
Although there was a constant group with emerging friendships, and 
the space between them appeared safe, the stories they told often felt 
like scrapping on the surface of their experience. It seemed that they 
have much more to tell and to share with the audience. But there was 
not any room for going deeper into the topic, for questions and narration 
reaching deeper. There were hardly any insecurities and worries in their 
stories, but rather amusing anecdotes about misunderstandings due to 
language problems and cultural differences.
Though as they talked about the cultural importance of their hair 
length, they have never talked about being a woman in our society and 
in different cultures, even though this whole workshop series aimed at 
people who are identifying as female.
Additionally, they have never talked about what makes them women and 
why they are identifying as so and what maybe would have been different 
if they would have perceived as male. Particularly when confronted with 
disadvantages in society, lack of privilege is a crucial factor for these 
women. So not only their migration background makes their point of 
view interesting and rare, but especially immigration from a female 
perspective is underrepresented in our society and particularly in art. 
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Even though this theatre workshop series plays an essential task to 
representation of underrepresented marginalized groups, it should be 
mentioned that the project seemed to only address people who were 
assigned female at birth and identifying as so, because none of the 
participants were asked about their pronouns and gender identity at 
the beginning of the workshop. Therefore, it would be interesting give 
space also to gender-nonconforming migrants or trans women with 
immigration background.
On the other hand, this approach could have been too difficult to 
understand in a short time for the participants, who have different 
backgrounds and little knowledge about intersectional feminism. But 
even though they have maybe just aimed to create a safe space for the 
participants through this exclusion, the topic “gender” should have 
been part of the workshop series, because most of these women with 
immigrant background face disadvantages and lack of privileges in a 
society based on the patriarchy.

Özge Dayan-Mair did different exercises with the participants during 
the workshop to approach different memories and experiences of these 
women. To elicit the stories, various story-telling exercises were applied. 
Particularly theatre improvisation exercises, memorabilia and material 
such as pictures helped the participants to remember and find common 
topics as well as differences. The stories told during the workshop time 
were captured in writing by Özge Dayan-Mair in order to be used further.
However, the women were also prepared to perform them on stage 
professionally. In some of those exercises they have trained their voice as 
well as the articulation, and they did basic meditations to increase their 
awareness so these women could be present and confident on stage.
And even though it was the first time on stage for most of the women, 
they seemed to enjoy the time in front of audience: even if some of them 
may were nervous, it was not apparent for the spectators. They were 
prepared excellently and gained enough self-confidence during the 
workshop series to tell their stories in front of the audience during the 
final presentation.

There were two different performances at the former Anker bread factory. 
The first one was only open for a small chosen group to share the concept 
and some of the already developed scenes. It seemed already nearly 
finished, because it was not interrupted during the all run-through. 
Although it looked like a possible final presentation, the first unofficial 
one was much shorter than the actual final presentation in October. 
Later on, there were some dance parts with other participants added as 
well as interactive parts and installations. However, some of the former 

scenes were removed or severely changed and some of them took place 
in a different location.
The final presentation called Wo ist die Sonne im Westen? (“Where is the 
sun in the West?”) evolved very well: the outstanding visual quality 
and the diversity of the scenes made up for the missing dramaturgical 
connection and the apparent lack of dynamic range.
 
Altogether, the Austrian workshops of Intimate Bridges and the final 
presentation Wo ist die Sonne im Westen? play a crucial role to the 
representation and empowerment of women with a migration history, 
also considering the Covid-19 restrictions. The whole process helped the 
participants to gain self-confidence and showed them techniques for 
everyday-life challenges, such as job interviews. Moreover, the theatre 
workshop series provided a space to share autobiographical stories and 
experiences within the group and to present them in front of an audience. 
It also showed the importance of theatre pedagogical methods, when 
working with and representing marginalized groups, and how to prepare 
non-professionals to perform confidently and presently on stage.
Even though the final presentation in the end was a touching insight 
into the life and problems of women with immigrant background, the 
workshop series would have need more time to dig deeper into topics 
such as privileges, gender, personal problems and the existence between 
different cultures and expectations. The theatre workshops based on 
the stories of female migrants are an exceptional concept, they can be 
upgraded and developed easily in future projects.
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Intimate Bridges has come to an end, 
this does not mean that the project 
should now simply be consigned to the 
past without any further comments. The 
project was and still is part of a larger 
social, political and artistic process that 
is not yet completed. In order to better 
understand this process and the position 
that Intimate Bridges occupies within it, 
a comprehensive reassessment seems to 
be necessary. This text is an attempt to 
undertake such a contextualisation from a 
very personal perspective.

Theatre in Austria, to a large extent, is still 
organised according to archaic patterns. 
The dominant power of the German-
speaking, white, able-bodied male is 
deeply inscribed in structural conditions 
of a theatre production. Performances 
deviating from this norm, often stylized fo
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by Alina Hainig as traditional, are still seen rather rarely on Austrian (and not only 
Austrian) stages. This status quo, however, is no longer compatible 
with a society in flux. That is why voices urging for breaking down rigid 
structures are growing louder and calls for more diversity are beginning 
to be heard. A process of change is rolling – sluggishly, but still. 

At the same time, we should not forget that theater – in the best case 
scenario – is not only a bare reflection of society, but that artistic and 
cultural practices such as theater have the potential to actively shape 
society itself. Culture and society are not to be understood as two 
independent, but rather interdependent fields. Cultural projects are 
always products of the society that they were created in. In addition, 
there is a large social component that distinguishes theater as an 
artistic practice. Not only can the collective viewing of a theatrical 
performance as a cultural event spark an important discourse among 
audience members. But playing theater itself provides a wide range of 
tools that promote social exchange among the participating players. 
Theater thrives on dialogue – among the audience, the performers and 
between those two groups. For this reason, the techniques of theater 
play are particularly suitable for bringing a group of different people 
closer together. 

Moreover, theatre itself is a format that is fundamentally open to 
other art forms, which makes it ideal for interdisciplinary work. This 
means that elements from the fields of dance, music, film, photography 
and other visual arts can find a place in a theatre production, which 
furthermore increases the potential of an interchange of ideas.

All these insights form the basis for the concept of the workshops and 
performances that have been created as part of Intimate Bridges in 
collaboration with Stand 129. The project oscillates at the intersection 
of aesthetics and society: On the one hand, the project aims to connect 
different international artists and create the ground for multidisciplinary 
work. On the other hand, it intends to promote social exchange within 
different members of our society that is shaped by migration-processes 
through various art workshops. To put it another way: the project sets 
the goal to nurture intercultural dialogue with the dynamic power of the 
performing arts. Moreover, the implementation of the project in Vienna 
focuses exclusively on the participation of female immigrants and thus 
represents an intersectional perspective. Of course, such aspirations do 
not come without difficulties. Especially times when world affairs are 
consequently subject to a global pandemic.
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Originally, the writing workshops were to take place before the 
theatre workshops. Participants would have had the opportunity 
to move seamlessly from the writing workshops over to the theatre 
workshops and to work performatively with the texts they had created. 
Unfortunately, this was not possible due to the difficult conditions of the 
pandemic. So the Stand 129-team had to form two different groups, hold 
both workshops individually and independently from each other and 
later recombine the results from both of the workshops. The fact that 
the time frame of the workshops had to be shortened also limited the 
possibilities to create a feeling of intimacy within a group. And having to 
reduce the size of the groups slightly limited the possibility of a vibrant 
exchange of ideas. Nonetheless, the result of these two workshops was 
a great harmonious show in which many strong women with migratory 
background – whose voices are often unheard or simply ignored in the 
social structures we live in – were able to speak and share their stories 
with a diverse audience.

Due to the projects interdisciplinary and cross-divisional nature, it 
would be a futile undertaking to try to cram the projects intentions into 
pre-existing, strictly defined social and artistic categories. This thought 
process can lead to some questions – also of a critical kind: How high 
can the artistic standards be for such a project, even if the main objective 
is more of a social issue? What political claims can be made for such a 
project? Would it be too much to ask for even more diversity and total 
structual equality? Wouldn't it be preferable to make the project even 
more open and inclusive to different perspectives? Were the roles of the 
people involved in the project always transparent? Who of the involved 
people holds which position? What does it imply to be considered an 
artist, a social worker and a participant? Do all those involved benefit 
equally? On the basis of what parameters are these decisions made?

Even if I cannot answer most of these questions adequately, I still think it 
is enormously important to think about them in the discourse about this 
project. I am sure about the effect of art on society and vice versa. And the 
fact that the relations of power and hegemony are currently changing in 
both of these fields can also be observed quite clearly. Intimate Bridges 
is definitely a project that contributes to the acceleration of these 
processes. Nevertheless, I think it's important to question the details as 
well – and in looking on some of the details finding ways to improve it. 
The fields of arts and culture in cases like this have a social and political 
responsibility and Intimate Bridges is aware of this responsibility and 

bears it with care; This was evident throughout the whole process. 
However, it would be naïve to believe that a project like Intimate Bridges 
would suddenly change society and the whole world of arts and culture 
for the better. Intimate Bridges is a great and important step in the right 
direction – but many more will have to follow.
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Understanding the misunderstood and bridging 
cultures: Can westerners understand the 
African spirituality?

A workshop with many participants from various backgrounds 
and cultures can ignite an interesting debate. Can western people 
understand the African spirituality? Can a theatre and cultural 
project such as Intimate Bridges act as a real bridge between 
different conceptions of materialism and spiritualism?
Our personal favorite objects are placed on the ground, in front 
of us. Different participants try to interpret what they see. We 
all conjure up moments of everyday life, memories, encounters, 
landscapes, fetishes, hobbies. In a corner, a young man has put 
on the floor some school objects. An eraser and a scissors. A 
taste of innocence and childhood spread in the air. The teacher 
changes the position and order of the objects and we suddenly 
see something else. A different scenery appears in front of us. A 
unexpected upheaval affects also human dynamics in the room.
The innocent environment takes a different aspect. The scissors 
is inserted into the eraser, as if it were stabbing it. Innocence is 
lost. We all feel something menacing in the air. An African lady 
speaks out loud her inner thoughts. She sees sorcery, a witchcraft; 
an evil person tries to harm an innocent person. Someone could 
even die from witchcraft. Her friend, an African young man, is 
nodding, confirming a widespread belief. We suddenly hear the 
word “Voodoo”: it brings to our memory images from horror films 
– Voodoo dolls portrayed in many movies, TV shows and books is 
dominant to many imaginations.
The lady goes on, she really believes everything she says as a an 
uncontested fact. «If you have a good sorcerer, you can reach your 
aim. If you are well dressed and someone envies you, you could 
end up suffering from magic.» Is it a coincidence that her outfit is 
neat and impressive?
Images from the African continent are suddenly in front of us, 
a scent of a different culture is widespread. Is the lady's belief 
connected with a kind of primitivism?
A French woman looks in disbelief or even in dismay this 
scene and I see in front of me a cultural gap: on one side the 
Enlightenment, the rationalism of the European culture on the 
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other the indigenous culture of African people. An accident for 
a westerner could be attributed to rational factors, slippery 
shoes or careless walking. For an African could be attributed to 
witchcraft used by someone to harm that person because of envy. 
Superstition? Naiveté?
Instead of trying to answer this question, we’d better search for 
different questions. For example: what is voodoo really? How was 
created?
Those who practice Voodoo believe that there is a visible and an 
invisible world, and that these worlds are intertwined. This notion 
is deeply rooted in many people whether they accept it or not.
 It is fact that people have always understood that the human 
being is subject to uncertainty. A way to combat the uncertainty of 
the material world is the use of rationalization in search for logical 
explanations, finding remedy into religion, science or occultism.
Our social systems much as they are advanced don’t complete us. 
We remain incomplete and in addition to that, we do not 
understand everything. The more inadequate proves our society to 
cover our needs, to sooth our fears, the more we need the spiritual 
world. 

Voodoo is a religion, which offers guidance to persons, but at the 
same time it is believed that each person is responsible for their 
own actions and capable of self-actualization.
The different concepts of the same image, by both African and 
western participants during the Intimate Bridges workshops 
reveal only a different way to understand the misunderstood, the 
metaphysical.
Some westerners deny it, some Africans simplify it.
Whether westerners or Africans we are all mortals and nowadays 
restlessness can bring us to the point to raise our heads to the 
heaven and wait for an answer…

Episode #1

Aimilia Emmanouil
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alcestis

The room was holding its breath; a blend of shock, wonder and 
tinkling curiosity was breezing among us all. The young woman 
donning a bright red headband had just finished her narration. 
The echo of her tale would reverberate through the room and our 
bodies for the rest of the session. It was one of those tales that 
tenderly hold something so dear, true, and painful to the teller 
that her witnesses cannot but find a bit of their own stories in it – 
however different the latter may be. For it was a tale infused with 
as much immediate experience as with age-old magic. Yet this is 
not the kind of blunt, dusty, more or less harmless magic one finds 
in lore; rather, it is magic that haunts your life, bounds your mind 
in spells of uncertainty and restlessness, and ultimately chases 
you away from your homeland in a desperate attempt to break the 
enchantment. 
In the land from which the woman left few years back, a village 
tucked in one of the folds of the Guinean shore, the practice of 
magic attends every aspect of one’s life, from birth to death and 
beyond – in the ways people remember and honor their dead, 
and in how the dead affect the living. From an inconsequential 
headache to responding to the news of a partner’s extramarital 
affair and to mending a broken heart after the loss of a beloved 
one, small and big events and predicaments invite the touch of 
magic, whose practitioners abound in the region. In addition, as 
happens with all fields of forces shaping the human condition, 
that magic has benign but also some nasty manifestations. Magic-
powered revenge, for instance, whether triggered by an act of 
injustice or by pure malice, can exact the power of an inescapable 
curse upon a family through two or more generations – the circle 
of violence sometimes spans on and on an unfortunate family’s 
entire history. If it is your family that suffers the plight, you 
can either let yourself wither under the attack of unhappiness, 
sickness, and death, or leave with what can still be salvaged. The 
teller had obviously decided to leave.
What was striking throughout her storytelling, perhaps more so 
than the tale itself, was her comportment. I searched meticulously 
for signs of resentment, fear, or strain: none was to be found. I 
searched for signs of an effort to purposefully shock her audience: 
none. Showing no intention to either romanticize or sanitize the 
content of her narration, she added the last word similarly to how 

she had delivered the first: resolutely. Her composure, solid and 
sound, never faltered. Her tone and overall manner were those 
of a person who has worked through tragedy and made peace 
with it and its causes. I couldn’t help but notice that there was 
a sense of nobility woven in the matter-of-fact way she talked 
about suffering brought about through all-too-physical agents 
by a seemingly metaphysical source. I vividly remember thinking, 
while looking at her as her tale was drawing to its end, that, for 
reasons I still cannot fully fathom, she intensely reminded me 
of Alcestis, the Greek tragic heroine whose mythical biography 
was immortalized by the wit and pen of Euripides. The woman 
with the extraordinary tale carried something of the echo of 
the ambiguous fabulum of Alcestis, who dies and goes to the 
underworld, sacrificing her life to save her husband’s, but is 
wrestled away from death by Heracles and resumes a life that, 
however, is never the same again, because so is she. 
Perhaps the affinity I perceived lies in the fact that both the 
woman in front of me and the one in my books essentially testify 
that no matter how ordinary or extraordinary the perpetrators 
of one’s scars may be, growing into those scars is one of the most 
real, authentic experiences a person can live through. The change 
is inevitable; but so is the growing. 

Episode #2

Aikaterini Delikonstantinidou
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PICTURE #1

Aikaterini 
Delikonstantinidou

What’s in a name? Continuity, or the will 
to break it. A wish. A fear. And sometimes, 
as in this one, a miracle. The promise of 
a holy man to the mother of an unborn 
child that he would see the boy to a 
life long and full. A promise given in a 
dream that ever since shines a subtle but 
constant light upon the boy’s days. 
Born Anastasios Kephalas in 1846, the 
man who is now known among Orthodox 
Christians as Saint Nectarios of Aegina 
is considered the protector of those 
vulnerable in health and well-being. 
His holy life, the many miracles with 
which he has been associated, and his 
wide acceptance within the religious 
conscience of Orthodox Christians led 
to his canonization by the Ecumenical 
Patriarchate of Constantinople in 1961. 
For the believers, Saint Nectarios, who 
was an enlightened pedagogue besides 

monk and priest, never ceased to offer 
ample help and guidance to those who 
ask for it, not even after his death in 1920. 
His relics, visited and revered by hundreds 
of people every year for decades, were 
mysteriously stolen last summer from the 
Church of Agios Nectarios in the village 
Platanitis, in central Greece, and haven’t 
been recovered since. 
The young man who presented a 
photograph of the holy relic of St. 
Nectarios as a material testimony to 
accompany his story of the miraculous 
beginnings of his life seemed to me to 
have experienced the sacrilegious theft as 
a personal blow. Such is the power of his 
spiritual connection with a man he never 
met, but whose kindness and protection, 
first caught in a dream, have been 
resonating through his existence. 
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PICTURE #2

Aimilia Emmanouil

Our personal favorite objects are placed 
on the ground, in front of us. Different 
participants try to interpret what they see. 
We all conjure up moments of everyday 
life, memories, encounters, landscapes, 
fetishes, hobbies. In a corner, a young 
man has put on the floor some school 
objects. An eraser and a scissors. A taste 
of innocence and childhood spread in 
the air. The teacher changes the position 
and order of the objects and we suddenly 
see something else. A different scenery 
appears in front of us. An unexpected 
upheaval affects also human dynamics in 
the room.
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What was the thematic 
focus of the workshops?

The workshops attempt-
ed to create a space for 
exchanges and memory 
transfer. It also explored 
the connections between 
the subjective point of view 
to the collective notion of 
history. Participants were 
our “guides” and fellow in-
vestigators in tracing con-
nections between hidden 
realities, unfamiliar stories, 
partial information, and 
incomplete maps of ter-
ritories marked by loss, 
daily struggles and hope. 
Through research of vari-
ous materials, documents, 
testimonies and personal 
accounts, they were invited 
to improvisations inspired 
by photos, images, articles 
and texts, in an attempt 
to grope the transit space 
where people and their 
stories intersect. The ob-
jective was to give voice to 
the seemingly insignificant 
and to illuminate unknown 
territories, in an effort to 
reveal the deeper socio- 
political context of con-
temporary migration.
Even the title of our Work-
shops and Performance 
“How a Place becomes 
a Person…” implies the 

tendency to speak with 
numbers (e.g. so many im-
migrants), generalizations 
and abstractions (coun-
tries of origin, nationali-
ties, etc.) forgetting that 
we’re referring to different 
people, isolated cases and 
unique lives. We wanted 
to undermine this tenden-
cy by reminding that the 
reference to a place or to a 
number of people of com-
mon
origin conceals specific 
individuals, thus trying 
to “personify” a “general-
ization”. I believe that this 
parameter is essential for 
a critical understanding of 
the phenomenon of migra-
tion globally.

How would you describe 
the overall setting? What 
aspects facilitated the 
process and which of 
them (if any) presented 
difficulties?

We were mainly working 
on two levels in parallel: 
the physical and the dig-
ital one. On the first, we 
worked with the body, its 
significance, semiotics and 
potentiality in expressivi-
ty. On the second, we au-
dio-visually documented 
parts of the process in or-

der to be used as reference 
material for the Project’s 
next artistic phases. The 
only unfortunate event 
was the Workshops’ sud-
den obligatory ending, 
at least on a live basis, 
at about half way of the 
process. Of course, we con-
tinued online, but it was 
quite hard especially for 
the migrant communities 
to follow.

Did the workshops fol-
low a particular struc-
ture? If yes, what were 
the criteria with which 
you decided on this 
structure?

We always started in a 
circle reminding to each 
other our names and 
presence there. Then, we 
continued with group 
physical actions focusing 
on the elements of a com-
munity-building feeling, 
playfulness and open-
ing-up. Then, we’d usually 
proceed with given tasks 
from the last meeting to 
be fulfilled individually 
or in smaller groups. The 
tasks were targeted toward 
the questions, discussions 
and materials we intend-
ed to raise and explore 
together in relation with 

A TALK WITH marilli mastrantoni

the Project’s core subject 
matter. In my experience, 
this structure usually 
works pretty well, since it 
combines the directness 
and urgency of physicality, 
which creates a ground 
of alertness and familiar-
ity, with the intellectual 
quests that are subse-
quently raised.

What methods (or tech-
niques) worked best 
during the workshops 
and what are the reasons 
behind your choice of 
them?

I chose an open process, 
where everybody could 
initially express them-
selves as much and as 
far as they wished to. We 

focused on slowly devel-
oping trust in order to en-
courage the utmost active 
participation within a safe 
environment. The reason 
of choosing this approach 
was the fact that we were 
dealing with already trau-
matized and exploited 
communities, therefore we 
wanted to proceed with 
careful steps on a basis 
of mutual and equal ex-
changes.

What were the challeng-
es (or any problems) that 
you encountered during 
the workshops (for ex-
ample, in terms of group 
dynamics, communica-
tion, response to theatri-
cal actions, etc.)?

The main challenge was to 
keep people interested and 
coming back regularly in 
spite of all the issues and 
personal difficulties they 
were encountered with in 
relation to their fragile so-
cial status. This difficulty 
increased during the pan-
demic’s lockdown.

Did you discern any 
transformative points 
or moments? Could you 
provide an example that 
you found particularly 
striking?

The workshops were over-
all very interesting. The 
exchanges on a direct and 
equal basis with over 40 
people from a quite large 
geographical zone was 
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really revealing. Their gen-
erosity, enthusiasm and 
comments about our work 
were touching! A particu-
larly strong moment was 
when a participant, a po-
litical refugee from Algeria, 
an extremely intelligent 
and educated man, but at 
the same time quite closed 
and “hermetic”, started 
crying with silent tears 
during a kinesiological 
group improvisation. He 
opened up, shared his sto-
ry with us, and still is one 
of the most ardent sup-
porters of the project!

Was the perception of 
participants on each oth-
er, on migrants/Greeks 
respectively, on their ex-
periences, or, more gen-
erally, on reality altered 
in any way in the course 
of the workshops?

What we could honest-
ly and safely profess is 
merely the genuine feeling 
of sharing, enjoying cre-
ativity and deepening our 
mutual understanding 
amongst people from at 
least 10 different countries 
with different cultural 
backgrounds and levels of 
integration.

In what way(s) did your 
own relationship with 
the participants devel-

op in the course of the 
workshops?

The sharing of stories and 
experiences was very re-
warding and it definitely 
contributed in the devel-
opment of more intimate 
relations amongst us, but 
the unfortunate sudden 
abruption of the Work-
shops due to Covid-19 re-
strictions didn’t aloud the 
evolution of a more stable 
structure in the long- run.

What have you gained 
from the process as an 
artist, as a professional, 
and as a person?

What I always gain from 
every Project I choose to 
work for: the joy of cre-
ativity, the excitement of 
the research process, the 
respective professional 
advancement, and the 
sharing and exchanges 
with colleagues and par-
ticipants.

What is the distinct 
contribution of these 
workshops to the overall 
project according to your 
view?

I can’t really answer this 
question, since it demands 
an overall overview of 
the project’s workshops, 
outcomes and procedures 
applied by all partners in 

order to have the neces-
sary basis of comparison. 
As you know, we’re lacking 
this basis due to the way 
the Project was developed, 
i.e. locally, as well as to 
the unexpected conditions 
that pandemic imposed 
on us. Nevertheless, from 
what I can tell via our on-
line meetings and discus-
sions, there was a pleth-
ora of ways each partner 
treated the process, the 
workshops and the mate-
rial produced, distinct in 
their own merit, which I 
find quite interesting and 
intriguing.

INTERVIEW #1

Aikaterini  
Delikonstantinidou
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The ontological and epistemological co-
ordinates of a condition in which we are 
striving to live through all the wounds that 
the by-products of Western progress have 
inflicted: that is what the performance How 
a Place Becomes a Person… is all about at its 
core. Neglect, ignorance, arrogance in all 
of their multiple, nuanced manifestations 
drag the prospect of healing on and away 
into a horizon that seems, to some of us, 
impenetrable. The (forced) expatriation of 
millions of people every year under grim 
and life-threatening circumstances is such 
a by-product. And despite what the cele-
bratory trumpeting over the affordances 
of movement and global flows of people 
– issuing forth mostly from academy-driv-
en sources – implies, the movement and 
flows that expatriation of the said kind in-
volves are anything but salutary. 
The rising death toll associated with the 
process itself of migrating to another 
country via various stops, some more dan-
gerous than others, through sea and fire 
and the cruelty of smugglers; the traumas 
tied to the countless losses suffered by the 
migrants; the despair accompanying the 
realization that their efforts to build an-
other life and viable future for themselves 
in another land are thwarted in every 
turn… All these factors, and the experienc-
es to which they branch out, render the re-
ality of the majority of migrants – impor-
tantly, not only those officially acknowl-
edged as refugees by set policies – one of 
tragic import. 
They also show the need to attend to this 
reality more dire than ever, especially giv-
en the compounded nature of this import 

due to the implications of the ongoing 
health crisis. 
How a Place Becomes a Person… is more 
than anything else an attempt to respond 
with acuity, compassion, even empathy to 
that predicament. And to put it more ac-
curately still, it is part of an even broader 
humanistic and forward-looking agenda 
that also encompasses the workshops that 
led to the collection of the authentic ma-
terial through which the dramaturgy has 
been shaped. The theatre ensemble EN-
TROPIA, working within the frame of the 
Intimate Bridges project (itself part of the 
Creative Europe program of the E.U. un-
der the aegis the European Commission), 
conducted from February to March 2020 
a series of workshops focused on creative 
intercultural negotiation, exchange, and 
learning. The workshops brought together 
migrants, refugees, as well as artists and 
members of the local community with the 
purpose of introducing participants of mi-
grant backgrounds to the (socio)therapeu-
tic potential of the theatre praxis, but also 
in order to furnish native Greek partici-
pants with opportunities to rethink and 
perhaps reconfigure assumptions related 
to the migrant state of being, its demands, 
challenges, and repercussions.
Official and unofficial documents, work-
shop-framed survey results, relevant an-
thropological studies, current research 
on the different aspects of migrancy, 
the participants’ reflections on the con-
struction of identity, home, homeland, 
and homeless, fictional texts by the par-
ticipants and beyond, as well as the rich 
audiovisual material the workshops gen-
erated, composed a resource marked for 
its diversity that served as the primary 
material for this work which builds on 
the premises of documentary theatre and 

between the one's"own" and the 
one's"other"

REVIEW #1

Aikaterini Delikonstantinidou

devised theatre. And although emphasis 
was placed throughout on the process of 
mining original narratives and collecting 
truthful glimpses at the lives of the par-
ticipants, in order to honor the voice and 
presence of those marginalized by the 
state-led apparatus and a society marred 
by discrimination and the deepening di-
vision between “insiders” and “outsiders,” 
the end product of that long creative and 
reflective process, the performance itself, 
deserves the descriptors well-thought-of 
and well-crafted. 
The performance emerges from the de-
crepit yet effusively evocative setting of 
the Communitism open-air venue as a 
palimpsest of migrant narratives and (hi)
stories that also draws on the live input of 
audience members and is mottled with as-
tute and biting sociopolitical commentary. 
Had the audience been more well educated 
on the ways of interactive and immersive 
performances, that layer of the palimp-
sest would have been even more engag-
ing. As it were, in one of the performance, 
the performers, Maria Katsioni, Dimitra 
Kolokytha, Marina Kontarini, Efstathia 
Lagiokapa, Yiorgos Bakalos, shouldered 
most of the weight of the interaction with 
diligence and grace. Although a couple of 
the performers would greatly benefit from 
a rigorous exercise of the skills of elocution 
and enunciation, all of them fielded the 
dramaturgical content with care and dex-
terity, thus they earned repeated rounds of 
warm applause by the appreciative audi-
ence. 
The voice-over bits, whether imparting 
information to tighten the seams holding 
together the different tales, or glossing 
with humour and thus releasing the ten-
sion borne of some of the darkest folds of 
the migrant reality exposed to view, are 

supplied, quite effectively, by ENTROPIA’s 
artistic director, Marilli Mastrantoni, and 
assistant director, Katerina Kataki. The 
formed has done a remarkable job orches-
trating all the various strands this work 
fields. Indeed, it is more than evident that 
her experience in collaborative projects 
like this, and even more so in projects 
addressing socially vulnerable groups, is 
vast and manifold. It is also evident that 
her modus operandi director-wise allows 
for enhanced agency by the performers, 
which may partly explain their sustained 
commitment to a project that faced count-
less difficulties in the process of materiali-
zation within the context of the pandemic. 
Leaving Communitism’s terrace, I kept 
thinking that its is neither the perfor-
mance’s unconventional production mod-
el and dramaturgical mode, nor the fact 
that it questions the very field of forces 
(i.e. the policies of the member countries 
of the European Union) that essentially 
permitted the Intimate Bridges project to 
be launched in the first place what settles 
in the spectator’s consciousness following 
the performance experience. It is rather 
the fact that it fleshes out neatly the very 
need to which it responds: the need to in-
vent vehicles that cross bridges between 
cultures, between one’s “own” – whatever 
that may be – and one’s “other”, and when 
we cannot invent them, to become such 
bridges ourselves. 
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Democracy and theatre are inextricably 
bound. The shared experiences forge a 
feeling of community, which is the corner-
stone of democracy. Participatory theatre 
projects like Intimate Bridges have the aim 
to promote the communal experience and 
mutual understanding, which advances the 
democratic ideal and the respect of human 
rights. The performance How a Place be-
comes a Person…, presented on 17 June 2021 
in Athens in an old neoclassical building by 
the Entropia Ensemble, sheds light on the 
social and political causes of refugee crisis 
and migration and brings the democratic 
values of our time to the fore, thus acting as 
a touchstone.
The theatre, an institution which developed 
and flourished hand in hand with the Athe-
nian democracy, can still be a place where 
we can explore the concept of democracy 
in its past, current and future form. How a 
Place becomes a Person… portrays a real phe-
nomenon, contains documentary elements. 
It is an expression of a cultural moment and 
sheds light on the quality of democracy we 
have in the world today.
The first time in the history of theatre that 
the asylum and refugee issue was present-
ed was Aeschylus’ tragedy The Suppliants 
(Ἱκέτιδες, Hiketides), also called The Suppli-
ant Maidens, The Suppliant Women, or Sup-
plices. Along with the tragedy The Persians, it 
is one of the Western world’s oldest dramas.
This drama is the first institutional and po-
litical trace of asylum in history. It is also 
the first time in the context of ancient Greek 

theatre that there is a debate on democra-
cy. Aeschylus’ Suppliants was part of a tril-
ogy that won the first prize for tragedy at 
the City Dionysia, a large festival in ancient 
Athens in honour of the God Dionysus. 
Most probably first performed in 463 BC, 
it is the first play of a trilogy dealing with 
the destiny of the Danaids. In the Suppli-
ants, Danaus and his daughters reach Argos 
from Egypt, and they beg the local king Pe-
lasgus to protect them from their cousins, 
the sons of Aegyptus, who want to marry 
them by force. Pelasgus refuses, pending 
the decision of the Argives, who decide in 
favour of the Danaids. Therefore, he agrees 
to give shelter to his guests, even though he 
knows that this would probably lead to a 
devastating war with Egypt. His worst fears 
come true when a group of Egyptians arrive 
on the shore of Argos and threaten to return 
with an army if Pelasgus does not hand 
over the Danaids to them. The king of Ar-
gos urges the Danaids to remain within the 
city walls. The play ends with the Danaids 
retreating into the protected walls of Argos.
The Suppliants and the accompanying plays 
serves, among others, a political function. 
Written at a crucial time for Athens, the 
plays celebrate the benefits of democracy. 
Pelasgus, the king of Argos, consults his 
people before making a final decision on 
granting political asylum. His insistence 
on consulting the people of Argos is a clear 
and distinct nod in favour of democracy. 
The ancient drama Suppliants pays tribute 
to the democratic currents through Athens 
before the establishment of a democratic 
government in 461 BC.
Both Danaids’ tragedy and the perfor-
mance How a Place becomes a Person… have 
no hero, no downfall, no tragic conclusion, 
but portray unresolved conflicts. A compar-
ative approach brings many critical issues 
to the fore.

Two distant moments in the 
history of theatre: How a Place 
become a Person… and The Sup-
pliants

Focusing on two different moments in the-
atre history, we come across some striking 
differences concerning the cultural and po-
litical background of two different periods.
It is obvious that we are dealing with two 
completely different life experiences, to-
day's spectator would not gather with oth-
er citizens at the Theatre of Dionysus to 
celebrate a much-awaited event in the city, 
which would give him the opportunity to 
reflect on important issues, including de-
mocracy. Today's spectator would feel more 
like an individual or a consumer of a cultur-
al product than a citizen would. He would 
have to pass through a non-prosperous and 
depressed area of Athens, where he could 
perceive the economic but also the cultural 
impacts of globalisation, which was herald-
ed many years ago as a problem solver and 
a mechanism to increase global prosperity, 
but today is essentially contested. 
The performance, which clearly aims to 
create empathy, often uses the vehicle of 
irony. It gives the spectator much food for 
thought, combats misunderstandings and 
prejudices, and ultimately fosters the im-
pulse to act as an active citizen. However, in 
case the viewer reflects on different issues 
and feels the need to participate in the po-
litical arena as an active member of society, 
he would soon feel deprived of the oppor-
tunity to join a collective body and vote on 
relevant public policies. No one would ask 
for his opinion like the king of Argos.
On one hand, the spectator may note the 
irony of being deprived of his active role in 
the context of a political community. On 
the other hand, the audience can take the 
chance to have an active role during the 
interactive part of the performance, where 
the lines and borders between the per-
formers and the spectators are blurred and 
eliminated. During How a place become a 
person..., some spectators are given the op-

portunity to play a floor game. They roll a 
dice and have to take a few steps to advance 
along the defined path. The last box is a 
quiz and players have to answer questions 
and try to define important concepts such 
as 'identity'. This interactive game multi-
plies perspectives and challenges the audi-
ence's responsibility for reality.
Some audience members might have felt 
closer to many asylum seekers, who are 
often excluded from socio-political life or 
deprived of a homeland: in some ways they 
might feel like 'refugees in their own home-
land'. They might also realise, by thinking 
after the performance, that the strong pow-
ers of a globalised materialist ideology are 
able to see (as many argue) a humanitari-
an crisis as an opportunity for a new cheap 
workforce and are also able to see every 
square metre of their country as another in-
vestment opportunity.
Today, the problem of the refugee and mi-
gration crisis does not only concern one 
city-state or nation, but the international 
community. Expatriation of people is the 
current way of dealing with various prob-
lems that many countries and people are 
facing. However, policies regarding the 
refugee and asylum seeker crisis should be 
reshaped in terms of realism and justice, 
taking into account that every person has 
the right to stay in his or her own country. 
The cultural diversity that is threatened by 
the overwhelming power of westernisation 
must endure and flourish. 
With a critical active conscience we can 
look forward to the mature moment when 
we will celebrate the regained awareness of 
the value of human being.

REVIEW #2

Aimilia Emmanouil
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I was introduced to collaborative theatre 
at nineteen years old, when I joined a lo-
cal theatre workshop fifteen minutes away 
on foot from the university where I was 
studying for my bachelor’s degree. My sole 
purpose was to shore up the learning I was 
accruing on theatre history and theory via 
the very exacting undergraduate courses I 
was attending at the time with some prac-
tical, “inside” knowledge of the theatre 
praxis. I had no intention whatsoever to 
become a theatre practitioner or a theatre 
scholar; rather, I was intent on securing 
better grades on the final transcript while 
trying on something new and exciting. 
Training on devised and physical theatre 
was part of the curriculum, whose content 
was both intensive and – for me at least, 
with no prior contact with these theatre 
modes – quite intense. Two months into 
the process, I realized that an actual the-fo
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by Aikaterini Delikonstantinidou atre work would develop from our contributions in terms of narrative 
and improvisatory material and that, in essence, we were required to 
alternately, and often at one and the same time, don the “hats” of play-
wright, director, performer, technician, and learner. The simultaneous 
realization that I lacked any adequately developed skills that would al-
low me to tackle that challenge with grace brought me very near quit-
ting the endeavor. I wasn’t used to failing. But I wasn’t used to quitting 
either, so I stayed. 
It was the first time in my life that I was truly experiencing, tangibly 
and in a personal way, the concept of the suspension of disbelief and the 
need to tolerate ambiguity. For the next few months, I remember being 
overwhelmed by the demands in physical, emotional, and mental en-
ergy the experience was making on me; frustrated to leave my comfort 
zone with regard to my interaction with others; embarrassed by some of 
the techniques that were employed and which clashed with my sense of 
propriety and ingrained demureness – coming from a conservative Or-
thodox Christian family, I had been used to fiercely safeguard an expan-
sive perception of personal space. That was about to change soon, and 
radically at that. By the end of the year, my assumptions about what is 
proper, what is possible, what is beneficial, for me and others, had gone 
through such a profound transformation that I never saw myself and 
the world with the same eyes as before. Moreover, I knew now that the 
power, the wisdom, the joy I mined from that learning experience, one 
that was also more distinctively social that any previous I’ve had, were 
to be cherished but also shared. Ever since, I have been seeking out every 
opportunity to participate in similar undertakings in diverse roles, from 
dramaturg, director, or production member to educator (arts in educa-
tion practitioner to be exact), consultant, or project associate. That is 
what drew me into the orbit of Intimate Bridges.

Intimate Bridges by ENTROPIA
It was in the capacity of project associate, or “reporter,” that I partici-
pated and bore witness to ENTROPIA’s unit within the Intimate Bridg-
es project, itself a component of the Creative Europe programme by 
the E.U., placed under the aegis of the European Commission. While 
the project as a whole, as its official webpage grants, «consists of sev-
eral multidisciplinary artistic workshops and participatory performing 
arts» (<intimatebridges.eu/about/>), ENTROPIA’s, the Greek partner’s, 
share has been decidedly theatre-inflected. In Greece’s case too, though, 
the involvement of both migrants and non-migrants in the creation 
and learning process remains central. Indeed, its artistic member-pro-
ject aligns with the prime mission of Intimate Bridges which is to wield 
and foreground the transformative power of art in education through 
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orchestrating intercultural encounters, as much creative as reflective, 
among refugees, immigrants, and local populations. Given my back-
ground as it has been sketched roughly in the introduction, I was drawn 
to the undertaking because of its collaborative theatre mode and the 
art-in-education learning import of the initiative, which holds special 
currency to me, considering my current scholarly and professional in-
terests. 
I was recruited as “reporter” of the Greek partner at the beginning of 
2020. As such, I followed as closely as possible the development of EN-
TROPIA’s contribution, aptly and evocatively titled How a place becomes 
a person… Soon, I would discover that each phase of the Greek project al-
lowed for different semantic and conceptual layers of the title to unfold. 
A place becomes a person when we ascribe it human attributes because 
of the intensity of the experiences (positive or negative) to which the 
place has been linked in our mind, heart, and psyche. That particular 
layer seems to me to have been predominant in the first phase, that of 
the participatory workshops bringing together migrants, refugees, as 
well as artists and members of the local community. A place also be-
comes a person when we act on the need to actively negotiate with that 
place, exploring and gauging its affordances and challenges; to navigate 
through the stories it whispers, the scars it bears, the potential it holds; 
to let it change us, our courses of action and out meaning-making hab-
its, as we change it, the way it looks, it feels, it is… That has been the lay-
er most emphatically brought out throughout the rehearsals of the ho-
monymous workshop-derived performance. But a place can become a 
person when others conflate a person with a place (e.g. of provenance or 
of residence), and reduce them to it, thus negating the person’s intrin-
sically multiple identity and, by extension, thwarting their self-actual-
ization. That situation and its repercussions as it relates to the migrant 
condition constitutes the core problematics energizing the performance 
How a place becomes a person… – a problematics that, judging from their 
responses in the performance I’ve watched, was not lost to the audience.

The Workshops
The first, “Workshop” phase referenced above lasted approximately two 
months, from February to March 2020, before ceasing abruptly due to 
the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic. Theatres and other cultural 
venues, such as the premises of the migrant-youth-oriented NGO Ar-
sis, whose spacious main hall served as the setting of the workshops, 
ceased operations in mid-March. Immediately, the organizers tested 
the alternative of transferring the process online, with the assistance of 
any available telematics tool (such as video conferencing, e.g. the now 
popular Zoom). However, the fragile constitution of the diverse group 

of participants, especially granted the at-risk socioeconomic profile of 
many migrant participants who faced practical difficulties accessing 
the needed hardware and software technologies, precluded that digital 
option. Thereby, it was the few live (physical) workshops, conducted in 
English and scheduled on weekends to accommodate the participants, 
that by compounded necessity formed the basis of the project. Photo-
graphed and filmed, they provided the body of the material that would 
later serve as the primary source of the performance, the final “output” 
of the Greek project. 
The participants to the workshops, migrants and non-migrants alike, 
were recruited a month prior to the former’s launching, following an 
Open Call for Participation issued by ENTROPIA and distributed among 
various cultural and educational institutions (such as universities), 
NGOs, and other organizations with well-documented ties to migrant 
and refugee groups and communities based in Greece. By the end of Jan-
uary 2020, a total of forty people aged between 18 and 69, and with sat-
isfactory command of the English language, had been recruited. Their 
origins could be traced in ten countries: Afghanistan, Algeria, Came-
roon, France, Tanzania, Guinea, Sierra Leone, South Africa, Syria, and, of 
course, Greece. Although the at-risk status and circumstances of some 
migrant participants did not permit their regular, weekly presence at 
the workshops, each meeting involved 11 to 19 participants, represent-
ing and/or expressing different cultural contexts and fields of reference. 
That number proved more than enough to procure a rich variety of ma-
terials, ranging from the performative to the textual and the discursive. 
The workshops progressed in a quasi-modular series, while each indi-
vidual workshop included (at least) a stage of initiation, consisting of 
warm-up activities and follow-ups; a stage of experiencing, in which 
the creative input by the participants was fielded by means of free or 
semi-structured improvisations and the production of textual, audio, or 
visual content; and a stage of reflection, in which emphasis was placed 
on crystallizing intercultural learning through the exchange of personal 
stories and accounts of experiences and events, as well as on concretiz-
ing the social connections that had emerged in the previous stages. The 
group dynamics, positive from the very beginning, was incrementally 
improving, and just before the workshops were interrupted due to the 
lockdown, it had reached a point where it facilitated the generation of 
profound and high-quality (multimodal) contributions on the part of 
the participants, especially in terms of its narrative content, diverse, and 
manifesting colorful threads. Two of the most rewarding aspects of this 
phase that I’ve personally treasured are the respect and care with which 
the participants received the stories of others, no matter how distanced 
these were in terms of their own referential fields and value systems, 
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and the intricate but compelling way in which material testaments of 
past or present experiences would interweave with strands of storytell-
ing the participants unraveled in improvisations and discussions. To 
me, both afforded ample opportunities for different manifestations of 
how a place becomes a person to surface when that place bears a dis-
tinct experiential charge, as noted in the previous section.
The sociocultural field of forces the workshops generated through the 
contributions of all participants, organizers and reporters included, was 
solid yet flexible enough to serve the accrual of various views, perspec-
tives, and interpretations of “how a place becomes a person,” marked 
for their diversity. By the – forced – end of that first phase, an inspiring 
body of testimonies had been compiled; a body of authentic accounts of 
human experience and resilience in times of crisis, mostly related to mi-
gration and social integration efforts, and «the epistemic authority that 
such experience conveys» (Mahr-Csibra 2020). Regarding that “epis-
temic authority,” and without meaning to get too theoretical, it is worth 
remarking that in the act of reporting on what I was witnessing during 
the workshops, I experienced the substantiation of a concept I’ve always 
found a bit obscure, that of «border knowledge» introduced by theo-
rist Walter Mignolo (Mignolo 2000) in his discussion of discourses and 
realities of power in the modern/colonial world system. Border knowl-
edge refers to knowledge conceived from «the exterior borders of [that] 
system as a response to the encounter between them» (Saldívar 2006: 
54), and it is essentially «knowledge that resides outside of the cultural 
mainstream» (Rhoads 1995), because it has been excluded from the do-
main of rationality and validity that the Western colonial apparatus has 
instituted for itself, and thus from history. What I’ve come to realize is 
that the workshop process functioned as a sort of repository of border 
knowledge insofar as it invited and welcomed the genuine accounts and 
perspectives of the migrant participants, and let the different (than the 
dominant Western) modes of thinking and interacting that they brought 
to the process flourish. Because of that, forms of knowledge that, as a 
rule, are ignored or even repressed, were articulated dynamically and 
expansively, bringing us all into contact with a powerful, albeit lowkey, 
assertion of an alternative understanding of the migration phenomenon 
and its resonance. It is all the above that furnished the ground on which 
the performance would be built.

The Production and Rehearsals
Tuned to the collaborative mode of theatre production, the collective 
ENTROPIA drew on the rich resource that the workshops had supplied 
to formulate their dramaturgical vision. What rendered this interpre-
tive and creative process a convoluted experience for those involved was 

that the space of the venue too, the self-managed and non-conventional 
cultural center “Communitism” in one of the oldest districts of down-
town Athens, demanded, in more than one sense, to be treated as a per-
son due to its unique character. In our context, this is not simply a figure 
of speech, a personification; it points to the fact that the creatives were 
required to interact with the personality of the place, their theatre work 
developing though the constant dialogue between their creative system 
and the place’s attributes and aura. To that we should add the painstak-
ing efforts of the creatives to buttress their dramaturgical design with 
factual and research-led knowledge on the reality of migration and so-
cial integration found in relevant treatises, anthropological studies, of-
ficial policy-making records, and so on. By the time the creative process 
issued into more structured rehearsals, a sheer wealth of material had 
been carefully elaborated and shaped to make the performances them-
selves of the work How a place becomes a person… feel like rehearsals of 
social change.
To clarify this last point, it is important to briefly consider the collab-
orative theatre practices of ENTROPIA. The group’s modus operandi 
seems to align with Frank Barron’s argument that «The lone creator 
is an insufficient metaphor. All creativity is a collaboration» (Barron 
1999: 59). It may be that all creativity can, to some extent, be seen as 
collaboration, but in the case of ENTROPIA, theatrical creation is not 
just approached as «an aggregate, collective activity»; rather, the ap-
proach is more integrated, so much so that the at once interpretive and 
creative process is seen as «synergistically collaborative» (Bickerstaff 
2011: 42). The process of examining and analyzing the primary and 
secondary sources, selecting the material, developing the dramaturgy, 
rehearsing the performance «is not only ‘social’ in the popular sense 
of the word, it is also organically synergistic, and well beyond the con-
trol of any isolated individual (even the director)» (Bickerstaff 2011: 
43). This also means that the collaborative group process interacts, not 
in some abstract manner but in very real and specific ways, with the 
«broader field of culture of which it is part», while «each of the partic-
ipants engages not only their own creative process and the processes 
of their collaborators, but they also engage their cultural, social, and 
professional contexts as well» (Bickerstaff 2011: 43). It follows, then, 
that the performance is grounded into the juncture where the ecologies 
of the broader cultural domain, the contextual network in which each 
creative is embedded, the place of the venue, and, of course, the field of 
forces that the workshop participants generated overlap. Arguably, the 
creation of How a place becomes a person… was powered by the very pro-
ductive friction among all the foregoing elements as they clashed with, 
complemented, and changed one another. 
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The Performance
That the performance of How a place becomes a person… invited the audi-
ence’s insights and participation, involving actual, live performer-spec-
tator interaction, was thoroughly in line with the collaborative mode of 
theatre production on which we commented in the last section. As vital 
part of the cultural domain and the even wider cultural discourse which 
shapes artistic practices, the audience, integrated into the workings of 
the performance, can be regarded as another collaborator in the inter-
pretive and creative process that led to the reception of the final out-
put by ENTROPIA for the Intimate Bridges project. Since the ideal place 
for a more detailed commentary on the performance is in my review of 
it, suffice it to say here that the specific treatment of the demanding, 
largely workshop-derived, material by the creatives of ENTROPIA, on 
which we’ve touched, permitted a profoundly human and unmistakably 
urgent re-interpretation and re-presentation of the migrant condition, 
its sweep and far-reaching implications for what we view as “Western 
culture.” 
Indeed, the work incorporated a cultural critique directed toward that 
culture which was as sharp as it was consistent. It never lost its edge, 
neither in the performance’s comedic peaks, nor in its emotional 
depths. The problematics of the conflation between place and person to 
the detriment of both, of which we’ve earlier made mention, was treated 
with an honesty, considerateness, and grace that we seldom encounter 
on the Greek stage. Importantly, the theatrical experience, besides irre-
ducibly communal, was also invested into maximizing the intercultural 
learning import of the audience’s encounter with lives and stories that 
are still off our radar; the “border knowledge” to which we have alluded 
was at work here too. To impart visibility and salience to the reality of 
refugees and other immigrants was a bet that ENTROPIA, in my view at 
least, certainly won. The inclusion of the concerns and outlook of the 
local, Greek population in the picture that the performance painted of 
the skewed dynamics between the “West” and the migrants might have 
secured a more pronounced local resonance, but perhaps it would de-
tract from the performance’s intentional wider, European scope, in view 
of its programmatic frame. Granted this, I must admit that I would have 
liked to see how the Greeks’ own take on that problematics affects the … 
“cross-border” knowledge we are to draw from our current predicament 
of living with less intimacy and fewer bridges than we actually need in 
order to thrive culturally, economically, and personally.

Epilegomena
My experience of the Intimate Bridges project was among the many that 
did credit to a decision I made more than thirteen years ago to invest 
into collaborative theatre and arts in education. Despite the challenges 
– and they were many within the context of the pandemic – the efforts 
of ENTROPIA, which I was lucky enough to witness, testified to the fact 
that the theatre is ideally equipped to support human resilience and 
beneficial social change in times of crisis. I would like to conclude with 
the wish to soon find the knowledge that the project harvested trans-
lated into enlightened policy-making, implementation of much more 
inclusive and democratic vultural strategies, as well as transformed as-
sumptions as to the meaning of identity, otherness, and home.
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3.
INTIMATE BRIDGES. 
TOWARDS A PARTICIPATORY 
MODEL FOR INTERCULTURAL 
DIALOGUE THROUGH 
PERFORMING ARTS

All the observations gathered so far provide a very diverse overview of the Inti-

mate Bridges project, giving an idea of its great intensity. Now it is time to an-

alyse from a broader perspective what happened, to outline replicable 
good practices and to propose a model in the conclusions.

Stefano Brilli comments on the data collected through the distribution of the 

questionnaires: it is very important to have feedback of various kinds from the 

participants and the public, the two main recipients of Intimate Bridges. All 

these data, together with a series of considerations and discussions we had dur-

ing the project, are necessary to measure the real impact of the project (despite 

the problems of the pandemic).

Methodologies
It is important to start with a cross-sectional examination and an overview of 

the methodologies used in the laboratories of each partner:

IDRA
Although initially planned to work on Shakespeare’s Tempest, partly because of 

the pandemic and the move to online, the workshops of Davide D'Antonio, Ab-

derrahim El Hadiri and Giuseppina Turra changed without losing their central 

towards a (flexible) 
model
Riccardo Corcione
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theme: otherness, as a human value full of risks. Physical improvisation exercis-

es alternated with other practices linked to dramatic theatre. If the performanc-

es had initially to take place in the homes of the citizens of Brescia, because of 

the pandemic they took on different spaces, such as the city streets or theatrical 

spaces. Guided tours and poetic performances were the outcomes, with a special 

focus on the stories of migrants and their experiences in relation to the theme of 

otherness. It was very important to focus the three workshops on three types of 

participants: adolescents, women, mixed.

Associação Renovar a Mouraria
The participants (of different ages and sexes) in the Portuguese workshops 

worked with music and creative writing. Associação Renovar a Mouraria paid 

particular attention to music as a vehicle for integration and storytelling: the 

production of homemade musical instruments, for example, created group co-

hesion, as did exercises related to rhythm. This was one of the most important 

cases in terms of community sociality. In addition, there were travelling shows, 

which encouraged encounters with local citizens, and engaging musical perfor-

mances.

Stand 129
The project was divided into two different parts - consisting of creative writ-

ing classes and theatre workshops - which were brought together in the final 

presentation. The writing and physical workshops were transformed into an ex-

cellent production: the final performance was in urban locations and involved 

the public in a circuit that was very engaging and at the same time respectful 

and protective of migrants. The focus on women created a more welcoming en-

vironment and opened up important spaces for reflection. One of the dominant 

themes was the criticism of Western imagery and stereotypes - as was also the 

case in Greece.

Entropia
Again, great care was taken to create a protected and peaceful space for the par-

ticipants. This was also possible thanks to the focus on the body, through the 

dance and movement workshops. This methodology was particularly effective 

in overcoming language problems in favour of a common body language. The 

improvisation workshop also served to gather materials for the final perfor-

mance, which was interactive and took advantage of a particular venue. In this 

case, more than in Austria, the workshop participants did not take part in the 

performance, except through the dramaturgy materials. This choice also coped 

with the great variability in participation in the workshop.

Towards a (flexible) model
There have already been many European experiences showing the potential of 

participatory theatre in relation to issues of integration and the development of 

a multicultural society. What does Intimate Bridges offer more?

As can be seen, Intimate Bridges has shown how many theatre methodologies 

can be used in different cases. At the same time, the partners have demonstrat-

ed the ability to find ways within the range of possibilities to create workshops 

and performances that are both engaging and respectful: choosing a specific 
target group of participants, so as to better focus on the characteristics of the 

workshops; the artistic methodologies to approach socio-culturally 

sensitive meetings and workshops; selecting spaces for both workshops and 

performances, which brought added value in mediating the encounter with cit-

izens; choosing artistic methodologies (and thus the degree of participation of 

migrants and non-migrants) for the transition from workshops to artistic pro-

ductions; and curating the final events.

This ability to deal with different situations in different ways was one of the 

strengths of Intimate Bridges, accompanied by constant dialogue between the 

partners.  The latter is a point that has been a great value of the project and has 

brought out artistic, methodological and social issues. The hope for the future 

is that more and more artistic realities working with participatory theatre and 

migrants will engage in dialogue with each other. Furthermore, this dia-
logue should be extended to sociologists, humanitarian 
organisations and politicians. It should also be more stable and 

constant, following the great migration changes involving Europe and non-Eu-

ropean countries.
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This section presents the results of the 
monitoring of the Intimate Bridges pro-
ject. The aim of this analysis is to bring 
out some of the main critical issues that 
emerged during the workshops in order 
to enrich the discussion around the con-
struction of effective and replicable par-
ticipatory models and practices.

Monitoring is a crucial phase in the de-
velopment of actions to stimulate social 
and cultural inclusion and participation. 
Studying the impact of these actions re-
quires understanding, through appro-
priate research methodologies, how the 
philosophies of participation manage or 
fail to engage with the habits, propensi-
ties, values and ideals of the individuals 
called upon to enter into the co-crea-
tional relationship of the workshop.

Unfortunately, as with other parts of the 
project, the monitoring action was se-
verely restricted by Covid-19 pandemic 
compared to its initial conception, and it 
required numerous steps of evaluation, 
rethinking and adaptation to the condi-

tions of the moment. It is above all the 
audience follow-up that was severely 
hampered by the restrictions: besides 
shrinking the total number of people 
attending the final performances of the 
project, the pandemic prevented the or-
ganisation of an effective distribution of 
printed questionnaires.

Nonetheless, the research managed to 
connect with the voices of the partici-
pants and gather important insights. 

The monitoring consisted of the follow-
ing stages:

- An initial focus group with the organ-
isers was held on 17 May 2020, with the 
aim of eliciting key issues on which to 
structure the follow-up;

- The four partners organising the work-
shops were asked to compile a project 
sheet describing the objectives and con-
tent of the workshops, the expected out-
puts, how they were responding to the 
interruption imposed by Covid-19 pan-
demic, the project timeline, socio-de-

Monitoring the project
Stefano Brilli

The ability to choose and face the variety of situations linked to local, political 

and socio-cultural circumstances is already an important indication towards the 

formation of a model. Although the word model may imply something fixed and 

perfectly replicable, in this case we are moving towards a more dynamic 
model, capable of adapting to different realities. Intimacy 

requires this flexibility. So perhaps we need to change our notion of “model”. 

Intimacy is the strength of Intimate Bridges. One of its most 

important innovations, despite the difficulties caused by the pandemic, is the 

curatorship of complex processes that take advantage of artistic methodologies 

and take care of a delicate encounter: the one between migrants and refugees and 

European citizens. Whether they lasted six months or a year, all the processes 

at the partners’ venues showed the potential of performative interaction. Using 

hybrid spaces, public or private places in the city, Intimate Bridges strove not to 

open up the intimate spaces of the workshops to the outside world, but to build, 

with the participants, a meeting space that was not imposed 
from above, an environment for an encounter of bodies 
and people (before that of citizens or migrants). This led to the opening up 

of new possibilities for confrontation, exchange and cultural dialogue.

If it remains true to its name, Intimate Bridges has a future.
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mographic information about the par-
ticipants and the problems participants 
were experiencing (according to their 
viewpoint);

- Two questionnaires were then de-
signed; one aimed at the audience of the 
final performances, investigating the 
profile of the spectators, their relation-
ship with the organisation, their satis-
faction with the performance and their 
opinion on the role that performing arts 
play in stimulating (or failing to stimu-
late) intercultural dialogue and integra-
tion; a second questionnaire aimed at 
the participants, examining their initial 
experience of the workshop, satisfac-
tion and impacts; the four organisations 
were responsible for translating the 
questionnaires into their local languag-
es and distributing them;

- A concluding follow-up conversation 
with the organisers which took place on 
8 April 2021.

The audience perspective

Altogether 41 questionnaires were col-
lected, which were completed between 
October and December 2020. The small 
number of responses does not add up to 
a statistically significant amount that 
would allow for reliable profiling of the 
audience or the possibility of carrying 
out multivariate analyses. However, 
there are interesting patterns among 
the responses and some answers to the 
open-ended questions that provide 
stimulating insights. The sample sur-
veyed is predominantly female (over 
two thirds across all four workshops). 

The 30-year-old age group is the most 
numerous, except in Portugal where it 
is the 40-year-old one (supposedly due 
to the higher age of the workshop's par-
ticipants). As for nationality, they are 
prevalently citizens of the same country 
and more than 80% come from the same 
city where the performance took place. 
More than three quarters of the sample 
have a university degree or higher. It is 
worth noting that about two thirds of 
them have been involved in performing 
arts activities, and more than one third 
of these are/have been professionals in 
the field. This figure, however, should 
also be considered in the light of a ten-
dency typical of theatre audiences, es-
pecially those following contemporary 
theatre (Gemini & Brilli 2018), which 
often present a high percentage of in-
siders in the sector. Unsurprisingly, they 
also appear to be audiences that attend 
a significant number of theatre and con-
certs events, especially in the case of 
the Greek sample, which appears to be 
made up of hardcore theatregoers.

The first area of investigation concerned 
the relationship of the audience with 
the organisers. While in the case of Italy 
and Portugal the respondents tended to 
have already attended the association's 
events, in the case of Austria and Greece 
the majority of the audience (more than 
70%) consisted of people who had never 
attended such initiatives. In both cas-
es, however, the returning audience is 
a highly loyal one that follows the or-
ganisation's activities closely. The main 
channel from which they learnt about 
the performance is through direct mes-

sages from friends, from the organisers 
or from the performance participants 
themselves. This audience therefore ap-
pears to be socially close to the organ-
isers or the workshop participants. Of 
those who had already heard about the 
project, more than half followed also the 
pre-performance phases of the project, 
especially from social media updates; 
an exception is Greece where 80% of 
respondents knew only about the per-
formance. Supporting the finding of a 
“close audience", we find that less than 
10% of respondents did not know in any 
way personally either the organisers or 
the participants.

The audience had generally already at-
tended projects of this kind involving 
migrants, especially for Italy and Portu-
gal, less so for the Austrian audience.

The second area of the questionnaire in-
vestigated satisfaction with the perfor-
mance. This satisfaction was assessed 
through various dimensions such as 
appreciation for the artistic aspect, or-
ganisational quality, participants' com-
petence, themes tackled, novelty of the 
initiative, venue of the performance, 
audience participation and overall eval-
uation of the event. A very strong level 
of satisfaction stands out unequivocally. 
Satisfaction with the project, the perfor-
mance, the themes and the participants 
was unanimous, with none of the re-
spondents from the different countries 
being dissatisfied with these aspects. 
Slightly more problematic tend to be the 
way the project was publicised and, in 
particular, the poor participation and 

behaviour of the public. Thus, it seems 
that people complain mostly about “the 
missed opportunity” of the initiative.

The answers on which aspects were 
most liked varied from one country to 
another. In the case of Greece, the most 
appreciated features were above all the 
storytelling, the content of the perfor-
mance and the interaction built up with 
the audience. The Portuguese perfor-
mance was particularly appreciated 
for its multicultural approach and the 
possibility of observing the exchange of 
different cultures in action. The Austri-
an performance was especially valued 
both for the stories conveyed and for its 
use of space , the way in which it suc-
ceeded in creating an ideal immersive 
opportunity to come into contact with 
those narratives. In the Italian case the 
opportunity to tell one's story in a pro-
tected environment was cited as one of 
the most appreciated aspects. In line 
with the objectives of the project, over-
all we find how the performances suc-
ceeded in establishing a deep encounter 
with the participants' experiences and 
background, while building a device 
that does not spectacularise them but is 
able to convey these experiences in elab-
orate and non-trivial forms. This means 
that the audience does not look at these 
stories with exoticism, but participates 
in the pleasure of narrating oneself and 
in the strength of the exchange between 
diversities.

The aspects less appreciated, although 
there are few responses in this regard, 
tend to relate to specific details of the 
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event rather than to the nature of the 
project. Some contextual aspects were 
criticised, such as the audio quality, the 
timing, the choice of venues and espe-
cially the lack of audience because of 
Covid-19 problems.

The last part of the questionnaire as-
sessed the audience's attitude towards 
the impact that workshops of this kind 
and participation through performing 
arts can have, especially in promoting 
intercultural dialogue and integration. 
With regard to the benefits of such ac-
tivities, respondents almost entirely 
agreed that these activities enhance in-
clusion and intercultural dialogue, and 
that governments should be more in-
volved in investing in such initiatives. 
However, there was less agreement that 
the workshops play a role in the indi-
vidual's well-being. In the spectators' 
eyes, therefore, the impact seems to be 
more on the collective/community lev-
el. Opinions on how viewers approach 
this type of performance were divid-
ed. To the statement “When I go to see 
a performance of this kind, I don't care 
whether the participants are profession-
als or not” the spectators respond with 
a tendential agreement; the statements 
“When I go to see a performance of this 
kind, I don't need to know about the 
participants personal stories to enjoy 
it” and “When I go to see a performance 
like this one, I evaluate it with the same 
criteria I use to evaluate any other 
show” instead split the answers in half 
between agreement and disagreement; 
this happens for all four workshops. 
The result shows that the spectators' 

attitude is not so much to evaluate the 
performance according to the criteria of 
professionalism, but at the same time 
the performers' background matters. 
This does not mean that one goes to see 
such performances exclusively for who 
the performers are and not for what they 
do, but that their identity is not invisi-
ble, especially in an activity that has sto-
rytelling at its centre.

Overall, even with the acknowledged 
limitations of the research, it is worth 
noting:

- a type of audience that tends to be 
close to the cultural organisation and, 
especially, to the participants; however, 
it should be specified how this close-
ness could be the product of a sampling 
bias, since when the percentage of col-
lection on the total audience is small, 
the self-selection of the respondent 
increases; in other words, with small 
samples the more participative mem-
bers of the audience have more voice, 
therefore those who presumably also 
have a personal closeness or interest 
with the project;

- satisfaction with the performance is 
strongly positive, especially with regard 
to the performance itself; a critical factor 
is certainly displeasure at the lack of au-
dience attendance;

- the performing arts are seen as an ef-
fective means of stimulating integration 
and exchange between cultures, which 
should be helped more by institutions; 
not everyone, however, approaches the 
outputs of these projects as “mere per-

formances”; the identities of the par-
ticipants are not transparent, but this 
does not mean that they are observed 
as factors of “justification”, but rather as 
elements defining a specific kind of per-
formance with an autonomous and not 
subordinate value.

The voice of the participants

The questionnaire submitted to work-
shop participants was generally well 
answered and therefore represents more 
comprehensive feedback than that from 
the audience. Of the 97 participants de-
clared by the four project partners, 33 
people responded, ranging from a cov-
erage of 10% for Greece to nearly all of 
them (91%) for Austria. It is understood 
that these differences can be due to sev-
eral factors, first of all the fact that not 
all the workshops had the same number 
of participants and a constant partici-
pation until the end. All questionnaires 
were completed after the final perfor-
mance and therefore refer to the entire 
participation in the project.

The sample of participants shows a 
strong female prevalence; although 
more females than males participated 
in each of the projects, the figure is also 
influenced by the Austrian workshop 
aimed exclusively at women. The aver-
age age was 40.3 years and the median 
35.5; overall the 30-year-old age group 
was the most numerous (40% of partic-
ipants). Among the different workshops 
we find several differences in house-
hold size and level of education: the 
Greek participants come from house-
holds with 2-3 people, the Portuguese 

and Austrians from households with 3 
to 4 people, while the Italians have the 
largest households, with more than 4 
people on average; the average num-
ber of household members is therefore 
in line with the national average in the 
Greek case, but well above the national 
average for the other countries. Look-
ing at the level of education, we find 
that the respondents from Portugal and 
Greece have a high level of education 
(more than three quarters have a uni-
versity degree), while we find a lower 
level of education in the Austrian and 
Italian respondents. Less than half of 
the respondents have the nationality of 
the country where the workshop took 
place. Fewer respondents were in full-
time employment. With the exception 
of Greece, most participants work part-
time, are job seekers or are students or 
retired. This could indicate a critical 
point in the project, suggesting that par-
ticipation in the workshop is difficult to 
combine with a full-time job; however, 
this observation needs further analysis, 
especially when designing future work-
shops. Looking at the levels of cultural 
participation of the respondents, we no-
tice a level that is certainly lower than 
that of the audience, but not at all low 
overall; there are few respondents who 
do not attend any kind of performing 
arts event; most of them tend to attend 
theatre more than the national average. 
We are therefore talking about a section 
of the population that does not exhib-
it traits of marginality from the point of 
view of cultural consumption.  Especially 
in the cases of Greece and Portugal, more 
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than three quarters have already carried 
out activities related to the performing 
arts, often at a professional level.

The first area of the questionnaire in-
vestigated how they came into contact 
with the initiative. For the majority, this 
contact was through the suggestion of 
friends or direct contact with the organ-
isers. In the case of Portugal and Austria, 
there was also a minority of participants 
who got to know the activity through 
social media, while in the case of Italy 
the same happened through the asso-
ciation's website. Overall, more than 
half already knew the organisation (less 
for Greece and Austria, more for Portu-
gal and Italy). Interestingly, for all four 
countries, there were more participants 
who already knew someone from the 
organisation than those who already 
knew the other participants. This shows 
on the one hand the relevance of direct 
contact in the engagement of people 
who can join the project, raising the 
question of “how to involve individuals 
from outside the organisations' near-
est network”; but it also shows that the 
workshops created opportunities for 
strangers to meet each other and that 
they actually managed to create “bridg-
es” in the local community.

For all respondents the outcomes of the 
workshops were in line with or exceeded 
expectations. In the case of Portugal and 
Italy they admit that they had expected 
a different type of activity, but that the 
outcome was better than they had im-
agined. Those who declared that they 
had a different expectation said that 

what surprised them was finding an 
inclusive and interactive environment, 
while they had expected a more scholas-
tic and one-way activity. As one of the 
Portuguese workshop participants put 
it, what surprised her most was:

“A feeling of belonging and solidarity 
was created that evolved into friend-
ship and commitment that leads us to 
be together even today after the end.” 
(Portugal)

The second theme concerns satisfaction 
with the activities. To an even greater 
extent than in the case of the audience, 
satisfaction is unanimously positive. 
For almost all the items investigated 
( explanation of the activity, conduc-
tion of the workshop, spaces, workload, 
competence of the instructors, rela-
tionship with the participants and the 
instructors, skills learnt, fun, final per-
formance, resilience to Covid) they de-
clared themselves satisfied or very satis-
fied. The aspects they were less satisfied 
with (although not dissatisfied) tended 
to be more logistical than content-relat-
ed, mainly concerning the timetable, the 
space and the response to Covid.

Among the aspects that participants cite 
as the most appreciated of the workshop 
we find first of all the exchange with the 
other participants and the opportuni-
ty that was created to listen to them, as 
well as the possibility to have an experi-
ence that breaks the daily routine.

“I really liked the atmosphere, the cul-
tural sharing and the way it was accept-
ed by the public. It was very rewarding!” 
(Portugal)

“I liked the possibility of experiencing 
something different from everyday life 
and the opportunity to confront realities 
different from one's own.” (Italy)

Few answers were given to the question 
on which elements they liked least. The 
entirety of these answers referred to the 
way in which Covid-19 pandemic cre-
ated irregularities and ruptures in the 
workshop, and the fact that it was un-
fortunately a finished experience.

The third area investigated the impact 
of the workshop on the participants. 
Among the dimensions of impact that 
were assessed: language skills, meeting 
new people, cultural exchange, learning 
to relate to different people, developing 
artistic skills and interest in performing 
arts, improving creative skills, connect-
ing with the community, improving the 
relationship with the family and helping 
to cope with the Covid crisis. Overall, 
the aspects related to the development 
of relationality appear to have had the 
most impact (although slightly less for 
the Austrian respondents). The work-
shop seems to have developed above 
all competences concerning listening, 
contact with other cultures, but also the 
pleasure of sociability:

“Socializing with different people in this 
difficult year. Learn about their culture 
and share experience and feelings. (Por-
tugal)

“To be able to meet people from vulner-
able backgrounds and from different 
cultures and actually be able to listen to 
their stories and opinion.” (Greece)

A participant from Austria points out 
that in her case it was not just a way 
to meet new people, but to develop an 
awareness of what happens when wom-
en overcome the barriers that divide 
them and act together:

“It has been important for my language 
skills and to meet other women and also 
to develop your creativity. Now I think 
that women are not alone. They can do 
everything together.” (Austria)

Although less than the relational as-
pects of the impact, the role of the work-
shop in stimulating artistic skills and 
interests is appreciated. Above all, the 
opportunity to express oneself is valued:

“The chance to act on a stage, with an 
audience, was a very emotional expe-
rience for me. It was an important step 
which also gave value to the significant 
journey I had made. I felt valued and 
part of something bigger and more im-
portant.” (Italy)

The aspect which is considered least in-
fluenced by the workshop - although it 
is said that overall it was more “useful” 
than “not useful at all” - is the relation-
ship with family and friends. Fairly use-
ful, but less so than other aspects, was 
the workshop as an aid in coping with 
difficult periods of Covid. In general, 
one observes a very strong enthusiasm 
for the activity in which they partici-
pated, in all four workshops. When it 
comes to selecting some possible prob-
lems encountered, there are very few 
answers. There are no problems with re-
lationships with others, with the organ-
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isers or with the themes. If anything, the 
problems cited concern constraints ex-
ternal to the workshop, such as the par-
ticipants' punctuality and lack of time. 
Language is cited by a few as an initial 
obstacle which, however, was taken care 
of and effectively resolved. 

Ultimately, “continuity” emerges as an 
element of great importance. Among the 
possible recommendations to improve 
future editions of the workshops, almost 
all of the responses concern this issue: 

“Being prepared to transform the work-
shop to online version in case of pan-
demic or other issues.” (Greece)

“Extend the number of participants of 
the initial group to maintain volume of 
people over time.” (Portugal)

Needless to say, the differences between 
the workshops meant that some activi-
ties were easier to continue than others 
in the face of the limitations imposed by 
Covid. Although all four organisations 
relied at some stage on digital technolo-
gies to maintain an active dialogue with 
participants, they did so in different 
ways and with different intensity. The 
Austrian group used email and social 
media for communication, but felt that 
physical space was irreplaceable for the 
kind of intimacy they sought to achieve 
from participants. The same happened 
in the Greek group, who tried to contin-
ue the workshop through Zoom meet-
ings but then decided to wait until the 
end of the lockdown as physical pres-
ence proved indispensable. In the case 
of the Italian participants, attempts to 

rehearse on Zoom ran into connectivity 
problems and problems with the cost of 
mobile phone credit which some partic-
ipants could not afford. The case of the 
Portuguese group was different, as they 
had moved their activities online with 
considerable success. Specifically, what 
seems to have worked particularly well 
is the combination of multiple strategies 
employed: Zoom for rehearsals, video 
for homeworks and constant contact via 
WhatsApp which kept the group going 
despite the distance. The fact that this 
link was never severed was particularly 
appreciated by the participants:

“We never cancelled a rehearsal and 
every week we shared information and 
events in the whatsapp group! this 
shows seriousness, love and commit-
ment.” (Portugal)

As is often the case, there is no techno-
logical solution that “fits it all”. Each 
workshop defines its own unique re-
lational situation, which may require 
different continuity solutions. Surely, 
however, envisaging b-plans for the 
continuity of activities will firmly enter 
the repertoire of practices and arrange-
ments for efficient projects oriented to-
wards the development of a culture of 
participation through performing arts.
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Languages, culture, visa problems, 
working online: how many difficulties 
have you encountered during your 
workshop?

Stand 129 

Özge Dayan: We faced a group of women who were absolutely new in 
Austria, they not only did not know German, but also spoke different 
languages and could not communicate among themselves. They 
have completely different backgrounds, with different traumas and 
problems. However, the women were open and brave, ready to share 
their stories even with body communication. So, the hardest part of 
this experience was reaching again all the participants after the three-
months suspension due to Covid-19 and adapting the workshop to the 
new safety issue. 

CONVERSATIONS BETWEEN 
THE PARTNERS. reports 
from the meetings

#1 _ November 2020
* online meeting with the artistists and experts conducting the workshops
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Luna Al-Mousli: I can also recall a similar experience with Covid-19, we 
had to postpone the workshop and that led to difficulties in reaching 
the participants again. Luckily, most of the group had known each 
other for a while in some way and they were surprisingly open. 

Entropia 

Marilli Mastrantoni: We tried to develop a relationship of trust and 
open a space of reflection that can be a safe space for the participants, 
most of whom were newcomers to Greece. They did not know the 
language, so we used English as a common language, but we focused 
mostly on body language and physical expression at the beginning. 
Unfortunately, as soon as we started going deeply into the issue we 
wanted to share, lockdown happened, and we haven’t been able to 
continue the workshop ever since. 

Evi Prousali: In my experience, language’s differences were the most 
critical issue we had to face. We tried to make them start talking about 
themselves using photos and objects they evaluate important, but due 
to the lack of communication and time we did not succeed in creating a 
community where they can express themselves.

IDRA

Giuseppina Turra: I curated a women-only workshop, and we had just 
met for our first meeting when the Covid-19 emergency broke out. This 
was a very challenging moment, but I think we succeeded in solving 
most of the digital issues (especially thanks to Martina) and seizing 
all the opportunity the new media offered. The online environment 
unbelievably was the most effective and all the women naturally 
started interacting, feeling confident and comfortable. Moreover, the 
video calls gave us a view on their houses and their families: there 
were husbands and children who enjoyed hinting and translating, 
sometimes with little quarrels. Life contributed to create the most real 
layer of our theatre.

Martina Stipi: Working as a lawyer with refugees, I had already known 
most of the women from past experiences. They were particularly 
fragile, one of them was even a human traffic victim, and they did not 
know Italian. In addition, Brescia was one of the most affected cities in 
Italy by Covid-19: these women, with an already traumatic background, 
had a really difficult time dealing with lockdown, fear and constant 
death counts. However, I think this workshop helped them and let 
them bloom, giving them the opportunity to express for the first time 
their inner voices.

Artists or teacher? How was the 
relationship between you and 
the participants? How could they 
understand you and your artistic 
goals? Do you remind any significant 
episodes? 
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Özge Dayan: Artist or teacher? The border was very open: from the 
beginning the main purpose was giving the participants a safe space 
where they could express themselves and, to achieve it, we taught and 
showed them some theatrical techniques to realise their expressions, 
their body languages, their sounds, their talking effects… But then, we 
let them play with this material and training, because theatre is also 
the joy of playing and forgetting everything you have or are outside of.

Luna Al-Mousli: During the writing workshop, I said them there were 
no rules in writing: the most important thing is to express and share. 
But writing was not the first phase, at the beginning we talked a lot, 
while I was taking notes. Then we did some creative writing’s collective 
exercises to take off pressure to invent and write a story from the 
beginning to the end. Later, each of them wrote their own text and at 
the end, we tried to transform the texts into something to participate 
and perform. Everyone was excited to see and hear their writings in the 
final performance, they could recognize themselves in it, but they could 
not believe they gave the ground for that to be happening. I think our 
relationship and their experience were really improved by me speaking 
Arabic too. Every time they felt to say something, they said it even if 
they did not know how to say it in German because they knew I could 
understand and help them. 

Associação Renovar a Mouraria 

Carla Costa: We worked on two different workshops: one of them was 
the multicultural and intergenerational orchestra Batucaria, focused 
on percussions and body percussions, the other one was built around a 
collection of stories from all around the world. We created the second 
workshop while we were already working online due to Covid and I 
can identify my experience with Luna’s. Writing was really a tool for 
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them to express themselves and our relationship was honest, without 
judging and labelling. At the sessions’ end, I collected all the material 
and edited it to create a final manifesto, where everyone had a voice. 

IDRA

Giuseppina Turra: I cannot really see myself as a teacher, I refuse the 
teacher-student dynamic. My duty consisted in creating a safe space 
where something could happen and be born, where reality became an 
object. I had to oversee the solicitations that provoked something, so 
I could be able to bring them on the stage and let them happen again. 
However, on stage something unexpected can always occur and that is 
my achievement.

How did they feel during the 
workshops? Do you think something 
has changed in them from the 
beginning? 

Stand 129

Özge Dayan: During the workshop, they were free to be themselves. 
When I presented the texts I wrote for them to perform, they were 
so surprised to read their stories and everything they talked about 
during the workshop and the break time too. They were almost 
disbelieving and wondered “Is that me? How is this possible?”. One 
of the participants was so shy that at the beginning she could not 
even talk in front of other participants, but at the end she was the star 
of the performance; she also had a job interview and told us she did 
our articulations exercises before it and she got the job. I think this 
experience helped them being more comfortable and confident.

Luna Al-Mousli: I think they all gained a lot of self-trust in sharing their 
personal stories and that strength the bond between the participants. 
They remained very close to each other and they still gather every 
Friday.

Associação Renovar a Mouraria  

Carla Costa: At the end, one of the participants, who came from 
Brazil and was in Portugal from six/seven months at the time of the 

workshop, said: “This was really precious for me and my integration 
in the society, I feel more empowered”. This kind of feedback was 
rewarding, and I think it was the overall feeling: the sense of belonging 
no matter the nationality and the language really built the bond 
between people. They had the chance to learn something about 
themselves, but especially about the others. At the start they were all a 
little bit insecure about the participation and did not know if that could 
work for them, but at the end they really show how the human bond 
can be created and strengthened.

Entropia

Evi Prousali and Marilli Mastrantoni: During the workshop, we asked 
to our participants to write down anonymously what they felt and then 
we collected all their written texts, and the most recurring expressions 
were about the connection with the other participants and the sharing 
of experiences as a form of bonding and forming a community. We 
had very positive and warm messages, even if they were encouraged to 
express also flaws and honest feedback.

Katerina Kataki: I think the exercises we proposed to them were very 
helpful in achieving this, even if we could not complete the workshop. 
For example, we asked them to bring personal items as input to share 
with the group personal events; or we made them draw the route they 
use more frequently, and then walk in the space according to the drawn 
line: since they moved all together, they continuously run into each 
other and that was a clever way to let them share something personal 
without using words.

What were your artistic goals? 
How did the participants work as 
performers or artists? Did you reach 
all your artistic goals? How could you? 
How couldn’t you?

IDRA

Davide D’Antonio: We had three workshops and, before starting, we 
tried to connect our works, we built a sort of very loose net in which 
every workshop was independent and free, but also had a connection 
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with the others. We all had the specific aim to try to give new life to the 
inputs these workshops gave us and convert them into a production. 
So, we needed to find a way to create a common language between 
us and migrants and had the responsibility to transform the material 
in something related to theatre, keeping in our minds that we cannot 
represent them – if we think we can really represent them and their 
point of view, we are betraying them –, but we can try to express our 
point of view on their experience.

Giuseppina Turra: Our goal was theatre, intended as letting something 
occur to them in front of a public. My pride was watching them 
comfortable on stage and going beyond our agreement in order to let 
the public enjoy their performance. Seeing them beautifully dressed 
like queens was a joy too.

Entropia

Marilli Mastrantoni: We really tried to avoid labels and stereotype: 
our aim is operating in the direction of the bright side. We want to 
share not only their traumatic background, but especially their strong 
moments. We worked – and we look forward to continue working – to 
get out the western mindset’s binarism with their imaginative and 
refreshing stories. We always were clear and open why we were there, 
what were our role and our aims, and I think the participants were 
interested both in meeting us and learning to express themselves.

Evi Prousali: I do not know if this can be an artistic goal, but we really 
aim to bring at the centre of the discussion the “otherness” as a both 
side concept. We would like to let them talk about the western society 
as the “other” for them, reversing our point of view: we do not just 
want to ask them about themselves, but especially to them ask us 
about ourselves. The otherness is a very interesting concept in the 
philosophic reflection of the last century and explore it from another 
side is very refreshing not only in theatre but also in the interactions 
with the society. This is also one of our artistic goal: how our project 
and our theatre interacts with society, what are the reactions to our 
performances, how they affect the common and normative idea of 
migrant, refugee, other, community... We really want a performance 
that have an impact on society.

Stand 129

Özge Dayan: As a migrant myself, I know how frustrating can be being 
only perceived, even in the artistic and theatrical field, as a person who 
can exclusively speak about themes and issues related to my migrant 

background. So, I did not want them to discuss the migrant or refugee 
condition, but the human one. We debated about living in a country 
with a different language and where your education does not get you 
a job because certain diplomas or certificates are not recognized, but 
also and mostly what being in your twenties or thirties or having kids 
means or any other women issue. 

Associação Renovar a Mouraria 

Carla Costa: Here in Portugal, one of the activities was collecting music 
and sounds from all around the world and during this process we asked 
the participants to choose a text, a lyric or a poem from their homeland 
and then read and interpretate it in their mother tongue. So, I can say 
our artistic goal was reinventing the obstacles caused by the language, 
focusing on the language’s musicality and emotion instead on the 
intellectual meaning of it. And then, we used poetry and music to 
underline and share personal stories.

Could the audiences understand and 
feel the process of the workshop? 
There was a good exchange between 
participants and citizens? Can you tell 
us some episodes?

Stand 129 

Özge Dayan and Luna Al-Mousli: After our workshop, we put on 
the performance and now we have set up a small exhibition with 
objects and texts from the workshop. We easily adapted our original 
performance to the new Covid-19 rules, because it was planned to be a 
stations-play where performances happened in front of itinerant small 
group of public. For the audience, it was really like opening a little 
window and looking inside, then closing it and opening another one, 
and they were very touched. A lot of people cried a mix of tears of joy 
and sorrow, I think everyone could relate to the narrations on stage: 
being overwhelmed when things are hard, dealing with things you do 
not know… But it was not exaggerated nor provocative on purpose, it 
was real and authentic, even on the linguistic level. We could really feel 
the way the process affected the audience, during the performances 
there was a very intimate space where you could see the impact. 
We can recall the moment in which this was especially evident: the 
audience was assisting a dance performance from an outside stair and 
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suddenly it started raining, but the audience did not move and watched 
the performance until the end, soaked in rain. 

Associação Renovar a Mouraria  

Carla Costa: During the performance, there is a moment in which the 
participants teach the audience some words and a collective poem 
in their mother tongue. In some ways, it is a role-play – “Who’s the 
migrants now?” – that let the audience bring home something from the 
performance: knowing new words and a poem.

IDRA 

Giuseppina Turra and Martina Stipi: At the end of the performance, 
we usually remain on stage and answer to the public’s questions. After 
our women’s performance the moment was very weighty and loaded 
with expectations because it was the first public event in Brescia after 
the lockdown. All the public was ready to ask questions, and all the 
actresses remained on stage and actively participated in answering: 
it was a success. We can recall some questions. Someone asked Silar, 
a woman from Somalia, if that experience had a special meaning for 
her, and she regally answered that she did this in her spare time, after 
her usual day, whenever she felt free to do it. Someone else asked 
Fanta, from Senegal, if she had ever done a similar experience and 
she answered that she had already participated in a similar workshop 
in her village and acting was totally natural to her. We think these 
answers were very refreshing for the audience, they really reversed the 
stereotyped imagine of migrants as uncultured or jobless or coming 
from an arid country with no cultural life, theatre, or any kind of 
activities.

How did the project affect the 
participants involved? What was their 
feedback after the end of the project?

Entropia 

Marilli Mastrantoni: We got positive feedback from the participants 
relatively to what we have done so far, since we haven’t completed 
the project yet: they shared a lot with us and took a lot of interest 
in the project as of now. What we could certainly note is that, as I 
expected, this kind of projects, of art forms, don’t solve problems, but 
help to describe them and expose them to everybody. These projects 
helped the migrants by making them more included, because they 
get treated like participants and not as migrants. In my opinion, that 
kind of impact in people’s lives cannot be measured quantitatively, 
but qualitatively. We’d like to do extra work with migrants and their 
communities, but it won’t be easy due to Covid. We hope to do more in 
the next months. 

CONVERSATIONS BETWEEN 
THE PARTNERS. reports 
from the meetings.

#2 _ April 2021
* online meeting with the projects coordinators 
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Stand 129

Mbatjiua Hambira: We had a different workshop setting, but the 
most relevant on the impact of the project was the one that involved 
a small group of women: working together created an inspiring 
connection between them. They felt more powerful, brave, able to 
do anything, a great example of woman-ship. They also cooperated 
outside of the project itself: for example, they helped each other for 
work applications. I felt involved too in this great sense of community, 
feeling like I could do everything. For the future we hope to have more 
opportunities and to do more sessions, just like the participants asked 
on their questionnaires. This was the only negative feedback given 
by them, Covid not included. On the contrary, we noticed still some 
barriers, first of all the language.

Associação Renovar a Mouraria 

Carla Costa: We had nice feedbacks, we started with the orchestral 
project that we conceived as an international and intercultural activity. 
At first, we had a pretty big group that as time passed got smaller 
and smaller, until it became a small ensemble of 6/7 people. This was 
partly caused by the pandemic. As sad as this is, we’re still quite happy 
because this small group is still working together through this difficult 
time. In this regard, they showed a great adaptability to the new digital 
tools, using them to stay in contact. In fact, right now they use zoom 
and all those digital platforms to play, despite not being able to meet 
in real life. I think It’s important to point out that in this case we are 
witnessing the creation of a community, with its own autonomy. Right 
now, they have structures, materials and our help at their disposal, but 
they’re completely independent while working at the project.

IDRA

Davide D’Antonio: Regarding the feedback, it’s important to clarify 
that we already did a similar project last year and so we expected the 
same results, but we didn’t get them. Let’s see the positives and the 
negatives of these experiences. This year, due to Covid, we haven’t 
got a lot of participants on the project (for example a group had only 
two members), still we moved forward with it. Surely, the difficulty 
in working together depends on various factors: on the age of the 
participants, if they’re migrants or refugees, if they’re migrants of 
the first or second generation and so on. For example, this year, we 
worked better with our younger members, because they had no trouble 
using smartphones, zoom, etc. In the past years, problems were 
totally different, mostly relative to the participants integration in our 

community: regarding this we had tangible results. For example, there 
was a girl, who was very involved in our project. Three days before the 
performance her parents forbade her to participate, because the show 
was to be performed in a private house and going to an unknown house 
without her family was seen badly by her culture. We intervened and 
in the end she could participate to the performance. What I’m trying 
to convey here is that projects like this have a concrete impact in these 
people’s lives and in their relationships with the hosting communities. 
On that note, this year was essential the service of a mediator, whom 
we couldn’t afford last year. This person helped us to better understand 
the necessities of the participants, because she shared with them 
cultural values. She was the key to the project’s salvation during the 
pandemic. 

Were the relations with other 
association and local institutions 
important for the project in order to 
achieve the participants’ integration? 
Did the project contribute to enlarge 
your network of partners on the 
territory?

IDRA

Davide D’Antonio: It is with regret that I have to say that public 
institutions have been a great disappointment to us. Not only they 
have not helped us economically, but they have paid little attention 
to the project and so we have had little resonance on the territory. 
On the other hand, we have had a good consensus from the private 
institutions. Their help is very valuable because they represent an 
important point of contact with migrant communities and operate in 
different fields: some help the migrants searching for work, others in 
language learning and so on.

Entropia

Marilli Mastrantoni: I can also testify a good relationship with the 
associations and cooperatives that deal with migrants. They have been 
really helpful, as well as an indispensable resource in talking to these 
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communities. Another valuable ally was the city of Athens, which 
liked the project, mainly because it was European in scope, and which 
therefore gladly provided us with a space to implement it. As far as 
local institutions are concerned, however, we have not received any 
financial aid either. Sadly, institutions are often interested in migrant 
projects but without them.

Stand 129

Mbatjiua Hambira: Even in our case, the arrival of Coronavirus has led 
to the loss of funding from the institutions that usually support us. 
However, the cooperatives helped us to eagerly distribute flyers. They, 
indeed, were very proud because we were doing something, despite the 
pandemic.

Associação Renovar a Mouraria 

Carla Costa: The search for money in Portugal was supported by the 
parish but for Covid we lost that. This was very stressful because 
we didn’t know if we were going to be able to get the project done. 
But luckily there was a small municipal project that secured us the 
money to proceed as we wanted. The difficult situation, however, has 
fostered close cooperation with other communities and associations 
in our territory. This seems to me to be essential because it has not 
only allowed our work to be more shared, but above all it has created 
a new sense of cohesion and new important connections for the 
future as well.

The impact of the pandemic seems 
to be crucial in all the experiences: 
on one hand Covid has stopped the 
normal progress of the project, on 
the other hand the Coronavirus has 
sparked the research in alternative 
ways to work on it. What do you 
think?

Associação Renovar a Mouraria 

Carla Costa: For my experience, we succeeded in keeping the 
relationship between participants alive even through online meetings. 
Obviously some things were lost: the relationship with the musical 
instruments was missing as well as the chance to see each other face to 
face. However, I think that we achieved an important result by keeping 
that intimacy between participants reached in the real world even in 
the virtual one.

Entropia

Marilli Mastrantoni: I agree with Carla about the intimacy theme: 
even if we weren’t in the same physical space while doing our sporadic 
online meetings, we still succeeded in creating a private intimate 
place for our participants. However, I think that working live – face to 
face – is the better way, the work’s impact is definitely bigger. We had 
problems due to the pandemic, because a fair share of participants 
had different issues: someone got the disease, others had their asylum 
applications rejected and so on. There was a lot of frustration and 
isolation. They had all these problems, so they didn’t have time nor 
desire to go to the online meetings. Also, without live meetings we 
can’t actually see the results of our work with them and they don’t 
feel confident in seeking help. These look to me like the main aspects 
needed to create a community. And that’s what we’re trying to do: 
build a community. Let’s hope to do this again as soon as possible.

Stand 129

Mbatjiua Hambira: Surely the Covid’s impact wasn’t negligible: first 
of all because our participants were scared of getting sick, limiting 
our face to face meetings; however, we still succeeded in carrying on 
the project even in this difficult situation. We, from the beginning, 
wanted to create an intimate space for our participants and we did it. 
In particular, we did this with our community of women by talking 
with them, we emphasized dialogue between our members, since we 
couldn’t see each other live. We succeeded in creating an identity and a 
network between our participants.

IDRA

Davide D’Antonio: For us the intimacy between our members was an 
integral part of the project, even in the name of the project itself. The 
pandemic, as we saw, seems to have obstructed this achievement, 
since we can’t actually see each other face to face. Carla suggests that 
sometimes it’s possible to keep some level of intimacy even if we’re 
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distant. I’d say that sometimes it even generated more intimacy. Not 
only because we entered in each other home with the online meetings, 
but also because it happened that even people outside of the project 
felt included in this intimacy. For example, one girl, during the project, 
never spoke in the live meetings. When we started to meet online, she 
began to participate more actively, because her husband translated to 
her what we were saying. What’s surprising is that we had no idea that 
he was there with her. So, in a sort of way, we had a new participant 
and he was a member of our intimacy. However, this is an exceptional 
case, that makes us proud, but it’s not standard. This is because 
generally online meetings don’t make you feel in a safe space, they 
don’t let you share space like real meetings do. Digital meetings should 
be a tool, not the only way to do things.

Davide’s last anecdote suggests 
that, surprisingly, there were also 
unexpected people involved in the 
project, even in an indirect way. 
Can you note a similar phenomenon 
in the audience? What about the 
composition of that?

Entropia

Marilli Mastrantoni: At the moment, we can’t say anything about this. 
We'll can give you feedback on this theme when we actually play the 
performance in June. 

Associação Renovar a Mouraria 

Carla Costa: We had three different live performances, with three 
different audiences: in July we had a show with targeted public, mostly 
people that worked with migrants, with people with emotional issues, 
teachers and institutions. In August and in September we had no 
control over the audience, we didn’t know anyone in the public, made 
up from young and old people, male and female. The September’s 
show was an online concert, available on You-tube. The feedback for 
these three performances was very good, with a particular note on 
the language: even if people didn’t understand what was being said 

in the shows, they still got the main sense, and that was our main 
goal. By making the migrants tell us one of their stories in their native 
language we succeeded in putting the audience in the migrant’s daily 
perspective. I think that our experience perfectly shows how the role 
of language is crucial. The key for a good performance is finding a 
universal language, to connect people from different parts of the world 
and with different backgrounds.

Stand 129

Mbatjiua Hambira: The audience was pretty mixed, composed by 
three different groups: people involved with those that produced the 
show (fiends, associations), people who normally go to the theater 
and professional in the field, theater trainers, actor’s organizations. 
All the groups were very satisfied by the result of our work. They also 
appreciated the fact that this was the first cultural activity in months, 
due to the pandemic.

IDRA

Edwige Paulin: As Mbatjua said, also in Italy the audience was 
extremely positive, because it was a long time since anyone did any 
public theater play. We did two workshops that had different kinds 
of audience. For the second one we needed to bring people from the 
audience on stage so we could open the theater to about fifteen people 
only. That was a really interesting approach.

Davide D’Antonio: I would like to add an interesting point: due to 
the pandemic the audience’s composition has changed. In the past, 
there were more locals, instead this year the participants could take 
their family and their friends, making the audience more diverse 
and somehow more involved. For example, I was very surprised 
when, during the show, a girl stood up and started to dance with the 
performers. It is also true that in the past the audience, mainly the local 
Italians, were very interested about the performers and asked many 
questions about them. Most of the participants talk very openly about 
their story, but others don’t, depending on their past. In this regard, it 
is important to note that sometimes the audience succeeds to create 
a better relationship with the migrants than we do. This happens 
when they find the same ground even beyond their differences. For 
example, one time some Mozambican migrants found a common 
experience with the Italian audience on the theme of corruption. This 
relationship with the audience bring to our attention another crucial 
point: the ethics and the aesthetics of the migrants’ stories on the 
stage. About this I would only say that, when I go to a performance, I 
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don’t want to go the butchery. I want “cooked meat”, not “raw meat”. 
Something that had an aesthetic process behind, something “cooked”. 
Experience is crucial, the difference between a good performance and 
a poor performance is made by the way you treat people’s background. 
You can’t put people on a stage and just let them tell their story: it’s 
touching but it’s not theater, it’s something else.

If we wanted to create a model for the 
future, what do we take home from 
this experience?

Stand 129

Mbatjiua Hambira: This particular experience certainly taught us 
a lot. Specifically, it has made us question the ways in which we do 
theatre and how we relate with the participants. Being able to compare 
experiences, problems and approaches by discussing them at the round 
table has made us develop new strategies. That is why, for the future, 
I think it is important to define the working method to be used with 
non-professionals and what ‘participation’ really means in this type of 
work. It is important to understand how to effectively involve people 
from the beginning and to understand the modalities and ends of the 
journey to be done together.

Associação Renovar a Mouraria 

Carla Costa: I think that for the future it is essential to pay attention 
to communication: not only concerning the workshop, but also 
the various steps of the event. Nevertheless, I believe that excellent 
attention is paid to the cultures with which we are involved. Based on 
Davide’s experience, a good aim for future projects for me seems to be 
to employ a mediator. As for the digital tools used, they will certainly 
remain as valuable resources, but I hope that they will no longer be 
fundamental. Anyway, my purpose is to continue playing despite the 
hard times.

Entropia

Marilli Mastrantoni: For future work, I hope that we can continue to 
keep that enthusiasm and creativity that have not abandoned us, as 
you can see, even in such difficult times.

IDRA

Davide D’Antonio: I believe that in spite of the plurality of particular 
situations, the unpredictability of events and the dynamism of changes 
and movements – first of all those of the migrants themselves – it is 
essential to maintain a firm conception of community. And when I 
talk about community, I don’t just mean a group of people performing 
together, but a multisectorial ideal. The community in the broadest 
possible sense of sharing and participation. I intend to take this ideal 
into tomorrow’s projects and I hope to see it implemented in practice 
on the ground.
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4.
CONCLUSIONS
Stratagemmi - Prospettive Teatrali

A project such as Intimate Bridges, conceived before the Covid 19 
pandemic, has undergone many variations over the course of its 
development. Not only for the restrictions imposed by the pan-
demic, but also for the social, artistic and daily variations that the 
virus has brought with it.

The solicitations multiply themselves in a moment in which - like 
all moments of profound criticality, personal or collective - on the 
one hand there are fear, uncertainty and the deepest difficulties, 
and on the other the soft space of uncertainty leaves the place to 
a dazzle that seems to make great clarity. One has the feeling that 
the most essential, simple and necessary aspects that were also of 
the “former” world can re-emerge in a more evident way. Aspects 
that, if they seem completely necessary now, were our common 
ground of work even before, even if we had a harder time mak-
ing them evident, suffocated by the complexity of the system, by 
an overload of frenzy and productivity that completely clouded 
them. So even this pandemic, with all the tragic aspects that it 
brings with itself, it seems in some ways being an opportunity to 
make certain points evident, and to re-emerge the most essential 
aspects of how the performing arts can enter into contact with 
reality, be an instrument of participation and create an impact on 
our societies.

A general reflection upstream of the project concerns the rela-
tionship between theatre and reality, and how it has changed in 
recent years. All over the world there has been a growing rela-
tionship between theatre and a form of activism: it was no longer 
enough to portray and represent reality, art had to change it. Ur-
gencies similar to those that move the Intimate Bridges project 
– going beyond the boundaries of art to try to affect reality – have 
animated the European and international scenes of recent years 
with growing radicality.

Companies, artists, playwrights have intertwined their paths 
with those of activism, taking a position on the hottest topics and 
trying, through stage action, to produce changes on reality. Suf-
fice it to mention projects that took shape during the lockdown, 
such as Milo Rau’s “School of resistance”, which brought togeth-
er intellectuals, artists and activists to reflect on the growing 
potential of art to give rise to a transformation of the problems 
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of our society; or artistic projects as Necropolis by Arkadi Zaides, 
an attempt to monitor and reconstruct the map of the migrants 
dead in order to arrive in Europe, developed in collaboration with 
“UNITED for Intercultural Action”, a network of hundreds of an-
ti-racist organizations from all around Europe. Or just think to of 
the performative projects of some of the most acclaimed artists 
of the contemporary scene, from Lola Arias to Rimini Protokoll, 
which involve non-artists in participatory processes with specific 
social and artistic objectives.

These famous experiences resonate with our project, its premises 
and results, and with many considerations that emerged during 
its process. Many of the questions and problems emerged in the 
project were apparently obvious moments of reflection, premises 
that it is worth taking up again to think about today and tomor-
row and grasp the importance that this historical moment can 
have. At the same time, many difficulties were the opportunity to 
rethink our ways of working, not always and not only with nega-
tive consequences.

A utopian model based on good practices
Participatory art is not a privileged political medium, nor a  
ready-made solution to a society of the spectacle, but is as uncer-
tain and precarious as democracy itself; neither are legitimated 
in advance but need continually to be performed and tested in 
every specific context. 

(Claire Bishop, Artificial Hells. Participatory Art and the Poli-
tics of Spectatorship, Verso, 2012, p. 284)

This statement by Claire Bishop, ending one of the most relevant 
books on participatory art, finds its evidence in Intimate Bridges 
project.

Following the conversations made with the protagonists of the 
project and the (remote) observation of processes and results, 
it clearly emerged how it is difficult to speak of a “model” for a 
project of this kind. The different experiences of Intimate Bridges, 
demonstrate how an artistic and social model has to be strongly 
related with specific conditions and contexts. What emerged, was 
the need to measure oneself with the constantly changing con-

ditions of reality, to confront one by one with the project partic-
ipants, with the specific difficulties and potentials, and to build 
comfort environments designed specifically for a given context, 
spatial and temporal.

The model is by definition something abstract, that replicates it-
self as it is, which goes beyond local places and conditions: when 
there are places, the model must instead be territorial. A partici-
patory project like Intimate Bridges is measured with the delicacy 
of certain situations, with their fragility, and it is all based on hu-
man relationships that are not predictable.

As a result, the inappropriateness of the word “model” has 
emerged: if there is a model, it is a utopian model, which arises 
from good practices that are not necessarily reusable and repli-
cable. In this utopian model there isn’t any rule, but keywords 
and values: sensitivity towards human lives that we cannot pre-
sume to know before having shared a space with them; under-
standing of a participation that can only take place under certain 
conditions; awareness of stereotypes and post-colonial dynamics 
widespread in European countries; freedom of an encounter be-
tween citizens and migrants and refugees that cannot be forced. 
Intimate Bridges can be a model for all this.

We can intend the model as a fix structure that people might copy 
in order to achieve similar results, or as a theoretical description 
that can help to understand how the system or process works, 
or how it might work: according to this second definition and 
moving then from the concept of model to that of good practices, 
some example can be made.

The capacity on the online adaption was particularly relevant for 
Renovar a Mouraria, which could rethink and bring on the pro-
ject on a digital platform. Stand 129 built a participatory process 
in which migrants were giving the material for the final perfor-
mance, which was more a kind of installation, with an artistic 
result full of intimacy and with an important focus on women. 
Entropia decided not to follow the urgency of the project, and to 
keep presence as a must: thus, the process allowed a deeper par-
ticipation of the people involved. IDRA moved its process online: 
it was particularly interesting, despite all the difficulties, the case 
of the workshops with teenagers. The online meetings brought a 
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different level of intimacy, because the other people involved in 
the workshops were entering in their homes through the online 
meetings. Furthermore, entering in the private house of the par-
ticipants triggered the involvement of the families which helped 
with the translations, for examples. 

These and other concrete examples bring us to some considera-
tions.

Exchanges between the partners (despite 
Covid 19)
The observation of the project from far, without the opportunity 
of personally seeing the processes and attending the final perfor-
mances of the workshops, was a strong limit for the monitoring 
the development of the project itself and for the attempt of find-
ing a possible “model” from Intimate Bridges experiences. 

But the filtered observation of all its aspects, through the eyes of 
the storytellers, of the artists and of the project leaders, was at 
the end also an opportunity for us, in order to be more objective, 
listening to people that really were inside the project. 

On the other hand, the lack of direct exchanges between the part-
ners did not prevent the individual projects from influencing and 
enhancing each other. The exchange of good practices, in the few 
occasions of physical meeting and in the most frequent occasions 
of virtual exchanges, had concrete effects on the project. We can 
report some examples: IDRA and Stand129 influenced each other 
with their distinct visions of the concept of 'participatory art'. On 
another side, the Portuguese Migrantour strongly influenced the 
Italian performance, that came out directly from that experience. 
These are just to examples to demonstrate the exchanges between 
the partners, even in the Covid times, had a strong impact for the 
project itself and for the future.

Even in the storytelling work, that allowed us to attend the pro-
ject from far, it was always clear that, although the groups of the 
different countries didn’t know each other and didn’t met, they 
were part of a common attempt and mission. The direction and 
the intentions of their work was clearly mirrored each other. 

Impact on the participants: trust and 
awareness 
Which was the concrete impact of the project? As Marilli Mastran-
toni said in a meeting, “I don’t think that art projects can solve 
problems: they can make feeling more included and accepted, but 
they cannot solve problems”. The common aim of the partners 
was creating a feeling of trust and a creative space for reflection 
and exchange; creating a safe space in order to feel comfortable 
and develop a deeper relation of mutual trust and respect.

We could say that the project created spaces for experiences, not 
an impact: not quantitative data that we can measure, but qual-
itative ones. Some examples can be a proof of these qualitative 
impacts, apart from the good feelings and testaments of the par-
ticipants.

The main impact seems to be on the relational side, between 
them and the conductors of the project. There were everyday very 
concrete issues where they could help, preparing for a job inter-
view or preparing some documents. 

The empowerment of the participants was a statement: the 
workshops activated new potentials, arriving to assert “I never 
thought that I could do something out of my ordinary, but I can!”

In many cases, they created a community and still communicate 
between them. The activities, for example in Portugal, seem to 
continue in a spontaneous way, in which the reference organiza-
tions remain just as a reference. Despite this strong impact on the 
participants, what is missing seems to be the integration of the 
activities with the local community, due to a lack of visibility, of-
ten ascribable to the scarcity of attention from the institutions.

Impact on the partners and their 
communities: act, despite and because of 
the times
Due to the tragic circumstances that affected a still delicate pro-
ject, Intimate Bridges was seen not just from the participants, but 
as well from the conductors, as “a light in the darkness”.
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It was a concrete reaction and the demonstration that people 
could do something, and keep cultural activities alive even in 
2020, when everything was stopped.

On a concrete level, through the European project the different 
partners learned new approaches in the work with migrants, dis-
covering sometimes that the online relation could bring more in-
timacy and confidence. They learned a lot, as well, on how to set 
new physical and virtual spaces, and on how to build new rela-
tions with the participants. On a theoretical level, the project was 
a platform aimed to exchange and discover methods for including 
no-professionals in artistic production and for collecting migrant 
or post-migrant perspective and finding a way to show them.

A common condition and objective was to find a balance between 
the production side and the participant side: that is to say, be-
tween the artistic aspect and the social one. The exchange of 
learning and stories, also with the testimonies and contributions 
of other artists in the online and physical meetings, created new 
connections that will go on in the future.

Resiliance, adaptability and creativity were on the table all the 
time, with the aim of playing and acting, nonetheless and because 
the hard times. For all the partners’ communities, the project was 
a tool to keep the creativity alive, to go on trusting in the value of 
art, and this feeling and desire brought the most authentic and 
participated reactions.

Impact on the audience: a new common 
language
This involves the impact as well on the audience: spectators were 
usually mixed, relatives and friends of the participants and gener-
al public, who didn’t know who the participant were. 

The parents of the participants felt as well involved during the 
online workshops and wanted then to participate as audience in 
the final performances. As mentioned before, this new digital-
ization involved difficulties and bad effects but, besides, a good 
effect: it created curiosity in the people around since there isn’t a 
private space anymore; it creates a major visibility in families and 
very close people, because they are engaged in the same space. 

This happened by chance but can teach something for future pro-
jects: digital means can help with the families’ engagement.The 
generic audience, not related with the participants, were deep-
ly interested in the stories of the migrants. People after the per-
formance wanted to know about them, and this brought a con-
sciousness and sensibilizations from their side. 

In relation to the audience, and therefore to the artistic final pres-
entation, the language was the main topic: the creation a con-
nection despite the spoken language, was achieved through an 
aesthetic centered on the pre-lingual, on artistic levels that could 
move a deeper level of connection (i.e. music, images, sounds, ab-
stractions). This was a door open for a reunion of cultures: putting 
the audience in the same situation of the participants and seeing 
the language divide as an opportunity for a deeper connection.

Participatory art between process and 
performance, between social and artistic 
value
The relation between artistic and social impact of participatory 
artistic projects is not a new issue. In more than one discussion 
it emerged as an always challenging question. Many times par-
ticipatory projects that involve minorities, like migrants, have 
a strongly social impact, but they have nothing to do with art. 
What all Intimate Bridges partners have in common, is that they 
are doing something that is also artistically valid and has also an 
impact on society. Their projects have both sides.

Another aspect regards the participation intended as an instru-
ment to involve the audience during the performance, through 
open situations where the audiences can interact with the peace 
of art, or participation meant as a tool to involve groups of 
non-artists in the artistic process.

If the first aspect is maybe the most known in the “official” artis-
tic scene, the second one is of course the most important, even if 
in not in an exclusive way, for Intimate Bridges partners.

What emerged from the meetings and the workshops/perfor-
mance themselves, is that participation can be both the involve-
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ment of non-artists during the process, and as well the participa-
tion of some of them or of the audience in the performance: both 
approaches are important and different, but one doesn’t exclude 
the other. The distinction between artists and non-artists turns 
out to be old-fashioned, since in participatory projects there are 
thousands of situations that are not predictable. One problem is 
that the “official” theatre normally showed on institutional stag-
es looks to participatory and social artistic projects in a top-down 
way. The reality demonstrates that artist found a new way for be-
ing artists, with a bottom-up approach linked to the people. 

On the other side, in the Intimate Bridges project it was clear that 
the artistic relevance, and not just the impact on the participants, 
had a strong importance for all the partners.

Mentioning again Claire Bishop:

This tension [art vs. real life] – along with that between equal-
ity and quality, participation and spectatorship – indicate that 
social and artistic judgements do not easily merge; indeed, they 
seem to demand different criteria. This impasse surfaces in every 
printed debate and panel discussion on participatory and so-
cially engaged art. For one sector of artists, curators and critics, 
a good project appeases a superegoic injunction to ameliorate 
society; if social agencies have failed, then art is obliged to step 
in. In this schema, judgements are based on a humanist ethics, 
often inspired by Christianity. What counts is to offer amelio-
rative solutions, however short- term, rather than the exposure 
of contradictory social truths. For another sector of artists, cu-
rators and critics, judgements are based on a sensible response 
to the artist’s work, both in and beyond its original context. 
In this schema, ethics are nugatory, because art is understood 
continually to throw established systems of value into question, 
including questions of morality; devising new languages with 
which to represent and question social contradiction is more 
important. The social discourse accuses the artistic discourse 
of amorality and inefficacy, because it is insufficient merely to 
reveal, reduplicate, or reflect upon the world; what matters is 
social change. The artistic discourse accuses the social discourse 
of remaining stubbornly attached to existing categories, and 
focusing on micropolitical gestures at the expense of sensuous 

immediacy as a potential locus of disalienation. Either social 
conscience dominates, or the rights of the individual to question 
social conscience.
Art’s relationship to the social is either underpinned by morality 
or it is underpinned by freedom.

(Claire Bishop, Artificial Hells, cit., pp. 225-276)

Looking ahead: defining a new community
All the partners testified how the project was an important point 
of reference for creating a sense of community, in a particular-
ly difficult moment. The difficulties of the historical moment in 
which Intimate Bridges took place made some concrete directions 
more visible that can be carried out for future projects. In addition 
to deepening the lines of work defined in these conclusions (the 
exchanges between the partners and their different approach-
es; the importance , regarding the impact on the participants, of 
a sense of trust and awareness; the value of acting, despite and 
because of the times, in order to build and reinforce the sense of 
community; the search of a new common language, capable of 
overcoming linguistic differences; the foundational reflection on 
the value of participatory art between its social and artistic value, 
and between the process and the final per-formance), there are 
some concrete aspects that we can outline.

The unpredictability and uncertainty of the events and the dyna-
mism of transformations – not least those of the migrants them-
selves – make it necessary to strongly maintain the concept of 
community, reinventing it and making it broader. The digital me-
dium can be a tool of intimacy and of new relationship, in order 
to involve communities not used to enter in a physical relation, at 
least in a first step.

The importance of a mediator in these processes is mandatory, 
and she/he is a figure that has to be included in the participatory 
projects. Aware of the impossibility of tracing replicable models, 
it is important to take possession of the tools of art and encoun-
ter, listen to all the participants and their needs and absorb what 
we have to learn before returning it back, to an audience that can 
listen, observe and, thus, complete the process.


