
 

Speaker 1 (00:12): 

You're listening to the Australia Council's INTEL: Podcast Series. In this series we speak to 
artists and arts organisations working across borders to discuss best practice, tips and their 
experiences navigating the impacts of COVID-19 on international mobility. We’re broadcasting 
from Gadigal country in Sydney. 

Speaker 2 (00:42): 

I noticed with working online you're trying to hold attention in a very different way, and aware 
that people can so easily shift and check an email or shift and check a Facebook post or you 
know, so holding attention does feel quite critical. Hi, my name's Samara Hersch and I'm an 
artist and theatre-maker based between Melbourne and Amsterdam. Just last year I completed 
a master's at DAS Theatre in Amsterdam and I guess my work is very much socially and 
politically engaged, and I'm very interested in sort of the intersection of different communities 
within contemporary performance. I guess the research that I've been particularly interested in, I 
would say because I've been living away from Australia for the last three years is very much 
about distance and proximity or how the voice, technologies, performance, can bridge this 
feeling of distance or highlight it. Some particular works that I've been doing and mostly with 
young people over the last couple of years is a piece called We All Know What's Happening, 
with Lara Thoms and a group of young people from across Melbourne. In this project we were 
very much interested in young people who were stuck in Nauru as refugees and how to create 
space for their experiences to be heard through, or I guess juxtaposed against experiences of 
young people in Melbourne. Another work that I will talk about in this interview is Body of 
Knowledge, and that's a work that works with young people from around the world who phone in 
to the live theatre and host conversations and allow a type of performance to take place. I guess 
both of these works have started to really push my work into a particular direction, which is 
really thinking about how do you stage absence and how does the voice play a role in that. 
Yeah. And I guess also what are the sort of politics of voice and where it can into the theatre 
and where it is often silenced from social gatherings or social spaces. 

Speaker 2 (03:03): 

I was at APAM most recently in Melbourne in February, and that moment, I suppose the 
pandemic felt very abstract as a concept. It did feel like there was a kind of elephant in the 
room, talking about international touring and talking about this sort of global arts market at a 
time when borders were - at that point, I don't think any, I think only a few borders had started to 
close at that moment. And for us, I was with Lara Thoms pitching our work We All Know What's 
Happening, which had been invited to play in the summer in Europe, in May, in Theater der Welt 
in Dusseldorf and also in the Milano Triennale, a festival called FOG Festival in Milan. So 
already we had begun to have quite serious conversations about the likelihood of going to Milan 
because that was really a hotspot then in particular. And traveling with seven kids from 
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Melbourne and you know, all the implications and problems that might arise, so we were in our 
minds already quite aware that things are going to be different, but I don't think that we had any 
idea, or at least I speak for myself, had any idea just how dramatic that would be. 

Speaker 2 (04:47): 

Body of Knowledge is a work that I developed through my master's and premiered in June I 
guess, 2019, and it's a work that's made with teenagers from all around the world. The premise 
of it is that those teenagers phone into the live audience from their different bedrooms and 
facilitate different conversations that feel urgent to them about the body, but also about sort of 
body politics. So any questions that might arise from those thematics, questions of you know, 
relationships, career, climate crisis, sexuality, sort of anything that feels important to be 
discussing. Part of the process of that work is that I often work with different teenagers in 
different locations and running different workshops, so it was part of a Be SpectACTive, a 
European network that led me to run workshops in Budapest, in Italy, in Belgium. There's quite 
a large sort of scope of different teenagers that have both been in part of the work but also 
perform the work kind of collectively if the time zones align. With Singapore, with Theatre 
Practice, they're a youth theatre that I met after Liveworks [Festival of Experimental Art] and the 
idea was to go and spend some time meeting young people in Singapore and running this kind 
of workshop that I do, that I suppose opens up the questions of the body but also is a way of 
talking to teenagers and asking them kind of what are the questions that they have, that they 
would like to ask someone older that they'll never meet, almost likely never meet. So that was 
the invitation that I was supposed to be doing after APAM in March, that of course, it could not 
happen in real life. As a result, what we decided to do was try to run a workshop online, 
because those teenagers were ready to go, they'd also sent me already some information about 
themselves and it felt like a real pity to kind of halt that process. It also felt like quite an 
important time to be connecting actually, and addressing the kind of isolation and anxiety and 
different mental health questions that come up when everybody's sort of in such an unusual 
situation. Last week we ran a two day online workshop with those teenagers over Zoom, but 
also really trying to cater the workshop to a kind of maybe Zoom-boredom that's sort of 
becoming kind of the norm as well because so many kids are homeschooling on Zoom. And so 
trying to think of like dynamic ways that we can still be together. A big part of the workshop is to 
really bridge a kind of intimacy and closeness and intimate sharing of things that really are 
important, so that was a big question for me. You know, how do you do that when you're not 
together and you can't really read a room and host space in these kind of more conventional 
ways that we're trained to do as theatre-makers. 

Speaker 2 (08:18): 

In terms of navigating the kind of cultural nuances that are inevitable in any kind of international 
exchange, part of the ways that we were looking at that was a lot of conversations with the 
facilitators from Theatre Practice and they joined the workshop and very much kind of in 
dialogue with them around different things to be aware of. For example, on the second day we 
were alerted that Zoom was no longer legal in Singapore because of the Zoom bombing that 
had been going on. And so suddenly, you know, 10 minutes before we were supposed to start, 
we had to find a new online platform that could run the workshop, which is called Jitsi for those 
who don't know of it yet. I also have a collaborator in Amsterdam and he was up at 9:00 AM for 
the time difference and he was kind of helping to problem solve very quickly how we navigate 
this to make it seem seamless, because in the end you want the technology to disappear, so 
there was a little bit of, kind of panic and chaos. And also, interesting that in Singapore the 
language that they're using is 'a circuit break' or 'circuit breaker', not lockdown or shutdown just 
because of the different connotations that language can hold, especially for young people. To 
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be mindful of like kind of, what is this position that we're in, that it is temporary and positive, as 
opposed to a kind of lockdown/shutdown crisis. In terms of the thematics of what these 
questions were with regard to the pandemic, strangely no, strangely, people want boyfriends or 
girlfriends, or people want to know what they should study when they finish school, people want 
to know how to deal with loneliness. So maybe that's something that feels more acute now than 
before, or a kind of less certainty than before, perhaps around one's future. I think day to day 
relating still feels very relevant and also we're quite early on in the COVID-19 reality. So I think 
one holds onto one's sense of reality still. 

Speaker 2 (11:02): 

In terms of moving forward, I think everything feels like sort of speculative at this moment, but 
there was a huge enthusiasm from those teenagers to participate in the project because in the 
workshop I also explained to them the bigger work. Perhaps in the future there will be another 
live version of this work in Singapore. I'm also in the process of trying to develop an online 
version of the work because it had a lot of touring planned, and now a lot of those festivals are 
also in a position of having to rethink how they're going to share work in the context of their 
festivals. And I think because this work was already operating partially digitally, it already has a 
few clues for us dramaturgically and technically how to realise that, so perhaps they could join 
something like this in the future. And also, every Monday all the different teenagers who've been 
involved in Body of Knowledge from around the world, we just meet up on Zoom to connect and 
have a chat about how everyone's going, but also to give each other advice on tips and tricks of 
things that have helped them through the week. So there's a lot of sharing of new podcasts or 
new Netflix series or books people are reading or exercises people are doing, so those 
teenagers kind of can become part of this Body of Knowledge, international cast of kids. What 
feels important to me is that one circle doesn't kind of collapse inwards and become smaller and 
smaller, and to kind of, keep finding ways to connect outside of our regular social networks and 
keep that excitement of meeting new people or being in dialogue with different people possible. 

New Speaker (12:55): 

I mean, we're still very much in the process of thinking through what is an online version of this 
work, and I have great reluctance as well in terms of like, I think it is a different work, it's not the 
work. The work was very much intended for real bodies being together and that really motivates 
me as a maker. What is the live experience? What is the act of being together? So there's some 
hesitation, but in terms of kind of the questions we're asking is because we're projecting into 
later in the year, you know. Trying to imagine how much we've adapted in that period of time to, 
you know, the novelties that will wear off, the exhaustion that might become quite overbearing of 
being on the screen all the time, how to demarcate time and place when we're always in the 
same place. Time feels quite loose at the moment. So I think these questions are really like 
trying to imagine how people might be feeling and what people might be needing at that 
moment and how this work can or can't respond to that. 

Speaker 2 (14:28): 

I think maybe in terms of advice, I would say to not give up on the hope that we will be together 
again, because we will, I hope. Maybe with a lot of hand sanitiser, but we'll be together. But I 
think in the meantime, there is I believe an importance to stay connected and to experience time 
at the same time. I think because there's so much accessible all the time, it's a very different 
experience to committing to meeting at a moment together. And I think keeping on showing up 
for each other online or wherever that is, is I think really important. If your practice can invite 
that, then that's exciting. Being creative at this time can be like incredibly exhausting and one 
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should not feel the pressure to create, anything. Yeah. I don't know. I don't have like necessarily 
advice, but that curiosity, what comes of this, I don't think I fully comprehended the bigger story 
just yet. I feel like the last few weeks have been a kind of scramble to sort of survive or make 
sense, and grieve and all the feelings that I'm sure everyone's experiencing in their own ways. I 
mean, I've already been busy with this question of distance because I've been living in the 
Netherlands collaborating with artists in Australia, collaborating with artists in different parts of 
Europe. So I'm already aware of, you know, the sort of limitations that causes, but also 
possibilities and we're lucky I guess that we have the internet to support that. I have projects, 
you know, that I'm dreaming up now that I really feel like I just want to keep imagining them with 
an audience, in person, in real life. Like, I don't want to now start only imagining audiences on, 
you know, in their bedrooms. So I think like, maybe I'm resisting or maybe I'm hopeful, I don't 
know. But I feel like I still want to imagine that we'll be together and that we can still keep 
creating art in those spaces. 

Speaker 1 (17:04): 

You've been listening to INTEL: Podcast Series. Produced by the Australia Council for the Arts, 
May 2020. And the next Australia Council INTEL: Podcast, it's a little early. We head to Tokyo 
where Australian media artist, Elena Knox, is preparing an installation for the Yokohama 
Triennale and contemplating the future of international mobility for contemporary artists. 
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