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Editorial
BY eMMY ABRAHAMSon

Sometimes numbers lose their meaning and become hard to fully take in. How do we 
even begin to imagine the fatalities of the 1918 flu pandemic that killed 50 to 100 million 
people (3–5 % of the world’s population)? How do we take in the number six million 
i.e. the number of European Jews who were systematically killed by the German Nazi 
regime during the Second World War? Or the number 20 million – the number of deaths 
many historians have suggested that Stalin was responsible for during the Communist 
regime? The truth is that we can’t. The numbers are too big, too abstract and too unreal. 
The Cambodian genocide that was carried out by the Khmer Rouge regime killed 
approximately 1.5 to 3 million Cambodians. Again, these are such high numbers that 
they easily become just that… numbers. So how can we make these numbers come alive? 
How can we make them something other than just dry statistics? The answer is simple: by 
finding a connection to them. A real and tangible one.

The research professor Brené Brown once stated in a TEDx talk that ‘connection is what 
gives purpose and meaning to life’. Without connections to other human beings we would 
be as alone as the enormous blue star Icarus which is the farthest individual star ever 
seen. We need other people to feel alive, happy, angry, frustrated, impressed, loved, 
appreciated and fulfilled. We need to see other people and we need to be seen by others. 
And it’s not just the long lasting connections that are necessary such as those to our family, 
friends and work colleagues. Sometimes even the briefest encounter can have the most 
life-changing effect on us. A sentence said in passing by a stranger can suddenly make us 
re-evaluate our lives. 

As ISTA enters its celebratory 40th year we thought no Scene focus could better illustrate 
the profound connections that are created at an ISTA event than centring on the first ever 
ISTA Connect festival to take place in Cambodia in March 2018. We have contributions 
from a whole range of people linked to the festival: students, teachers, ISTA artists, the host, 
a parent, the secondary head of school and the student translators. So many different voices 
with one thing in common: the festival had a profound effect on all of them. For student 
translator Sandra Raden taking part in the festival was being ‘part of something bigger than 
ourselves’. Sybil Chang describes how the festival was both ‘eye-opening and life-changing’ 
for her daughter Tessie. ISTA’s patron Jonothan Neelands writes how the event ‘will never be 
forgotten’ by him. Ana Hummes Ora is grateful how the festivals showed her ‘the unlimited 
ways of connecting’ and student translator Daline Ly felt that the event ‘completely altered 
and changed our minds and perspectives’. The festival was so moving and emotional that 
almost every contributor even struggled to put it into words. Though this issue of Scene is 
called ‘1 festival = 1000 connections’ the connections are more than that—like ripples in the 
water. And sometimes they are massive and loud and sometimes small but strong—like a fine 
piece of silk. Pádraig Downey writes how Tina, the colleague that accompanied him on the 
trip, will return to Cambodia to work at an orphanage for a year as a result of the festival. 
The festival’s artistic director Dinos Aristidou describes the joy that comes from the fact of 
having ‘held the world carefully in your hand’. As Neil Farrelly writes ‘we all want to be part 
of something’. And by having connected with others we also connect with the past. Through 
the relationships formed during the festival in March, Cambodia’s past has now become 
something real and very much alive—a dark past that is now a bright present and future. 

Now after four incredible years as editor of Scene and Behind the Scenes I would also 
like to say thank you and good bye as it’s time for me to move on and focus more on my 
own writing. My aim as editor was always to give the issues a tighter focus, make them as 
relevant as possible and to get more member teachers involved as contributors. It’s been 
an absolute dream job and one that I will greatly miss. Thank you to all the wonderful 
contributors who have inspired and moved not only me but the whole ISTA community. I 
look forward to seeing you at some fabulous ISTA event in the future. So it’s actually not 
good bye but until we meet again… •
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About the Tabitha Foundation of Cambodia
The Tabitha Foundation of Cambodia is a sustainable 
non-profit organisation in Phnom Penh, Cambodia. 
Its mission is to provide opportunities to Cambodia’s 
poorest people and since their beginning they have 
helped over half a million people gain financial stability, 
homes, water, food and most importantly their self-
worth in being able to provide the needs that we often 
take for granted ourselves. I have travelled to Cambodia 
to participate in ten (or eleven – I have lost count over 
the years!) house-building projects and have helped 
over 100 families to have a home that is stable and dry. 
Tabitha’s primary focus is on their Savings Programme 
(Family Partnerships) which teaches people to earn, save 
money and helps them to keep a savings plan in place 
to bring them out of poverty over time. In Cambodia 
the average family earns less than USD $1 per day and 
what Tabitha does to support families is transformative. 
Their website is www.tabitha-cambodia.org.

About the People Improvement Organisation (PIO)
The People Improvement Organisation (PIO) in Phnom 
Penh empowers Cambodians through providing the 
right to education to those who would not have the 
opportunity without this organisation. This school was 
located in the heart of one of the largest city dumps 
in Phnom Penh – Stung Mean Chey – that has now 
developed into a thriving community thanks to the 
efforts of the school. The walls are filled with children’s 
paintings and the desks are full of students who have a 
tenacious desire to learn. Many of these students do not 
otherwise have access to meals, hygiene materials such 
as toothbrushes, toothpaste and soap which the school 
provides for free. On my first visit, the school consisted 
of a single floor with five or six small classrooms which 
now have been built to include three schools in locations 
across Phnom Penh—providing free education to at 
least 1,277 children in need. The PIO provides free 
education through donations for children who would 
otherwise be working to earn money for their families to 
survive. The families are compensated for the loss of the 
child-labour income with donations from the school of 
rice in exchange for the children to attend classes. Their 
website is www.peopleimprovement.org.

>>
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Our festival from 
my heart

BY KERIANN O’ROURKE

I am sure that all theatre teachers and artists can relate to the experience of that one 
show, that one teacher or that one event that they poured their heart into and left a 
lasting impression. For me, that was the Phnom Penh high school Connect festival this 
year—and it came straight from the heart. This event was two years in the making but 
it was my connection with the country of Cambodia for the past thirteen years where 
it actually all began.

I fell in love with Cambodia the first time I ever stepped foot in the country. I had 
moved to Singapore thirteen years ago and in the beginning, a trip to Cambodia 
to see the temples and explore its cities was just another box to tick from my long 
list of places to visit while living in Southeast Asia. I knew very little of the country 
and had a vague understanding of what really happened there and the impact that 
genocide had played on its current state. I saw a country that was economically not 
like its neighbours but had expected to have the usual tourist experiences of eating 
new foods, riding in tuk tuks and doing some shopping during my travels. The school 
I was working for in Singapore had established a few programmes that I had heard 
of over the course of my first year where the teachers were supporting house-building 
projects and financially supporting a school that had students in need. I attended their 
fundraising dinners, saw their pictures, bought their raffle tickets but I didn’t understand 
Cambodia until I experienced it first-hand myself.

As I prepared for my trip and knowing that there were people in need, I wanted to be 
sure that I didn’t show up empty handed myself during that initial holiday. I appealed 
to my friends and family back in Canada to donate money to me and I assured 
them that it would go to a good cause during my trip. I had plans to visit one of the 
organisations that my school supported as well as another one recommended by a 
friend and evenly divide the USD $2,000 I had raised. With passport and a cash 
donation in hand, I departed on an adventure but was unaware of the influence it 
would have on me.

I had the chance to explore the tourist areas and gain a better 
understanding of the Cambodia of the past—the horrific history of 
the Khmer Rouge regime and the genocide of nearly three million 
of its people. I was shocked that something like this could have 
happened in such recent history (the Khmer Rouge were in power 
between 1975 to 1979) as I had never learned about this in my 
own history or social studies classes as a child, despite the height of 
these atrocities happening only a few years before I was born. I was 
absolutely appalled at how something like this could be seemingly 
forgotten about in such a short amount of time. I asked my parents 
what they knew about it themselves and even their knowledge was 
limited to remembering seeing things about it on the television but 
not really having the full understanding as I was quickly getting 
during my visit. 

During this trip I met people who were legitimately making a 
difference in Cambodia and changing people’s lives. My USD 
$2,000 donation seemed so meagre when I visited the two 

different organisations. The money I had was not going to make 
the difference that I wanted it to. And from that moment, I knew 
that there was much more for me to do in Cambodia and knew 
that I wanted to go back again soon.

My second trip was only a few months later and I went with my 
school on their annual teacher trip to Cambodia. They created a 
trip to allow teachers to learn about the country, do humanitarian 
work, raise much needed funds for the organisations that they 
support and also gain a better understanding of the experiences 
and realities that our southeast Asian neighbours face. The stark 
contrast to life in Singapore could not be any more obvious. 
I worked with fellow teachers to raise money to build homes 
for those in need through the Tabitha Foundation, provide free 
education to students in need through the People Improvement 
Organisation (PIO) and fell in love with Cambodia a little bit 
more. I continue to work with both of these organisations today.

‘With passport and a cash donation in 
hand, I departed on an adventure but 
was unaware of the influence it would 

have on me’

‘I fell in love with 
Cambodia the 
first time I ever 
stepped foot in 

the country.’

Photo by Noodle Photography
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It was from here that my heart grew with compassion, empathy, inspiration and the 
desire to do more to support organisations that change lives by empowering the 
Cambodian people themselves. To give someone a home when they have nothing is 
indescribable and an experience that I have shared many times with my own parents, 
family members, husband and numerous friends. My husband and I are also proud 
sponsors for the past seven years of two siblings at the PIO. When we first started 
our sponsorships Prom was a young student with a love of football and his younger 
sister Reaksa was a very scared and malnourished 5 year old just being introduced to 
school, living away from her family for the hope of a brighter future. Now Prom is a 
teacher at the PIO and also completing a computer engineering degree at a local 
university and his sister is a happy, healthy and studious pre-teen growing up before 
my eyes. I couldn’t be more proud of them and my heart grows each time I think of the 
amazing young people they are today and the impact that their education will have 
on who they will become.

I am inspired to give everything that I can to those in need and a few years later I 
was introduced to the Children’s Surgical Centre (www.csc.org) in Phnom Penh. This 
hospital provides an increase to the quality of life of disabled poor people by providing 
free rehabilitative surgery. Cambodia remains one of the most heavily bombed and 
land-mined countries in the world which contributes to the large numbers of people 
with physical disabilities whom they treat every day. I was determined to help raise 
money that is needed to make this hospital run and to support their local doctor 
training programme to help save the lives of so many Cambodians in need. The 
support that this hospital needs is financial support to operate and so I joined the 
White Collar Boxing team twice in Singapore to raise money through charity boxing 
matches. I knew nothing about the sport but knew that I could definitely get people 
to donate to the cause and to witness me step square off in a boxing ring. My face 
may have been bruised but my heart was full – knowing that the hospital could help 
thousands of people with the funds that were raised through the experience.

Fast forward to 2016 when the Phnom Penh Connect festival idea started to develop 
through ISTA, Sally Robertson, myself and Lizzie Hodge (the theatre teacher at the 
International School of Phnom Penh and the host of the festival). I happened to be 
in Phnom Penh on a house-building trip and set up a meeting with Lizzie to start 
some conversations about what we might be able to do to run a Connect event in 
Cambodia – the first ISTA event to ever happen in the country. We had never met 
before but we both immediately understood the power of an event of this nature in 
Cambodia and began envisioning the possibilities of this project. We bonded through 
the connections we both felt to Cambodia and our shared hope for its future.

Our ultimate goal was to have participants walk away from our Connect event with 
an understanding of both the past and present experience of Cambodia. We aspired 
this event to bring to participants the same heartfelt connection that Lizzie and I both 
shared. We wanted visitors to experience everything that we ourselves understood, 
empathised with and loved about Cambodia and its people. The experiences of the 
participants was our first priority for the event but as we developed our planning, other 
elements began to establish themselves. 

At the heart of our planning, we focused the festival experience around the following 
questions:
1.  How can we authentically learn about and share the story of Cambodia with 

people who have no knowledge of the history of Cambodia?
2.  How can we respectfully explore the atrocities that took place without minimising 

the experience?
3. How can we give Cambodians a voice in this festival?
4.  How can we make the experience for all participants live beyond the three days?

‘To give someone a home when they 
have nothing is indescribable and 

an experience...’
>>

<<

‘The 
experiences 

of the 
participants 
was our first 
priority for 
the event 
but as we 
developed 

our planning, 
other 

elements 
began to 
establish 

themselves.’ 
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How can we authentically learn about and share the story of 
Cambodia with people who have no knowledge of the history 
of Cambodia?
Teaching people about the true horrors of genocide is not 
easy. There are many things to consider and with this event 
we wanted to ensure that everything that this event did was 
respectful, genuine and done with purpose at all times. We had 
many discussions around the out and about experience. There 
are a number of museums dedicated to sharing the stories 
of Cambodia with varying degrees of impact. We felt that 
participants needed to immerse themselves in the experience 
but also not walk away being so shocked by what happened 
that they couldn’t re-focus their thinking away from the horrors. 
We knew that any location we chose would have an impact 
on our participants but wanted to carefully consider not only 
the visiting schools but also the experiences of the Cambodian 
students as well. The specific details of the genocide are often 
not talked about because it is simply too painful for many to 
bear and many continue to suffer in silence in personal ways 
due to untreated post-traumatic stress disorder. It was a careful 
decision to have participants 
experience the Killing Fields as 
we had to consider both our 
Cambodian participants as well 
as those visiting from overseas.

How can we respectfully explore 
the atrocities that took place 
without minimising the experience?
This was especially important 
to us as we wanted to ensure 
that all participants understood 
and made their own personal 
connections to the experience 
like Lizzie and I had made. 
While we will hopefully never fully 
understand what the experience 
of living through genocide is 
like, it is important that all of 
the participants understood the 
impact that this moment in time 
has had on the country that they 
were in. We felt that the only way to ensure that we could do 
this was to bring Cambodian people into the event as much 
as we could to ensure that their history and their stories were 
being brought to life the way they wanted. We wanted to 
give participants the ability to make powerful and meaningful 
theatre as a form of healing for the country as well as an 
expression of the power that theatre can have in looking into 
the future as well. Exploring the power of both past and present 
Cambodian histories allowed participants to thread together 
their learning while also seeing beyond the sorrow and sadness 
into a Cambodia that is rising above the horrors of the past.

How can we give Cambodians a voice in this festival?
Making sure that this festival told the stories of Cambodia 
by Cambodians was essential from the start. We envisioned 
an event that broke down barriers in many ways between all 
participants. We invited ten students from the circus school 
Phare - Ponleau Selpak (www.phareps.org) in Battambang. 
The event would offer those students a unique opportunity to 

learn and work with students and artists from other countries 
and also share their new knowledge gained during the event 
back to their peers after it ended. Cambodian artists were also 
invited to be artists, working along with ISTA’s Dinos Aristidou, 
Nita Dewse and Neil Farrelly to form an artistic team that 
combined both local and visiting artists. 

The local artist team was made up of two teachers from Phare - 
The Cambodian Circus (www.pharecircus.org), Hout Heng and 
Sam Monny as well as three artists – Sakun Po, Lay Noth, 
and Bunthoeun Ou from Epic Arts (www.epicarts.org.uk). 
Each local artist had a different voice that spoke for women, 
men, and artists with disabilities in Cambodia and their voices 
varied from those who spoke only Khmer to only through sign 
language – and the expression through their bodies at times to 
really communicate their thoughts and feelings – to those who 
only spoke English. Without the help of ten extremely driven 
and very talented Khmer students from our host school acting 
as immersive translators, their voices (and our understanding of 
their message) would have been muffled.  

How can we make the experience 
for all participants live beyond 
the three days?
As much as making the event itself 
work our focus was also to develop 
the legacy of the event after the 
final sharing. The host school 
students at ISPP engaged in a 
Legacy training day with Dinos 
the day after the event as part 
of all Connect event schedules. 
During this day they continued to 
develop their leadership skills and 
reflect on their experiences during 
the event—taking it into their future 
experiences. We have created 
the start of amazing relationships 
with both Phare and Epic Arts 
through their performances, artists 
and students. Our ISTA artists 
have now gained the experience 

of working in a new format of breaking down language 
barriers between artists and students as well as playing the 
very important role of being a messenger for the voiceless. And 
lastly, all participants left the Phnom Penh event with a deeper 
understanding of the truly transformative power that theatre 
has to connect people in numerous ways and with a piece of 
Cambodia in their hearts forever.

‘Theatre has the power to move, inspire, transform and educate 
in ways that no other art form can. Theatre reflects both the 
extraordinary diversity of cultures and our shared human 
condition, in all its vulnerability and strength.’
Irina Bokova (former Director-General of UNESCO 
2009-2017)

And for me, my heart simply swelled with pride and love for the 
artists, for the students and for ISTA because I was a part of 
something that brought Cambodians a little bit further out of 
their dark past and into their bright and hopeful future. •

Photo by Richard Ticehurst photography

‘...my heart simply 
swelled with pride 
and love for the 
artists, for the 
students and 

for ISTA...’



Bringing light 
and truth 

‘We are all connected... even the trees.’
Arthur Miller

The word ‘connect’ is a combination of two Latin words: 
‘con’ meaning ‘together’ and ‘nectere’ meaning ‘to bind’. This 
marriage of words made its way into the English vernacular just 
a few hundred years ago as the word ‘connect’ (‘to be united 
physically’). Isn’t language fascinating? When one examines the 
original meaning of a word, one is always taken to the heart of 
its true intention. Do words devalue over time like some sort of 
currency? Or can some words gain power? Think of the power 
of ‘no’ and the #MeToo movement.

Words may often be inflated, misused or abused – devaluing over 
time. Think George Orwell: ‘No means yes and yes means no… 
black is white and white is black’.  Mere words can also assume 

power when their very use can signal a change in our livelihoods, 
relationships or beings. We take for granted what words mean 
when we overuse them. It is only when taking up a new language 
that we truly start to think of the meaning of words. 

For me, growing up speaking the Irish language, it was always 
a trial explaining to people what ‘hello’ is: ‘Dia duit’ or ‘God 
be with you’. The response of the other person must be ‘Dia’s 
Muire duit’ or ‘God and Mary be with you’. There is also no true 
word for ‘yes’ in the Irish language. Years later when I moved 
to Dubai I would find that Arabic is very similar ‘As-salaam 
alaikum’ or ‘Peace be upon you’ to the response ‘Wa Alaikum 
As-salaam’ ‘And Peace be upon you as well’. This was after 
going through the workings and nuances of French, Italian and 
Spanish as a result of my various moves and jobs. Words can be 
the most powerful key we can use to open up the door to a new 

10 11

BY PáDRAIG DOWNEY

world, a new life and a new way of being. They can however, 
also destroy and imprison us. 

On 1st March 2018 I found myself sitting in an introductory 
meeting at the Frangipani Living Arts Hotel in Phnom Penh (jet 
lagged and acclimatising to the humidity) the night before the 
official opening of the ISTA Connect festival at the International 
School of Phnom Penh (ISPP). To be honest, my students and I 
had chosen this festival because of the starting point that centred 
on ‘power’ (and its heinous misuse in the past) and because of 
Cambodia’s exciting and exotic location. I had received some 
emails from the lovely Keriann O’Rourke (pondered on her 
surname quite a bit, postulating as to what Irish connections she 
has) as to why this festival would be ‘different’ and ‘unique’ (words 
which are used so commonly in the arts as well as the classroom 
these days that they 
have lost their meaning 
somewhat until actually 
‘seen’ and ‘witnessed’).

I had gone over the emails 
with my students and my 
colleague, Trina Cresham, 
who would be a chaperone 
on the trip along with me. 
The students had the same 
reaction as me when I 
read the emails. Words are 
merely words on a page 
until they are lived. Isn’t 
that what we always tell 
our students when we see 
their dazed and confused 
faces when attempting 
Shakespeare for the first 
time?! I had also received 
some emails on the history 
of Cambodia. I knew of 
the French connection 
from living in France and 
interacting with French 
friends who had a story to 
tell of their grandfather’s 
time in Cambodia or 
Vietnam or a trinket that 
came from there which 
now sat pride of place in their tiny Parisian sixth floor walk-up. 
The French are so ‘unique’ and ‘different’ I always thought. 
Those words again. I had heard of the massacres and evils of 
Pol Pot, had seen some photos and a documentary or two but 
somehow I hadn’t truly ‘seen’. It hadn’t resonated in my soul. 

Before our departure I had shared the readings and resources 
with the students and had gone over it during rushed lunch time 
meetings (far from ideal) but with the pressures of IB and school life 
in general it had been swept under the rug much to my annoyance. 
As educators, we know how hard it is to juggle so many balls in 
the air, metaphorically speaking. Some of those balls can drop 
and bounce back whereas others will break if dropped. The ISTA 
Phnom Penh festival ‘ball’ would have to bounce a few times for 
me before I was ready to ‘play’ as a result of time constraints. 

At that 1st March introductory meeting in Phnom Penh, one of 
the local school teachers who would be working with us (from 
Cambodia Phare School) needed the information translated. 
The host Lizzie Hodge (who masterminded and organised this 
incredible festival) appealed for somebody who could translate 
the information into French for him (the French language lingers 
in post-colonial Cambodia). My lethargy would have to wait as I 
stepped up to the task to translate. Immediately I had to ‘connect’ 
with the teacher Kim Tina so he could relay the information to 
his students. The ‘connection’ was vital so that information, 
timings and last-minute changes could be communicated. I 
was also reminded that as humans, when language fails, we 
must connect in other ways through our smiles, hand gestures, 
music, expressions, arts—our very energy. Communication and 
connection comes in many forms. 

The next morning, we 
went through the motions 
of opening the festival 
and making connections 
with other schools from 
Malaysia, India, Hong 
Kong and Cambodia. I 
was in my ISTA comfort 
zone. No matter what 
ISTA festival I am at 
with my students, I am 
always blown away by 
the kindness of teachers 
from other schools, the 
artistic team and the hosts. 
At this festival it became 
apparent that Lizzie was 
supremely organised and 
‘on it’ as well as the host 
school ISPP. I watched in 
admiration as the well-
oiled machine started to 
turn – setting this festival 
in motion – excited for my 
students and for myself. 
Having hosted, I know 
how hard this can be but 
Lizzie and her team made 
it seem effortless. 

The Artistic Director, Dinos Aristidou went around the room 
greeting each and every person individually with the biggest 
smile. The fact that he connected with each and every person 
put us all at ease. His smile energised and warmed the room 
so that the connections were growing. For teachers and schools 
new to ISTA, this connection and rapport is essential. This is 
the hook that ‘gets’ you for life. This is why ISTA has stood the 
test of time and is what it is, in my opinion (apart from top 
class teaching and learning). It relies on human connections and 
interaction. Yes, we often feel wounded by work and life fatigue, 
from endless emails and countless responsibilities, from our work 
and our schools. Many of us also have to report back to our 
own families, children and/or significant others whilst on a trip 

>>

‘No mattEr what 
ISta fEStIval I 
am at wIth my 
StudENtS, I am 
alwayS blowN 

away by thE 
kINdNESS of 

tEaChErS from 
othEr SChoolS, 

thE artIStIC tEam 
aNd thE hoStS.’



‘...– aCtIvEly uSINg thE artS to 
INtErprEt thE paSt aNd to ExprESS 

thE paIN of thE paSt IN thE hopE 
of movINg ahEad aNd havINg a 

brIghtEr futurE.’

like this. We also have the prime responsibility of our students, 
ensuring they get the best from the festival and that they are all 
happy and okay. 

The incomparable Jonothan Neelands also made his way round 
the room greeting each and every person. They had brought the 
‘big guns’ I thought. The ‘dream team’ (minus Sally and Jo) had 
descended upon Phnom Penh – the machine was in motion and 
an air of shared creativity permeated the room – I knew we were 
in for something special. I hadn’t felt this excited since I saw the 
late GREAT ‘Milty’ (Ted Miltenberger – may he rest in peace) 
roll into Dubai for a festival I was hosting along with Sally, Jo, 
Sherri Sutton, Jen Tickle and many other great artists (another 
‘dream team’!). Keriann’s words and emails were starting to rise 
from the pages. As ISTA Rep she was on hand ensuring each 
and every student and teacher was happy. Keriann, along with 
Lizzie, have a great love and passion for Cambodia and this 
was passed to us. The local Cambodian school added to the 
international schools was the Phare Ponleu Selpak Association 
School (Phare) where the students train in circus and acrobatic 
skills to a professional capacity. The artistic team consisted of 
talented ISTA artists: Nita Dewse and Neil Farrelly in addition 
to Dinos and Jonathan. However, at this festival our students 
also had the privilege of working with local artist Buntheoun, 
a professional dancer with the company Epic Arts – one of the 
first contemporary dancers with severe cerebral palsy to work at 
such a calibre – Huot Heng, pedagogical leader with Phare, 
Sam Monny, theatre coordinator and teacher with Phare, Lay 
Noth, a dancer with Epic Arts Company who was born deaf 
and Sakun Po, a dancer with Epic Arts Company who lost the 
power of his legs as a result of polio when he was young. Sakun 
is a wizard of the wheelchair and showed us all how he is more 
ABLE than most. 

As the local artists communicated in Khmer, they had student 
translators from the host school shadow them and translate. 
All of us acted as one giant ensemble as we all relied on each 
other and were interconnected – like a tree – from the roots to 
the leaves. If one connection was missing the leaves would not 
flourish. The whole ‘connect’ aspect was starting to make sense… 
Keriann as Rep and Lizzie as host kept us all together along 
with Dinos, our wonderful AD and Jonothan, ISTA patron and 

guest facilitator at this festival—both practitioners and teachers 
extraordinaire. 

The festival was an incredible opportunity for our students to 
connect with each other and with a culture that values theatre 
and the arts – actively using the arts to interpret the past and to 
express the pain of the past in the hope of moving ahead and 
having a brighter future. We would immediately come face to 
face with that past through our out and about on the first day 
through a visit to Choeung Ek, one of the Killing Fields where 
the Khmer Rouge, under the direction of Pol Pot, massacred 
thousands of their own people. The remains of close to 9,000 
bodies were found there after the fall of the Khmer Rouge. In 
the centre of this ‘killing field’ now stands a Buddhist Stupa with 
glass inside where 5,000 skulls are stacked which were found 
in the surrounding fields. Viewing these skulls was a profound 
experience for all of us. I don’t believe I could ever have the 
words to express how we felt staring at those skulls stacked in 
terms of age and ranked scientifically. It was clinical. It was 
cold. It was confusing. It was crushing. It was devastating. These 
skulls reminded us of the horrors of the past but they were not 
representative of the souls who lost their lives. 

The silence of those fields was deafening. The chirping birds, 
rustling grass and flowing water of the lake belied the darkness 
that lay beneath—literally. The way in which the victims were 
massacred was inhumane. I come from a country (Ireland) that 
has had incredible suffering with our population being decimated 
from eight million to a mere three million in the second half of the 
1800s—a million of whom died through starvation from 1845-
1848 (even though we were still exporting produce). Ireland’s case 
was abominable but as my colleague Trina commented: ‘Imagine 
slaughtering your OWN people?’. This is hard to fathom. The 
Irish stuck together – the Cambodian genocide was as a result 
of Pol Pot, a Cambodian. It is estimated that 1.5 million to 3 
million people were massacred by the Khmer Rouge under 
Pol Pot’s leadership. The world, for the most part, turned a blind 
eye due to a geopolitical struggle (a political chess board) and 
as a result of a cover up perpetrated by Pol Pot himself. This still 
doesn’t explain how in the aftermath, he and the Khmer Rouge 
were allowed to have a claim on the government, a seat in the 
United Nations until 1993 and how he was able to live unscathed 
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‘thE fEStIval waS aN INCrEdIblE 
opportuNIty for our StudENtS to 

CoNNECt wIth EaCh othEr aNd wIth 
a CulturE that valuES thEatrE aNd 

thE artS...’
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and even grow old peacefully until he passed away in1998 due 
to natural causes. It beggars belief. 

Large generators powered light as the murders were carried out 
in the thick of the night. Propaganda music of the regime was 
blasted over loud speakers to cover up the cries of the people. 
The hum of the generator mixed with the music and the cries left 
a profound and indelible impression on me. A Chankiri tree or 
‘Killing Tree’ was a tree against which children and infants were 
‘smashed’ because their parents were accused of crimes against 
the Khmer Rouge. It was done so the children wouldn’t grow up 
and take revenge for their parents’ deaths. As the Khmer Rouge 
wanted to save bullets as well as impede the sound of the cries, 
they used sharp bark from the trees to slit the throats of their 
citizens. Phnom Penh was cleared, people were sent to work 
fields and educated people including the first female scientist 
in Cambodia were executed along with people whose crime 
was that of only wearing glasses. Many of the victims came 
from the Tuol Sleng Detention Centre which was originally a 
school converted into a detention and torture centre. It is now 
the Genocide Museum. I was able to visit the centre after the 
festival and was shocked at what I saw. To this day, blood stains 
the floors. Kerry Hamill from New Zealand and British teacher 
John Dewhirst were interrogated and tortured for two months 
before they were executed. Their crime? Sailing in the waters 
off the coast of Cambodia on a round the world trip. A case 
of being in the wrong place at the wrong time. I listened to an 
extract from Hamill’s brother which was incredibly moving. His 
brother was accused of being a spy and was forced to sign 
documents stating who he was working for. He had put names 
such as Elvis Presley on the form to show just how ridiculous this 
whole process was. He also left a coded message for his mother 
which was heart-breaking. But what of the millions who didn’t 
have a voice? This is where organisations like ISTA step in and 
give a voice to those who were denied one.

‘I come as one but stand as 10,000.’
Maya Angelou

The poignant trip to Choeung Ek acted as a pilgrimage. We 
were now all witnesses to the atrocities committed against 
humanity and as such needed to bind together in mental and 
physical unity (original meaning of ‘connect’) to bring some 
understanding to what we saw or perhaps as a catharsis? 
It was now our duty to tell this story so that it never happens 
again. It is not surprising that the final piece after three days 
of devising would focus on images, sounds, darkness and light. 
The generator, lights and music made their way in… as did the 
tree. I choked. But I saw. We all saw. We bore witness. 

The students, under the expert guidance of the artistic team 
set about devising within their groups using our visit as a 
starting point. Meanwhile, we teachers had the most incredible 
workshops with Jonothan and Dinos. All I can say is that their 
workshops on storytelling and Verbatim theatre were some of 
the best I have ever experienced. I gained invaluable inspiration 
for my teaching and for my practice. Each evening of the festival 
we also had the privilege of viewing a performance – the first 
being Phare Theatre who wowed us with their performance of 

Influence which used physical theatre, circus and acrobatics to 
tell an incredible story of power and influence. It blew us all 
away. Epic Arts performed Come Back Brighter which used 
dance, movement and elements of Epic Theatre based on 
Cambodia to tell the story of the atrocities of the Khmer Rouge. 
It was a thought-provoking piece that forced us to look at the 
past, present and future. These performances also reminded 
us how ABLE these incredible performers are in spite of what 
disabilities many of the performers have had to live with. 

The final showcase on the last day paid homage to the power 
of connection. The piece made full use of the Khmer scarf which 
was originally a symbol of hope and unity connected to the Scarf 
Revolution after the Cambodians achieved independence. The 
final sharing showcased the connection each of us has to each 
other but how that connection may also be manipulated and 
violated. The scarf became a whip, a noose, a chain, a gag, 
a tree, a branch, a vein. Human beings can choose to strangle 
each other OR to build each other up. It was a fascinating 
and transformative use of something so simple yet so symbolic 
(my students still wear it around school). The addition of the 
circus students from Phare encouraged other students to take 
greater risks and to push themselves out of their comfort zones. 
The Phare students had to find ways to better communicate. 
All of our students had to give and take as well as understand 
that words are sometimes not enough to express the past or 
to explain what happened. Can anyone ever explain what 
happened in Cambodia? Students also learned that words are 
often cold and lack meaning due to overuse. Even by virtue of 
the fact we speak in English, a power is attributed that owes 
itself also to history and colonialism. It was a joy to hear Khmer 
and to ‘feel’ the language. On a personal note, my colleague 
Trina who accompanied me is returning to Cambodia next year 
where she will do voluntary work in an orphanage for a year. I 
always say that ISTA changes lives. Another case in point (she 
is not a drama teacher by the way). 

The ISTA Connect festival hosted by the International School of 
Phnom Penh reminded us all what it is to truly connect – bringing 
light and truth to the original intention of the word – ‘coming 
together’, ‘binding together’ and ‘physically uniting as one’. 
Massive thanks to the artistic team, Keriann, Dinos and Jonothan 
for their constant inspiration and brilliance and to the wonderful 
Lizzie Hodge who masterminded and organised the whole 
event, working tirelessly to ensure all of us were looked after and 
that everything went smoothly (everything was flawless). It was 
certainly one of the best festivals I have ever experienced and will 
stay with me for life. We all left with a little bit of Cambodia and 
its people in our hearts. We will also take the compassion and 
understanding of what we learned with us so that we, as human 
beings, can connect in more meaningful ways with each other. 

On the last night, my students walked the streets, handing white 
flowers to the locals, laughing and singing as they strolled. This 
is freedom. This is happiness. This is ISTA at its most VITAL.

‘There simply is no pill that can replace human connection. 
There is no pharmacy that can fill the need for compassionate 

interaction with others. There is no panacea. The answer to 
human suffering is both within us and between us.’

Dr. Joanne Cacciatore

<<

“As someone who has never experienced an ISTA festival before, I was surprised to say the least. 
It wasn’t what I expected but I think it was what I needed. The festival brought out creativity 
and courage that I didn’t know I had and I had fun getting to experience it with other people 
who shared the same interests as me. I realised that there are all kinds of different forms of art 
associated with performing and all kinds of performances that shape your perspective of how you 
see art in general. The trip was emotional and it got me out of my comfort zone multiple times. It 
helped me grow in not just the performer aspect of my life but in other aspects as well.”

bea Marie diaz, american Embassy School of New delhi, 9th grade



Something bigger 
than ourselves

BY SANDRA RADEN

Not long ago I was lucky enough to be 
a part of something that I never knew 
would be so impactful to so many, 
myself included, where I acted as one of 
the student translators at the festival. 

In March 2018 ISTA had its first Connect 
festival in Cambodia. The festival 
consisted of over 100 participants from 
six different countries where both local 
and international artists took part in 
leading different ensembles as they 
shared the same goal. After three days 
of the festival, the goal was to perform a 
piece of art from the starting point Power: 
past and present. 

Prior to the festival Cambodian artists 
and two ISTA artists came together for their artist training. All 
of them had the chance to have insights and understanding 
of the festival’s vision and mission. Because this was the first 
Connect festival in Cambodia, it was important for the 
local artists to understand ISTA’s core values including the 
organisation’s mission and vision. As a student translator, seeing 
the interactions and collaboration between the artists prior to 
the festival, it was clear to me that it was going to be more than 
just a ‘piece of art’.
 
The festival then officially started its first day. I was very 
overwhelmed by the connections that were already being built 
in just one day. Over 100 new faces came together from far 
and near, where students from Phare also had the opportunity 
to take part. Over the course of three days participants from 
different countries were able to be educated in Cambodian 
culture and its history, regardless of having difficulties in 
communication due to language barriers. The participants were 
able to share – which really helped in building connections and 
relationships as well as inspiring each other into creating theatre. 

During the three days of the festival so many passionate and 
motivated students were able to learn and grow in many ways. 
It wasn’t just growing as an artist but also as an individual in 
the society we live in and having mutual respect for our own 
cultures and everyone else’s. During the process, different 
ensembles did explorations in order to create a three to five 
minute piece of performance. Through many difficulties and 
uplifting moments, everyone managed to create inspiring 
pieces that complimented each other which our artistic director 

Dinos was then able to put together. In 
order to make a clear link between each 
of the performances the krama had to 
be involved in the pieces created by the 
different ensemble groups.  

As one of ten student translators, I found 
the process difficult to begin with due to 
all the different languages and ways of 
communication. But because we were 
able to put differences aside in spite of 
having ten student translators (Daline, 
Kimse, Watey, Darawin, Rattana, 
Neath, Alex, Munie, Kimseima and 
Sandra) the process became a lot easier 
and comfortable for everyone. Judging 
from the result of the festival, regardless 
of the differences or a language barrier, 

it was inevitably a success. That was due to all the hard work 
and passionate, open minded and inspiring individuals who 
took part in the festival. 

The ISTA Connect festival in Cambodia was truly an inspiration. 
After being part of the festival we all developed a deeper 
appreciation of theatre and its power to build connections. It 
wasn’t just the performance at the end. It was the opportunity 
we had to be a part of something bigger than ourselves. 
I personally couldn’t be more thankful to have had such an 
amazing opportunity working as a student translator to witness 
such a lasting and impactful event. •

‘The ISTA 
Connect festival 
in Cambodia 
was truly an 
inspiration.’

16 17

‘The ISTA festival was not at all what I expected. I’ve never auditioned for a play or done any acting 
prior to this trip, so naturally, I was quite nervous. But when I got to Cambodia it was so different 
from what I had pictured. All the students and artists were amazing and so fun to be around. 
Everyone was friendly and together we made memories that I will never forget. I particularly 
enjoyed the ensemble sessions as we were able to connect with people from all the different schools 
and still got a lot done. The starting point of the festival was powerful and really made me think 
about how people are able to heal from traumatic events. This was also enforced by the afternoon 
in the Killing Fields which was a huge learning experience. Altogether, I really enjoyed the trip and 
would highly recommend it to everyone, even without any prior acting experience.’

Emily batemyr, american Embassy School of New delhi, 9th grade



I’ve been part of the artistic team of three ISTA Connect festivals, as well as having 
been part of the development of the initial concept, working with Sally Robertson over 
a three-year period to pilot and shape this new model of festival that would extend 
the ISTA prototype so that it would have an impact not only on the host school and 
the visiting participants but also on the host school’s community. The idea was to go 
beyond the familiar and to work with diverse groups of young people and community 
members. We decided that the best way to reach such diverse communities was 
through a host school’s service learning partners who would have the direct link to 
these communities. It’s a partnership model that works well. It places the host school 
in the key role of brokering the partnership, nurturing it and sustaining it both before 
and after a festival. This ensures the connection is sustainable, the work continued and 
the partnership deepened through this theatrical encounter. Another key part of this 
sustainability model is what we call the legacy day. After the festival, one of the artistic 
team who has experience of leadership training for young people, stays and trains 
a group of students from the host school as workshop leaders. The idea is that these 
young leaders from the host school will then be equipped to continue the work, using 
theatre to develop the connection further. 

My first ISTA Connect experience was at the International School of Manila in 
2015 – hosted, beautifully run and impeccably organised by Marsha Hillman 
and Repped by Lianne Campbell with sensitivity, care and rigour. The theme was 
Baiyanihan which is a concept that means the spirit of communal unity. We worked 
with a number of the school’s service learning partners. The out and about was to 
various service learning centres. I went to a centre for street kids where Catherine 
Rankin wove her drama magic alongside a group of middle school student leaders 
from both the host and the visiting schools. At this festival, a group of local young 
people from these various centres also attended the festival as ‘scholars’ – full festival 
participants, funded by ISTA. Students from the school became translators. The 
idea of young people from the service learning partnerships participating in this 
way became one of the defining features of the ISTA Connect model. This is how 
connection between international school students and young people from the host 
school’s service learning community occurs. 

My second experience was at the Loreto School in Kolkata, India. This is a girl’s school 
with a combined population of fee-paying and scholarship girls, many funded by 
sponsors in Europe. The school also runs the Rainbow Home, providing shelter and 
education for street children. This was more of an experimental ISTA Connect, brokered 
and in many respects hosted (and Repped) by the intrepid Neil Farrelly who seems to 
be able to make everything possible and who had connections with the school. This 
was not an ISTA member school but rather a school we would usually identify as a 
service learning partner. The idea was that this school, a community in need, would be 
the host. We were still in the pilot stage of the programme so we were trying different 
approaches. Making the service learning provider the host proved too challenging so 
in the end this became an in-house project, working with the young women from the 
school. Both the starting point and the out and about was The Street, the bustling 
street outside the Loreto school gates where life and death, commerce and danger, 
poverty and aspiration co-exist. In other words, the very place where the young women 
we worked with were located. 

Surprised by joy
BY DINOS ARISTIDOU 

I don’t know if you’ve ever played 
Connect 4. It’s a popular game that’s 
been around for ages. The rules are 
straightforward. It’s a sort of variation of 
noughts and crosses. The winner is the 
first who manages to put a sequence 
of four identically coloured counters in a 
line. The line can be vertical, diagonal, 
horizontal – it doesn’t matter as long as 
it’s a line-up of identical counters. 

The ISTA Connect festivals, founded 
like all ISTA events on the principle of 
play, are also about connection but 
they’re the opposite of the Connect 4 
model. The ISTA Connect festival is 
about bringing together difference not 
about lining up the identical. The ISTA 
Connect is about celebrating both 
diversity and our common humanity. As 
a celebration it’s an experience of joy. 

For those of you not familiar with it, 
the ISTA Connect festival takes the 
festival model, the ISTA mission, the 
ISTA values, the ISTA pedagogy and 
intensifies them in order to serve a 
particular community facing some sort 
of disadvantage or challenge. It’s a 
sort of crucible where our dreams and 
hopes – not just for the organisation 
but for the world – are reduced to 
their essence and intensified. It’s 
ISTA concentrated—powerful, rich 
and effective. But it’s also an event 
of challenge, of interrogation and 
dialogue – of inquiry, of responsibility. 
For me it’s an event where, to quote 
Wordsworth, I’m constantly and deeply 
surprised by joy and transformed by it. 
I don’t say this glibly. I come away a 
different and a better person, artist, 
educator.
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‘I come away a different 
and a better person, artist, 
educator.’

‘...the ISTA 
Connect 
festival takes 
the festival 
model, 
the ISTA 
mission, the 
ISTA values, 
the ISTA 
pedagogy 
and intensifies 
them in order 
to serve a 
particular 
community 
facing 
some sort of 
disadvantage 
or challenge.’



My most recent experience was at the International School 
of Phnom Penh. The festival was hosted by the determined, 
imaginative and committed Lizzie Hodge in close collaboration 
with ISTA’s very own Keriann O’Rourke—whose passion for the 
Connect model, integrity and deep connection to Cambodia 
made her the perfect ISTA Rep for this festival. The starting 
point was Power: past and present and the out and about was 
to the renowned Killing Fields. The festival dealt with the fate 
of the arts in Cambodia’s difficult past and their current role in 
rebuilding the culture and healing past wounds.

I cannot emphasize enough how significant the starting point 
and the out and about are at an ISTA Connect festival. In all 
three ISTA Connect festivals I’ve been part of there has been 
perfect alignment between them. In addition, the starting point 
has also been something of significance to the local culture and 
this provides an access point for the local participants as well as 
a rich area of inquiry for the visiting students. It gives them the 
opportunity to engage with something of the scholars’ culture 
or history. Choosing something from the local culture also has 
symbolic significance and raises the status of that community. 
It provides the first step on the ladder to empowerment for 
the local participants and endorses the culture of the service 
learning communities. It’s a perfect way of keeping a healthy 
balance between the participants.  

This Phnom Penh festival had the key ISTA Connect elements: 
scholars, service learning partners, translators and a legacy 

day. This time however, there was an additional feature which 
made this a new initiative and a first for ISTA— introducing 
local disabled and non-disabled artists to the ISTA process and 
preparing them before the festival so that they could then staff 
the festival as ensemble leaders. This meant that after the training 
the festival team was comprised of regular ISTA international 
artists as well as the recently trained local artists. That the staff 
team would be made up of four artists who didn’t speak English, 
one deaf artist, one wheelchair user, one artist with cerebral palsy 
and three international artists was both an incredible opportunity 
for ISTA as well as a significant challenge. 

Contributing to the development of the cultural ecology of a 
community is an exciting development for ISTA. That this has 
happened this year in particular, feels like a giant birthday gift 
to the organisation, especially in a place like Cambodia where 
artistic development is so politically charged and so pedagogically 
powerful. ISTA’s early mission, at its inception, for the resolution 
of conflict, the desire for global peace and the creation of unity 
through theatre was very much at the heart of this new strand of 
work and the basis on which this festival was founded. 

Initially, as the main trainer for the local artists (especially being 
faced with the challenges of language), I was nervous at how 
the two days would work. How would I convey the subtleties 
and nuances of our organisation to the artists? In addition, the 
artists from Phare Circus and from Epic Arts – two established 
Cambodian NGOs –were highly experienced and so it was 
important to make sure that this was a true developmental 
opportunity for them as well as an opportunity to learn from 
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‘Compassion 
has become 
a main area 
of interest 
for me in all 
of my work. 
Last year I 
worked on 
a Verbatim 
project 
looking at 
disability 
hate crime 
and working 
with people 
who had 
experienced 
this.’
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them. An added challenge was that the festival starting point was the problematic and 
painful history of the artists so this would also need to be treated sensitively. These were 
all significant issues, not just for me as the trainer and artistic director of the festival, but 
also for us as an organisation. How do you begin to approach such a challenge? 

For me the key ingredients alongside all the ones we are familiar with – integrity, 
sensitivity, collaboration – are compassion and joy. Working with compassion, I’ve 
discovered, as well as leading to joy also requires you to work with joy. But what does 
it mean to make art with compassion? What does it mean to be compassion focused 
in your theatre work?

Compassion has become a main area of interest for me in all of my work. Last year I 
worked on a Verbatim project looking at disability hate crime and working with people 
who had experienced this. This was then developed into a funded research project 
called The Art of Kindness which resulted in a piece of theatre about kindness, made 
with kindness, in order to discover the relationship between creativity and compassion. 
That ISTA Connect festival in Manila set me on the path of this area of research 
inquiring into what it means to work rigorously, authentically but kindly. And isn’t art 
after all, however harsh or brutal, always a gift, something given to an audience? 

Compassion is made up of two distinct drivers—empathy and action. It considers and 
empathizes with others’ perspectives and situations while simultaneously desiring to 
take action to help, develop, connect with or empower others. This is what the ISTA 
Connect model is all about. Our approach is not charitable but compassionate, not 
one of sympathy but one of empathy that leads to action.

Compassion through theatre. 
Making theatre with compassion.
Compassionate theatre. 
Theatre of Compassion. 

Faced with the challenges of this festival this is what I decided to use as my steer. I 
was also fortunate to be supported by Jonothan Neelands in this endeavour. As well 
as being the ISTA Patron he is also a critical friend and he’s played a significant role 
in the development of the Connect model. Working with him is always joyful and he’s 
also someone who I believe works with compassion, imagination and rigour.

The training days were designed around the principles of sharing. It was important to 
establish that this was a sharing of practice rather than an imparting of ISTA wisdom. 
The basis of empathy is seeing the world from each other’s perspectives. We shared 
with laughter and play, with intensity and with abandon, slowly coming to grips with 
each other’s values, educational philosophy, pedagogy and approach to theatre-
making. Finding commonalities – a shared vision, shared values regarding our work 
with young people – immediately established a common language that went beyond 
words. In any case, we couldn’t rely too much on words. 

Communication is a key aspect of compassion and an important factor at both the 
training days and the festival. There was not only translation from English to Khmer 
and from Khmer to English but also from each language into sign language. What 
you wanted to communicate had to be carefully considered. As a result, you ended 
up working with the essentials. Communication is a key feature of compassion, of 
connection and results in joy. With translation you can’t hide behind words. You are 
your authentic self and working authentically and making connections makes the heart 
sing. This is the true you, the real artist, the genuine educator.

Translation also requires you to be present, noting each moment, checking on 
understanding before you move on. This necessity for presence also creates the best 
conditions for creativity. The mind, suddenly fired up by the possibilities of the present 
moment, inspires strategies that take you away from the plan, replacing the habitual 



with the innovative, designed activity with structured play, the 
familiar with the experimental. You encounter moments of 
discovery and insight. You’re both delivering the training and 
being trained, sharing insights and gaining new ones. You are 
filled with wonder at your own learning and joy that it seems to 
be happening so spontaneously. You are affirmed as an artist 
and the vagaries of your mind become moments of clarity that 
go on to inform your work.

The diversity of the group both linguistically and physically made 
the fact that we found common ground even more profound 
and joyful. Our diverse experiences, contexts and world views 
brought all of our discoveries and our communications into sharp 
relief making us note difference while finding commonality. It’s a 
strange contradiction. 

The other feature that was significant and can’t be 
underestimated was that the 
translators were young people 
from the school. Two extraordinary 
young women who we decided 
should work as young artists 
themselves, becoming part of the 
training, translating from within 
the experience, not only through 
words but also through the body. 
These young people became 
the touchstone of our common 
ground. It was very powerful 
having young people who were 
the intended beneficiaries of the 
training being also part of and at 
the heart of the training. It made 
us mindful of our purpose.

This diversity, not only finding 
the common ground but feeling 
it, is another instigator of joy. It’s 
celebratory. It endorses the idea 
that there is such a thing as a 
common humanity—that we 
are all part of one planet and that no matter how different 
we are our shared humanity is a powerful starting point for 
bringing about change, for making art, for celebrating and for 
remembering. There is also a joy that comes from recognition—
from being recognised by someone living in what appears to be 
a different world. There’s joy that comes from finding what Ken 
Robinson calls ‘your tribe’. It is this discovery and the recognition 
of their tribe – accomplices in play who share a passion for 
theatre – that provides young people at ISTA festivals with so 
much joy. It is a joy that is at the heart of connection. The more 
extreme the apparent differences, the more intense the joy when 
we connect.

Play cannot be underestimated. It is the instigator of laughter, of 
discovery, of communion, of collaboration. It requires a shared 
purpose, agreed rules, the communal building of alternative 
worlds where we play and make and sort out and disagree and 
challenge. Play is a mode of transport to a place that we travel 

to together, making up the destination as we go along, solving 
the challenges of the journey as we encounter them. Arrival is 
joyful only because it indicates our readiness for another journey. 
We simultaneously experience both the satisfaction of arrival 
and the excitement of departure. But the mode of travel is key 
and once again this is where compassion plays a vital part in 
the building of ensemble. We have to constantly be looking out 
for each other. Making sure everyone’s on board.

In those two days of training we laughed and played and 
explored together. We arrived in new places together and 
then departed together for other destinations. We were never 
complacent enough to stop and this energy propelled us. After 
all, there was a job to be done—in a couple of days 120 young 
people would be coming together to create a piece of theatre! 
We had to be ready. The stakes were high.

You cannot underestimate the significance of high stakes when 
it comes to joy and to connection. If the stakes are high, there 

is investment for everyone. This is 
a key part of service learning and 
also of the ISTA Connect. The 
outcomes must be positive. It has 
to succeed. The work is charged 
with commitment. It is this charge 
which sets the world on fire when 
the connection occurs—two live 
wires suddenly connecting and 
igniting the world with possibility. 
Because the stakes are high, 
because it’s important to succeed, 
to connect, to empower there 
is also doubt. Doubt, I believe, 
is a positive part of any creative 
process. Doubt encourages 
inquiry, encourages you to look at 
possibilities, taking you out of your 
comfort zone to a place where 
you don’t automatically have the 
answers. It stops you from being 
complacent, from stagnating. 
Don’t confuse doubt with its evil 
twin, anxiety. Doubt opens doors 

and sets you on a quest. Anxiety slams doors in your face and 
paralyses you with fear. The element of doubt which resulted from 
the challenge became key to the success of the work. 

As well as the excitement of the new, each of the ISTA Connect 
experiences have been riddled with doubt, with too many ‘what 
ifs’ to count. When the festivals succeed and they do succeed 
if the conditions and approaches are right, you are inevitably 
surprised with joy—joy that the decisions you made were right, 
joy that deep connections between young people and artists 
and educators have occurred, that meaningful theatre has 
been made with laughter and with compassion and with care. 
Joy that you’ve been part of such an incredible experience, joy 
that the experience has left you richer, joy at the transformations 
that you’ve been part of and that have become part of you. 
And because you’ve worked with compassion, there’s also the 
joy that comes from the fact that you’ve held the world carefully 
in your hands, helping it to spin just a little more smoothly. •
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‘This diversity, not 
only finding the 
common ground 
but feeling it, is 

another instigator 
of joy. It’s 

celebratory.’
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Gladly proven 
wrong

I am the mother of Tessie Yu from Good 
Hope School in Hong Kong, one of the 
participants at the high school ISTA 
festival in Phnom Penh, Cambodia. She 
also went to the HS festival in Singapore 
last year which seemed enriching to 
my daughter and is why I sent her to 
Cambodia this year. 

She seemed to have enjoyed the 
Singapore ISTA festival in February last 
year and she got a lot from the festival, in 
both theatre and personal development, 
which is why I let her attend the one in 
Phnom Penh. She had also never been 
to Cambodia before so I let her go to 
Phnom Penh to explore more of the 
world. On one hand I hoped that it 
would improve her drama skills and 
inspire her on a new level and to learn 
more about the history of Cambodia. On the other hand I 
wanted her to develop her personal skills, meet lifelong friends 
and open up to people more. Before the festival I had many 
concerns, as a parent does, because my daughter had never 
been to Cambodia before and I was worried that she would 
not enjoy it and that the trip would not be as worth it. Five days 
later I was gladly proven wrong.  

When she came back to Hong Kong Tessie could not stop 
talking about the trip—which told me that I had made the right 
decision. She seemed to have matured so much throughout 
those five days and she had learned so much both mentally 
and theatrically. She had gained confidence and social skills 
and she has been so much happier since the trip. She has also 
met so many friends that she still talks to regularly to this day 
and has made some memories that will stick with her for the rest 
of her life. According to her these friends are some of  ‘the most 
genuine, nice, friendly and just all-around amazing’ people she 
has ever met and some of them have even arranged to meet 
up again sometime – which is so impressive and mind-blowing 
to me since they only met for four or five days and managed 
to become this close. She not only got closer with the new 
people at the festival, she also became ‘insanely close’ with the 
other students from Good Hope School. This is amazing since 
she was the only person from her grade and somehow they 
still managed to become best friends overnight. This showed 
me how drama, theatre and ISTA can really bring people all 
around the world closer together. 

In a theatrical sense, she has also learnt 
a lot, since ISTA was (described to me) ‘a 
whole new style of theatre’. She told me 
about the krama she got, which is a sturdy 
traditional Cambodian garment with 
many uses, the types of uses they came 
up with the krama and how they utilised 
it during the final performance. She is 
also involved with a grand theatrical 
production her school is preparing and 
ISTA seems to have inspired her and 
the other girls from Good Hope in many 
ways. The type of drama ISTA teaches 
at festivals, as described to me, ‘doesn’t 
use much dialogue and interaction 
between a few main characters but 
uses body language, formations and 
creative new uses of props to tell a story’. 
The festival focused on the history of 
Cambodia and the theme of power. 

Her visit to the Killing Fields and the Genocide Museum not 
only taught her a lot about the history of Cambodia but gave 
her a lot of thought on war and oppression and the future. 
There were also performances by the Phare Circus and Epic 
Arts also connected to the history of Cambodia. There were 
people that spoke English and the local language Khmer and 
the student ensemble leader for Tessie’s ensemble spoke Khmer 
and she was ‘very talented and inspirational’. To my surprise the 
language barrier did not hinder the teaching progress or affect 
the performance and Tessie told me that the student translators 
from the hosting school ISPP did a fantastic job translating for 
them. Tessie told me that she and her ensemble worked together 
to ‘make something out of nothing’. This taught her how to work 
with a team involving people from all backgrounds, especially 
ones she had just met and the fact that they managed to put 
together a performance in just a few days is very impressive. 
She has also told me that she participated in two workshops 
(Where’s your voice and Circus skills) and that they were ‘very 
cool and enriching’. I am glad that the festival offered them 
these workshops to work on skills and did not only focus on the 
final performance.

My daughter Tessie had a fantastic time at the ISTA high 
school festival in Phnom Penh. The festival was an eye-opening 
and life-changing event for her. She learnt a lot and has grown 
a lot throughout the festival. As a parent, this trip was very 
worth it and I would send her to the future ISTA festivals in a 
heartbeat. •

BY MRS YU

‘thE fEStIval waS aN EyE-opENINg aNd 
lIfE-ChaNgINg EvENt for hEr... aS a 

parENt, thIS trIp waS vEry worth It aNd 
I would SENd hEr to thE futurE ISta 

fEStIvalS IN a hEartbEat.’



26 27

Having a 
Phnomenal time

Diversity is the social engine of creativity and the picture above 
says it all for me. I lecture and workshop about this stuff and the 
ISTA Connect programme is all about creating diverse theatre 
experiences that recognise and value place and people of 
difference. But the experience of working in a highly diverse group 
for the first two days of my time in Phnom Penh, as we prepared for 
the festival, was mind-blowing. This joyful yet precarious pyramid 
built by local artists, IB students and their teacher represents a 
pinnacle of creative expression achieved through trusting, doubting, 
accepting, offering and courage. They are celebrating diversity 
as a vital social and artistic resource rather than as a challenge. 
On the left of the floor is Sakun, a wheel chair using dancer who 
speaks Khmer, English and sign language and on the right Noth, 
a deaf dancer. Behind Noth is Buntheon a 
physical theatre artist with cerebral palsy. At 
the next level, Sony and Hout from Circus 
Phare. Lizzie the teacher holds her two young 
students Daline and Sandra on her knees. It is 
a togetherness, a joyful awakening to what a 
difference, difference makes. Maximising the 
qualities of different languages, cultures, ages, 
classes, abilities, art forms. This one moment 
crystallises what ISTA Connect stands for and 
what can be achieved in a school that has built 
careful and respectful contacts and connectivity 
with local artists, the cultures of place and a belief that theatre can 
both build and cross bridges. 

These two prep days were about sharing ISTA workshop 
practices and values and incorporating the local artists’ 
strengths into the ensembles of the festival itself. Beneath this 
work lay a dark and difficult history. With the help of these local 
artists, the festival would begin to explore theatre responses to 
the cataclysmic events in Cambodia between 1976–1979. A 
time symbolised by the Killing Fields where three million people 
of a population of eight million were starved or murdered by 
the Khmer Rouge and the once vibrant and cool culture of 
1960s Phnom Penh was destroyed and the population of the 
city forcibly removed. The death of history, of humanity and of 
the Khmer arts community. Less than 40 years ago. I realised 
as I walked the city that there was almost no-one of my age on 
the streets. My generation was obliterated - artists, teachers, 
shopkeepers, dentists, doctors, LGBTQ and people with 
disabilities all destroyed. A culture erased, a demented history 
replacing the proud Khmer heritage. 

These warm friends, our artists, are slowly rebuilding the arts 
community from ground zero. And struggling to give expression 
to the darkest of personal and social experiences. The necessity 
of art in the face of evil, the hunger to develop the skills and 
approaches that will both commemorate and transform the 
wilderness of recent history into a renaissance of Khmer art and 
culture. Youthful, brave, challenging.

Inspiring performances by Circus Phare and Epic arts 
showed us alternative artistic means of balancing horror with 
beauty and meaningful and hopeful expressions of a re-
booted culture. The audience were amazed by Circus Phare’s 
willingness to take risks, to repeat gravity defying acrobatics 

to the point of failure - to test the limits of 
risk, to go too far in order to stretch what is 
enough. To collapse into a heap laughing 
at their failure. A remarkable honesty, a 
creative master class for a western audience 
more used to tamed perfection. 

And for the students a quite extraordinary 
and skilfully led journey into working with 
symbols, simplicity, grace and solidarity to 
arrive at acts of theatre that sought to tell 
but also to heal. Again all respect to them. 

Their out and about to the Killing Fields was numbing, then 
sharing this day with students from the Circus Phare School 
and working out how to talk about it, how to devise together 
based on their extreme starting point. A day of discovering 
a shared sense of humanity and a passionate urge to be 
part of the artistic rebuilding of the Khmer people. There are 
challenges of course. The more diverse a group is the more 
complex the needs are. Translation, access, food, inclusive 
practices, cultural differences - this was a brilliant opportunity 
both to respond to these challenges but also to identify work 
that needs to be done in order to maximise diversity as a 
shared resource. 

I’m fortunate enough to be well travelled and to have engaged 
with many different cultures and artistic traditions - but this. 
Will never be forgotten. I feel proud to have shared and lived 
this festival and of all the people who combined under the 
ISTA banner to make this real. As Julian Barnes writes: “Art is 
the whisper of history heard above the noise of time. Through 
theatre we allowed the whisper into the room.”  •

BY JONOTHAN NEELANDS

What a crazed rush of images, emotions, 
questions, moments of awe and wonder. 
And a deep privilege to have been 
part of this noble experiment bringing 
together an inclusive group of Khmer 
artists, ISTA artists and local students 
to connect, renew and regenerate. The 
memories are part of me now, part 
of my understanding of a recovering 
culture, part of my passionate belief 
in the power of theatre to challenge, 
heal and transform. Theatre as an 
alternative dialogue that allows us to 
speak and witness the unspeakable and 
the unforgettable. 

Firstly, thanks and respect to Dinos for his 
alchemy as creative director, Lizzie for her 
brilliant weaving of the programme to 
ensure high quality learning experiences 
and theatre content, to Keriann for her 
unfathomable energies, lightness of 
being and scrupulous attention to detail. 
To the inspirational team of artists, their 
smiles and artistry but also their voices 
of peace and reconciliation in a still 
troubled and scarred society emerging 
from the ashes of the Killing Fields. 
And to our brilliant young translators 
who tirelessly both translated and 
contributed to the artistic processes. 

‘Youthful, 
brave, 

challenging.’
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On 2nd March 2018 the International 
School of Phnom Penh hosted its first 
ISTA festival. The festival’s starting point 
was Power: past and present. ISPP 
was host to a number of international 
students coming from the Canadian 
International School in Hong Kong, 
Good Hope School in Hong Kong, Mont 
Kiara International School in Malaysia, 
Dubai American Academy, Harrow 
International School in Hong Kong, St 
Joseph’s Institute International School 
and the American Embassy School in 
New Delhi. The festival involved over 80 
students and teachers. 

The students were led by both local 
artists from Phare Ponleu Selpak and 
Epic Arts. Phare Ponleu Selpak is a non-
profit Cambodian association using art schools to improve the 
lives of children. Their vision is that they believe in the power of 
the arts as a tool for human development and change. Epic 
Arts, who are based in Kampot, encourage the integration 
of disabled and able bodied people through the medium of 
dance, drama, art music and puppetry. In addition to the local 
artists there were a number of international artists including 
Jonothan Neelands from Warwick Business School and Dinos 
Aristidou who was the festival’s artistic director.

In addition to the festival Dinos worked with our faculty discussing 
the ‘art of reflection’. His session discussed how reflection plays 
an important role not only in learning but also in how we learn. 
It’s the bridge between external experiences and their internal 

impact and is key to our development 
as learners and as active global citizens. 
Dinos gave a talk to our parent group 
about the ‘importance of acting in 
uncertain times’. His discussion centred 
upon how the world is more volatile, 
uncertain, conflicted and ambiguous 
than it has ever been and the pace of 
change is unprecedented. He questioned 
what skills, mind sets and knowledges 
will be needed to steer the turbulence 
of the future? He outlined the need 
to teach creativity, collaboration and 
communication and suggested ‘what 
better a vehicle than IB DP Theatre?’ 
Both sessions were thought provoking, 
inspiring and thoroughly enjoyed by the 
participants.

For myself I was amazed at the relationships built amongst 
the performers and artists and how quickly they developed. 
The strength of feelings portrayed within the performance, the 
obvious collaboration and communication (often non-verbal) 
and the sense of joy of performing permeated throughout the 
show. The emotion displayed by everyone at the conclusion of 
the performance underlined the impact that the festival had 
on the participants and the importance of encouraging our 
students to take part in these events. I am very pleased that we 
had the opportunity of hosting this event and would encourage 
other schools to do so. I would like to thank and congratulate 
Elizabeth Hodge, the DP Theatre teacher from ISPP. Without 
her tireless efforts and that of her team this event would never 
have happened.  •

The importance of 
events like these

BY MURRAY POLGLASE

‘for mySElf I waS amazEd at thE 
rElatIoNShIpS buIlt amoNgSt thE 
pErformErS aNd artIStS aNd how 

quICkly thEy dEvElopEd.’ 

‘I had a lot of fun and got to meet a lot of new people from around the world and different schools 
who shared my interests. I especially enjoyed the workshops we did and felt that I learned a lot 
from them. The ISTA artists were great. They were very kind and encouraging and got us to work 
well together and put together an amazing, creative performance that really emoted the terrible 
things that happened in Cambodia—and the hope that still resides. The nightly performances we 
got to watch were amazing and inspiring. I especially loved the one with the man who couldn’t 
use his legs but he danced anyway. We got to learn a lot about the culture of Cambodia. It’s 
a beautiful place filled with kind people. However, it also has a dark past that it is still trying to 
recover from. All in all, it was a great, inspiring and educational experience.’

Savannah leavitt, american Embassy School of New delhi, 9th grade
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With loud silence piercing my ears, I picked up the blue-pink krama and held it in front 
of my face. A krama is a traditional scarf made of cotton symbolising the Cambodian 
people. This scarf in my hand – a prop – had represented people in hiding, people 
who were no longer with us and regular people in a representational performance 
piece created over the past three days. I was standing in the middle of a black box 
theatre surrounded by hundreds of different faces on the very last day of the ISTA 
festival. I was so caught up in my performance that I had forgotten where I was but 
suddenly I remembered that I was in Cambodia.

Before I stepped foot off the airplane in Phnom Penh I didn’t know what to expect. I 
didn’t know anything about Cambodian history or how it was going to connect with 
the festival. Was it going to be like last year’s ISTA festival? I remembered that during 
last year’s festival I met incredible people and learned about body language. Was it 
going to be better? Was it going to be worse? The first time I walked into the black 
box theatre at the International School of Phnom Penh, feeling enthusiastic yet afraid, 
all my fears were dismissed as I was welcomed with an inspiring introduction by the 
artistic director of the festival, Dinos Aristidou. The once empty room was now filled 
with different faces – faces that I would spend the next three days getting to know, 
faces that were a mixture of local and international students. 

Being part of an ISTA festival is no holiday – it is a lot of work but the good kind. This 
was a Connect festival which is the type that brings international schools together with 
local communities to create collaborative theatre in order to learn about each other’s 
cultures. Each day we had a schedule that consisted of workshops, ensembles, field 
trips and shows. All of the ensembles and workshops had a mixture of young people 
meaning that each time you arrived in a room ready to learn, you would see a new 
set of faces. Since all the students from international schools stayed at the same hotel, 
you would see the same faces constantly, from morning to night, until the very last day. 

When I went to my ensemble I met the student ensemble leader Heang who was 
from Cambodia. She didn’t really speak English so we had two translators who helped 
us communicate. We started with games which involved getting to know each other 
and I felt nervous about lowering my mask and revealing my true self to the group. 
Although we had translators there to help us, with Heang’s guidance we were able 
to communicate with body language which created a sense of connection. Eventually 
I felt comfortable with the different forms of communication allowing me to become 
closer with the group.

On the first day we all went to the Killing Fields. The Killing Fields are areas where 
Cambodians were killed and buried by the Khmer Rouge regime. When I walked 
through the Genocide Centre I could feel the heaviness below my feet even as I passed 
trees filled with blooming flowers. In the middle of the tour I saw two small butterflies 
flying aimlessly and noticed how peaceful this place looked. How can a place that 
has experienced so much suffering look so peaceful? Was it to allow the dead to be in 
peace? Or was it to distract those still alive to help them forget? Those questions stuck 
in my mind for the rest of the trip. We went back to the school and discovered that 
many people had a variety of opinions. Cambodia’s past is a complicated issue that 
continues to impact the country.  

The unlimited 
ways of connecting 

BY ANA HUMMES OTA

My questions were addressed through a performance by the Phare Circus, an 
internationally renowned circus troupe. They use a mixture of dance, original live music 
and gymnastics to tell stories about Cambodia. I didn’t expect much of the performance 
but I was wrong. It was unlike any show I’ve ever seen. The story was called Influence 
and it was about Cambodian people’s struggle for power and survival. Circus as a 
performance method is universal as none of it requires spoken language. This can be 
used to connect people as the story is shown in a way that is understandable to anyone.

The next day we went into our workshops. That day we had two workshops, one in 
the morning and one in the afternoon. I loved both workshops – they each taught 
different skills but overall had the 
same connection. In the afternoon I 
went to a workshop called Museum of 
ordinary people, led by Lizzie Hodge. 
In this workshop the goal was to create 
movement through personal experiences 
and connect those experiences with 
others. A warm up that we did that I will 
never forget was one where I had to run 
blindfolded. Running across a room with 
no vision into a stranger’s arms is less 
scary than you might think. The feeling of 
freedom overrules your natural fear. 

The last night in Cambodia was the 
highlight. Yet again we watched a 
beautiful performance that blew me 
away. It was performed by Epic Arts, an 
inclusive arts organisation in Cambodia 
that brings people with and without 
disabilities together. They performed a 
story about the country’s journey through 
the 1960s to the present day. Each 
time they started a new scene my jaw 
dropped. It gave me a new perspective 
about the unlimited ways of connecting.  

Unfortunately, the last day dawned 
upon us. The day was filled with tears, 
goodbyes, hugs and exchanging of social 
media. We had a final ensemble session 
where we rehearsed the beginning and 
the end of the final performance, where we would connect with each other through our 
kramas. It gives me the chills just thinking about it. I can proudly say that I’m using the 
knowledge that I discovered both in my theatre work at school and in outside places 
as well.  •

‘bEINg part 
of aN ISta 
fEStIval IS 
No holIday 
– It IS a lot 

of work but 
thE good 

kINd.’

‘ruNNINg aCroSS a room wIth No 
vISIoN INto a StraNgEr’S armS IS lESS 

SCary thaN you mIght thINk. thE 
fEElINg of frEEdom ovErrulES your 

Natural fEar.’
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An optimistic 
outlook

How do I begin to start putting down in words the magic of 
what happened at ISPP at the ISTA Connect festival? I am 
going to attempt to boil the experience down to the essence—to 
the connections I observed and experienced.

Nearly two years prior to the festival, Keriann and I had met to 
discuss and plan the festival. I have heard so much about the 
Terezin festival and was inspired by the idea of a place and its 
history being the starting point. I was keen on this festival to not 
be entirely focussed on the Khmer Rouge, on the past. I wanted 
there to be an optimistic outlook. How can a nation recover, 
learn from and move on? What are the positive effects of 
power (not just the oppressive ones)? This is where the inclusion 
of Phare Circus and Epic Arts came in. They would perfectly 
showcase the power of the arts and the incredible talent that is 
emerging from a country where one generation before had lost 
the majority of its academics and creative talent? 

Connection 1 – Past with present / festival with host country. 
All Connect festivals invite young people from the host country to 
participate; usually they are from NGOs or orphanages that the 
school already has connections with. I felt very strongly from the 
beginning that the local students who would most benefit from 
participating in this festival would be students from Phare (dance, 
theatre and circus). I can’t even keep count of the number of my 
own students who have returned from an ISTA festival with an 
even stronger passion for theatre. These opportunities have often 
been the catalyst that have taken many onto studying theatre at 
university and beyond. The students at Phare are just the same, 
hungry for a career in the arts.  

Instead of the festival being a fun one-off experience, it would 
hopefully fuel their already existing passion for the arts, expose 
them to different styles, methods and teachers which they 
would be able to use in their future work. Importantly, having a 
group of students with such unique talent it is also an invaluable 
opportunity for ISTA students and artists to learn new skills from 
them. I was very concerned with the potential issue of ‘us and 
them’ and inviting young artists with so much to offer helped 
close that potential divide. 

Connection 2 – Mutual love and commitment to 
performing arts.  
One issue that would keep the gap wide between the local 
students and the ISTA students and artists was language. 
Translators would be a necessity. Considering the context of this 
country, it was believed that the understanding of a creative 
process would be lost if the translator had not come from an 

BY ELIZABETH HODGE

arts background. This is where the ultimate superstars of the 
festival come in! My Khmer drama/theatre students. Ten 
students who felt confident in both English and Khmer and 
have a keen interest in theatre were selected. I cannot stress 
enough how much we underestimated the importance of these 
translators until the festival was in full swing. As it turned out it 
wasn’t just a functional job but an essential social one too. The 
success of the festival would have been in jeopardy without the 
professionalism, the positive open-minded, creative and playful 
attitude of these students. They were key players in making sure 
everyone felt included and comfortable. The amount of positive 
comments I received from the artists and visiting teachers 
showed that everyone – whether only observing or fully involved 
– recognised what a key factor they were. I could not have been 
prouder of those students. 

Connection 3 – Language and communication. 
The amount of hours I had given to organising and thinking about 
this festival meant I had a good sense or at least a vision for how 
it might come to light. But there was so much that we could not 
have predicted, being the first of its kind, working with new artists 
and organisations for the first time, worrying about whether the 
participants would form meaningful bonds, how they might react 
to the Killing Fields, how the artists would respond to the student 
translators and so on. There were certain moments during the 
festival that no amount of planning could have prepared me for 
things that I could not have predicted beforehand. 

One of these moments was our first training day with the local 
artists. I have to admit I was feeling slightly nervous about how 
it would go. I knew most of the artists pretty well but this was 
a new setting and I was also aware that they were nervous 
and unsure about what to expect. The two student translators 
(Daline and Sandra) were beside themselves with excitement 
but mainly the weight of what they were about to be tasked 
with, having never done translation before. Dinos, Keriann and 
Jonothan also had a similar same sense of anticipation. We all 
gathered in the artist’s room (our home for the next few days) 
and honestly within minutes the tension had disappeared. We 
were laughing, joking, playing games and sharing our common 
beliefs about the arts and our organisation’s visions. This first 
day for me personally was a highlight of the whole festival. 
I truly thought it would take a few days for everyone to feel 
genuinely at ease. To realise so quickly that all my concerns 
were for nothing and that the ISTA family had expanded—just 
like that. The fact we spoke different languages, including sign 
language, that our ages spanned generations and that some 
had physical disabilities was by the by—it was simply a group 
of artists exchanging thoughts and developing ideas. It was 
incredibly moving to see the local artists and translators share 
their skills and creativity with Dinos, Keriann and Jonothan (and 
each other). What better way to gain an understanding of the 
context of Cambodia than through seeing a devised piece by 
the local artists? 

After two joyous days of bonding, exchanging ideas and 
gaining a deeper understanding of ISTA, Nita and Neil joined 
and just like on our first day, the connections were made almost 
instantly. Tears were shed by all, as all artists and the translators 
worked together on developing the incredibly moving devised 
piece. This was to be shown at the opening of the festival. 

‘What are the 
positive effects of 
power (not just the 
oppressive ones)? 
How can a nation 
recover, learn from 

and move on?’
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Connection 4 – Shared visions/making friends – local and 
ISTA artists. 
Jonothan’s parent engagement session would have been a 
heart-warming moment for any arts teacher to witness. He led 
a session on the importance of studying the arts and creative 
thinking for any future career. His presentation was loaded 
to the max with statistics and quotes from the top universities 
and global entrepreneurs. Audience members could in no way 
argue with his points. I advertised this session by focussing on 
Jonothan’s connections to the business world and invited any 
parents who were interested in their child taking on a business 
career. What I hadn’t considered before this session was that 
this festival was predominately about connecting young people 
and adults with a shared interest in the arts. This parent session 
was different; it was connecting those who looked at the arts 
with trepidation or misunderstanding. 

A ‘good news’ story that came out of this session: one of my 
students, Daline (who translated at this session for our Khmer 
parents) is passionate about theatre and has a strong desire 
to pursue this in her further studies. However, her conservative 
parents had different wishes for her. She invited them to the 
session not wanting to seem disrespectful but also knowing the 
links Jonothan would be making to economics might help to 
convince them to support her in her future dreams… she was 
right! They have now agreed she can study Theatre at university 
and are also financially supporting her to attend a summer 
course at LAMDA! 

Connection 5 – Connecting creativity with economics – 
parents and their children’s future wishes.
Once all participants had arrived, my main priority and 
concern was in making sure everyone felt as comfortable as 
possible with each other. I knew that as soon as the ensembles 
saw what the local students were capable of, there would be 
much appreciation. However, they were initially incredibly shy 
and apprehensive, most having never left their rural homes in 
Battambang before. 

Dinos worked his magic at the first whole group session to break the 
ice and get people moving and interacting. The bonds that were 
formed between the local and visiting students over the three days 
was something that exceeded my expectations. I have been on 
countless service trips before and seen a certain level of connection 
between both parties but it has always felt unbalanced, short lived 

and sometimes, dare I say it – even ungenuine. With this festival, 
genuine long term friendships were formed just like at any other 
ISTA festival. It filled my heart with joy to see the local students 
mixing with the visiting students at break and lunch times, the 
notion of us and them just was not there. 

Connection 6 – Genuine friendships across social and 
cultural boundaries. 
The trip to the Killing Fields was one I knew would be a 
challenge for everyone. What I hadn’t considered before was 
that most of my Khmer students had never been (and yet every 
one of the expat students had). What I learnt was that many 
Khmer people in the generation that followed this oppressive 
chapter do not like to talk about their history and prefer to move 
on and focus on the future. For many of my Khmer students, the 
visit was one filled with immense sadness and shock as it slowly 
dawned on them what their families must have been through. 
Having said this, it was also an important process for them to go 
through and one that made them feel much more connected to 
their older relatives. We spent a lot of time at the end of the visit 
talking about how they imagined their parents, grandparents, 
aunties and uncles experiencing this dark time and how they 
respected them so much more now, knowing more about what 
they must have gone through. This realisation that their relatives 
had overcome this terrible time and somehow grown from it 
was extremely moving and unexpected. 

Connection 7 – ISPP students forming a deeper 
understanding and respect for their older family members. 
It can’t go unmentioned just what an impact the two evening 
performances by Phare Circus and Epic Arts had on all of us. 
I had seen both shows before but somehow the power of them 
resonated so much more at this festival. Perhaps having spent 
time with the younger Phare students and seeing their bright 
futures reflected in the incredible circus performers. Perhaps 
through the experience we had had at the Killing Fields – just 
a few hours before and seeing these themes communicated 
through theatre. Perhaps having worked with the disabled artists 
from Epic Arts and not seeing a play about being disabled but 
seeing empowered talented artists in their own right… most of 
all I think we all saw these performances as a celebration of the 
arts and the talent that is emerging again from the ashes of the 
country’s recent history. 

Connection 8 – A deeper understanding of the starting 
point – Power: the power of the arts, the power of the future. 
I’m not sure I can put into words or do justice to the final 
sharing. I am in awe of Dinos and all of the artists. The way they 
managed to bring together five ensemble pieces that expressed 
what had happened during the Khmer Rouge with the deepest 
respect, beauty and even at times absurd humour, successfully 
tying it all together with a strong message of optimism for 
the future. Incredible. There were tears—a lot of tears. Such 
an incredibly moving conclusion to a magical festival. Many 
nationalities and languages, some rich, some poor, some able-
bodied, some physically challenged, some who were born here, 
some with strong, lasting connections and many whose visit to 
Cambodia was their first... all with a love and respect for the 
country, for all the participants and for the power of the arts in 
bringing people together, communicating a message of hope 
through theatre and through the festival experience itself.  •

‘The trip to the Killing 
Fields was one I knew 
would be a challenge 

for everyone.’

‘There were tears – a lot of tears. 
Such an incredibly moving conclusion 

to a magical festival.’

<<



‘Problem? No problem.’
Monny Som, Phare Ponleu Selpak

Neither of us had a proper sleep the night before because we 
were both filled with adrenaline, anxiety and worries. What if 
our translation wasn’t accurate? Isn’t there an artist who can 
speak English? What if they know we’re bad at translating? 
How do we even translate all those drama terms in Khmer…? 
The list goes on and on. We got even more worried when we 
met the artists because we started to realise how serious and 
important this translating job was and wondered how we were 
going to make everybody feel inclusive, especially the artists 
with disabilities? But then Bong Sakun, from Epic Arts (‘Bong’ is 
a formal term in Khmer used to address those who you respect 
or who are older than you) started joking around about himself 
and his disabilities and suddenly all those worries and concerns 
vanished. I remember feeling quite out of place on the first 
day because all we knew was our job was to translate so when 
they started doing activities and exercises, we were conflicted 
between whether or not we were supposed to join. So we opted 
for the safe option and stood by the wall. Then Bong Sakun 
came to us and said: ‘Pity the translators hired to translate but 
when not needed they stand by the wall waiting...’ We just burst 
out laughing and somehow, from then on, we were involved in 
all the games and activities that were happening. 

It’s rare for me to build a bond with someone who I have never 
met before so fast and become so close after the first day. 
Honestly, by the second day we were all acting as if we had 
been friends for ages and reunited for the first time in years. We 
were joking and laughing uncontrollably—even Bong Noth who 
is deaf and Bong Bontheoun who is handicapped, joined in. To 
put it simply – it was joyful. It got to the point where Bong Monny 

(from Phare) and Bong Noth were mocking each other using sign 
language – you really couldn’t go one minute without laughing. 

The phrase                                       (Phan-nha-ha? Ort Phan-nha-
ha.) meaning ‘Problem? No problem.’ came from Bong Monny 
from Phare Ponleu Selpak when he was leading an exercise 
through the starting point of Power. After being a part of an 
ISTA festival, I feel like there are no better words to summarise 
the event. So many things could go wrong, so many problems 
could happen before and during the event but because we 
worked together as one, there wasn’t anything that we couldn’t 
achieve. 

‘As long as you have a positive mindset, 
there’s nothing you can’t solve.’ 

Sandra Raden, ISTA translator

I couldn’t agree more with Sandra. I remember all the 
artists working tirelessly for the three days of the festival. We 
continuously talked and discussed with each other about the 
plans for the next ensemble session whether it was during break, 
lunch or even at night – when we did a video call together just 
to make sure we had everything ready for tomorrow. We didn’t 
stop, we didn’t complain that it’s tiring, we didn’t complain 
that it’s hard. In fact we never even thought about it because 
the results that we all achieved by the end of each day were 
so worth the effort and hard work and there is nothing more 
rewarding than that. 

I think I finally understand what Dinos meant when he said 
that ISTA festivals are not about the final performance. It is the 
result of a tight bond and relationship created in just three days 
between all the artists and students. It’s the process of working 
together and listening to each other. In my entire life I have never 

experienced anything as powerful as 
this year’s ISTA festival in Cambodia. 
It has opened me to a completely new 
world. Meeting all these amazing and 
incredible people who share the same 
passion and dreams as I have was just 
wonderful. It shows that nothing will 
ever hinder the power of creativity—
not even language or culture. 

Lastly, from the very bottom of my 
heart, I also want to say thank you 
to Ms Hodge, whom we dearly love 
and admire for starting this idea 
and who gave me and others the 
opportunity to experience something 
so life changing. And thank you to 
all the artists and other students who 
made this event possible. Thank you 
so much for everything! 

Pictures were taken, tears were 
dropped, smiles were shared, hugs 
were passed on and memories were 
made leading to the start of a new 
journey. •
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Problem? 
No problem.

BY DALINE LY

Normally I don’t struggle with writing 
but trying to describe the recent ISTA 
Connect festival is an exception. This 
festival makes words seem so small as 
if no amount will be enough to truly 
express how we all felt during the three 
days which completely altered and 
changed our minds and perspectives 
about the arts and the power of it. An 
experience which left us crying for days 
and talking for hours on end because 
we didn’t want it to end. 

I first took part in ISTA last October 
2017 at the Bangkok TaPs. It was during 
the opening ceremony that I realised 
that it was going to be an experience 
that I would always remember and need 

days to recover from once it had ended. 
After the event finished, I could barely 
wait for the next ISTA event which was 
going to be at ISPP. At the time I didn’t 
know what type of ISTA event it would 
be – I just knew I wanted to be a part 
of it. Then Ms Hodge (our phenomenal 
drama/theatre teacher) was looking for 
translators for ISTA because ‘local artists 
would be participating’ as well. That was 
basically the beginning of this fantastic 
experience. Sandra (Ly who is also 
featured in this issue. Editor’s note) and I 
volunteered to be translators for the extra 
three days artists would be training prior 
to the actual festival, not even thinking 
about the amount of days we would be 
missing from school (a week in total).
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This festival is a hard one to write about, namely because it was 
packed so deep with connections that it took the word ‘connect’ 
to a whole new realm. So as a theatre teacher that also teaches 
TOK, I chose to focus on one area – how the festival shed light 
on the way the arts and drama and theatre in particular can 
connect the Ways of Knowing (the WOKs) and the Areas of 
Knowledge (AOKs) to give students a deeper understanding of 
the power of knowledge. 

Theory of Knowledge is all about looking at knowledge 
questions from a range of different perspectives and 
perspectives was certainly something that was prevalent here. 
At this festival we were bringing our personal knowledge of 
our own nationalities, plus the countries that we live in and 
sharing them with others. We were learning from the history 
of Cambodia and from the personal experiences of the local 
artists working on the festival from Phare Circus, an NGO 
arts organisation that ‘believes passionately in the power of 
the arts as a tool for human development and social change’1 
and Epic Arts, an international inclusive arts organisation 
based in Cambodia and registered as a charity in the United 
Kingdom that ‘believes in a world where every person counts 
and where people with disabilities are valued, accepted and 
respected’2. More importantly this festival connected students 
to new people, new languages, new experiences and hopefully 
resulted in students leaving with a broader understanding of 
the world of power and how it operates.

In Theory of Knowledge there are eight ways of knowing—
memory, language, emotion, sense perception, imagination, 
intuition, reason and faith (trust). Whilst all of them would 
have been at work during this festival, language and memory 
were the lynch pins. Memory is like the glue that binds all the 
WOKs together. We remember what we have experienced and 
learned in the past and compare it to present situations and 
thereby imagine future scenarios. It is through memories that we 
develop our personal sense of identity and how we fit into the 
shared knowledge and shared life of our communities3.  

Language was the central way that we could share all these 
personal experiences and formulate them into a collective 

1  https://phareps.org/what-we-do/
2  http://epicarts.org.uk/our-history/
3   Dombrowski, Rotenberg, Beck (2013) Theory of Knowledge: 

Course Companion, Oxford University Press, pp97-108.

The power of 
WOKing the TOK

BY NITA DEWSE

‘Language was the 
central way that we 
could share all these 

personal experiences...’

‘It is through memories that we develop our 
personal sense of identity and how we fit 
into the shared knowledge and shared life 

of our communities.’

>>
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identity that was this ISTA festival. Throughout the festival 
people used translators to communicate in English or Khmer or 
sign language. Most of these translators were students of sixteen 
or seventeen years of age. They were incredible ambassadors – 
not just for their school, but for the power of human knowledge 
and creativity – because they were more than translators, 
they were part of the creative and artistic team. The student 
translators were shifting constantly between memory and 
language, using their sense perception to remember what was 
said and then translate it for others. 

One of the Cambodian ensemble leaders from Epic Arts, 
Sokun, who was himself in a wheelchair, not only acted as 
translator between Khmer and English languages but spent 
nearly the whole festival signing for Noth, one of the artists from 
his company who was deaf, as well as assisting Bun Theong to 
be understood as he suffers from cerebral palsy which could 
make his movement and speech difficult. This level of translation 
became part of the fabric of the festival and whilst this transfer 
of understanding took longer to facilitate, it meant that the 
knowledge gained went deeper than most festivals as well. This 
coming together of nationalities and different perspectives on 
life was what gave this festival its soul. Watching Noth dance 
to music he couldn’t hear or Bun Theong struggle with being 
understood in their scene from The Buffalo Boy (a production 
currently being developed by Epic Arts) was a truly moving 
experience as was watching the Phare Circus troupe fly through 
the air and hear about their journey from street kids to artists 
afters nine years of training. 

We were also all involved in acts of remembrance from the out 
and about trip to The Killing Fields—so history, ethics and the 

arts became the main Areas of Knowledge we began grappling 
with on the first day. Although some of the memories shared 
with us on that trip were harrowing, they intertwined with our 
own sense perceptions, emotion and imagination which helped 
us to comprehend the sense of injustice that had occurred in 
this now peaceful place. Everyone had their own most powerful 
moment. For me it was not necessarily the most harrowing and 
explicit images of the victims’ skulls piled high in the memorial 
stupa but the composition Memory from Darkness written by 
Cambodian composer Him Sophy. 

We all listened to audio guides as we walked around the open 
air museum and the sense of intimacy this brought to the 
experience was important to the mood of the place. Sitting 
by the lake covered in lily pads, watching the rippled water 
and listening to the orchestra play its moving strains of music 
through my headset, I imagined the bodies lying below that 
had never been moved and the contrast seemed too enormous 

to comprehend. Emotion and reason fought over the sense of 
injustice in this place. It was then that the ripple I was watching 
became a symbol of the festival for me. The ripple of ‘power’ 
in history that began all this and the ripple of ‘optimism and 
hope’ that the people of Cambodia had clearly displayed in 
their recovery from such a tragedy.  

Language was also the way that we shared our responses 
to the memories of the out and about. As each ensemble 
had a mixture of English and Cambodian speakers with two 
translators from ISPP in each 
group, I asked my group 
to pair up with someone 
speaking the same language 
as them and describe their  
‘acid moment’ of the out and 
about to a partner who then 
drew their description. The 
person whose work it was 
then gave the work a title 
and placed it in the space. 
Using art as a language to 
express complicated ideas 
and emotions meant that 
their responses were deeply 
personal but it also allowed 
the students some objectivity 
by letting go of their moment 
to someone else to draw 
and it allowed everyone in 
the room, no matter their 
mother tongue, to view the 
images and understand the 
moment. The group then 
walked around the room and 
added personal responses 
to the pictures – anything 
the drawing reminded them 
of – personal associations or 
thoughts, words or images 
were added until we had an 
exhibition that collectively 
belonged to the group.  

The drawing was then returned 
to the person who had described the moment to see what had 
been added. My drawing was of the ripple in the water and 
the words and images that had been added by the students 
were: the web, the radar, the target, the eye of the storm – it 
was a Julie Taymor Ideogram – and a much richer metaphor 
for having the collective voice added to it. The key images from 
this exploration became the backbone of our scene in the final 
sharing: the ripple effect of power, the slogans, the magic tree, 
the generator sound covering the cries of death, the lake, the 
tower of skulls and the importance of remembering the voices 
of those whose lives were lost.  

When we arrived to the school our amazing host Lizzie from 
ISPP gave every artist, teacher and student a Cambodian 
‘krama’, a scarf that is often used and worn by the Cambodian 
people in everyday life but which also became a symbol of 

power for the Khmer Rouge who wore one as part of their 
uniform. Every student wore their krama in the final performance 
and used it in a wide range of symbolic ways. Dinos Aristidou, 
the artistic director of the festival, ran a workshop with all of the 
Cambodian and ISTA artists on the first planning day and one 
of the exercises he ran was one he called the ‘make or break’ 
exercise. In it we silently created an image of a bridge and a 
prison – themselves symbols of connection and disconnection – 
using just our bodies and any props we had in the space and 
then broke them in slow motion. I decided to use this technique 

as the primary way of 
building the work with my 
own ensemble using only their 
bodies and the krama so that 
much of the work became 
physical rather than verbal. 
The language of the final 
sharing therefore became one 
of symbols: the symbols of 
movement, shape, space and 
images. Dialogue was sparse 
which meant that everyone 
understood everything that 
happened on stage. In fact 
Neil Farrelly’s ensemble, that 
walked the line of comedy and 
tragedy to create a dark and 
moving portrait of the abuse 
of power, used the Commedia 
language of grammelot (or 
gobbledy gook) and everyone 
understood every word.  

Although TOK questions 
were obviously not dealt with 
explicitly, to me they were 
very present in the work: how 
is the present and possibly 
the future affected by how 
we understand the past? Do 
ceremonies of remembrance 
preserve the personal 
knowledge of the participants 
or the shared knowledge of 
the society? Can art help us 

to understand individuals and societies? Should the arts have 
an ethical function? How does prior learning or experience 
influence our interpretation of art? What can be done toward 
creating a better and more peaceful world?   

The starting point of Power: past and present was an important 
theme to engage with. The journey from sense perception and 
emotion, to language, to imagination, to memory allowed 
everyone to intuitively empathise with what it is to be the victim 
of prejudice or injustice. The final feeling at the end of the 
festival however, was very much one of hope and optimism—as 
the future leaders of our world, the knowledge clearly gained 
by the students was that history should not repeat itself. This 
memory will become a part of their personal knowledge, taken 
home with them and hopefully in time will become the shared 
knowledge of the world. •

<< ‘Language was also 
the way that we 
shared our responses 
to the memories of 
the out and about.’
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Transformed 
and moved

BY SAMANTHA DAVIS

ISTA festivals are always unique and 
transformative experiences and an 
opportunity for our Harrow Hong Kong 
drama pupils to work alongside children 
from other countries and with world 
renowned theatre practitioners. During 
this festival our pupils were fortunate 
enough to also work with local theatre 
companies. The starting point of the 
Phnom Penh festival was Power: past 
and present with a focus on the Khmer 
Rouge rule in Cambodia and the 
powerful message of the quote taken 
from an audio recording at the Tuoi 
Sieng Genocide Museum: ‘This is part of 
the memory of the world, now you are 
the keeper of the memory’.

Day one
This was our travel day. After a short flight 
which consisted of plenty of snacks and 
movie time, we arrived in Cambodia. 
In the early evening we checked into 
the Frangipani Living Arts Hotel where 
all of the schools attending the festival 
were staying. The evening kicked off with 
a delicious meal in a nearby restaurant 
and a quick walk around the local area 
as we started to get a feel for Phnom 
Penh. Excitement was building for the 
first official day of the festival as we took 
an early night to prepare ourselves for 
the weekend ahead. 

Day two
This was the first day of the festival and we 
visited our host school, the International 
School of Phnom Penh and met the other 
pupils we would be working with. The 

pupils at the festival were from Dubai, 
India, Singapore, Kuala Lumpur and 
local Cambodian schools. The festival’s 
starting point was introduced and the 
emphasis was on the use of art to express 
emotion and to respond to the past in 
order to change the future. We received 
a krama, a Cambodian scarf, on arrival 
at the school. This was a particularly 
significant gesture because the krama 
is a traditional piece of clothing from 
Cambodia’s history and was the one 
piece of colour allowed during the dark 
days of the Khmer Rouge regime. The 
krama is now a symbol of a people whose 
courage and dignity has allowed them 
to overcome the challenges they suffered. 
Today, as Cambodia begins rebuilding 
its society, the younger generation have 
claimed the scarf as a legacy and the 
spirit it embodies.  

The morning started with pupils mixing 
together with the other schools and 
working in ensemble groups to develop 
ideas for their final performance on 
Sunday. We then visited the Killing Fields 
of Choeung Ek, the site of a former 
orchard and mass grave of victims of the 
Khmer Rouge killed between 1975 and 
1979. The visit to the Killing Fields was 
powerful for everyone and gave us all 
food for thought about the importance 
of humans working together to ensure 
that past mistakes are not repeated. 
We were all deeply moved by the 
Cambodian spirit to move on and make 
an amazing future despite the horrific 
events of the past.

We returned to our host school in 
the afternoon and pupils worked in 
their ensemble groups to explore their 
initial responses to the Killing Fields. 
The festival artists used many forms of 
theatre to help pupils dramatise their 
emotions and start working towards a 
final performance that would symbolise 
not just Cambodia’s past but the hope 
for its future—like ‘a phoenix rising from 
the ashes’ as one artist so beautifully 
phrased it. The awesome spirit gave 
our pupils motivation and inspiration to 
create some touching pieces of theatre. 

In the evening pupils watched a 
performance by the Phare Cambodian 
Circus. This was a breathtaking piece 
of theatre that inspired our pupils and 
opened their eyes to new theatrical 
genres. The question and answer session 
after the performance was a wonderful 
insight into the amazing skills and 
imagination that went into creating the 
piece of work. Our pupils really enjoyed 
this opportunity to speak with the 
company. 

Day three
Day three started with all pupils working 
together to create the opening of their 
performance. This final performance 
was directed by Dinos Aristudou, an 
extremely influential international artist. 
The opening of the performance was an 
alluring physical representation of the 
pupils’ responses and incorporated the 
powerful symbol of the krama.

The pupils then experienced two 
workshops run by a range of artists. 
One workshop entitled ‘From peace 
to conflict’ was run by Buntheoun, 
Lay Noth and Sakun Po from the 
Cambodian Theatre company Epic 
Arts. The focus of the workshop was 
to use creative movement as a way to 
explore some of the conflicts that we 
face on a daily basis and how we can 
encourage understanding, respect and 
communication as positive resolutions. 
Other workshops included ‘Let’s go to 
the circus’ with Hout Heang from Phare 
Cambodian Circus and ‘Story, theatre 
and hope’ with the renowned theatre 
practitioner Jonothan Neelands—who 
used a variety of participatory storytelling 
techniques to explore the ancient Khmer 
story of the Neang Kang Rei mountain. 

The teachers are of course catered for 
and we took part in some amazing 
CPD sessions on Verbatim Theatre with 
Dinos and Storytelling with Jonothan 
Neelands. A fantastic opportunity to 
work with other drama teachers and 
professionals—what drama teacher 
doesn’t love that chance to become a 
drama student again?!

In the evening we watched a performance 
by Epic Arts, a local theatre company 
that works with disabled and able bodied 
Cambodian artists. The performance 
was indeed epic. 

Day four
Pupils spent the day working in 
their ensemble groups and as a 
whole company to create the final 
performance. The performance was then 
shown to an audience of local parents 
and pupils. Our pupils should be very 
proud of this piece. It used a wide variety 
of performance styles and was a deeply 
moving expression of Cambodia’s history 
and hopes for its future. One of the 
quotes used in the final performance 
was: ‘We believe that through creativity 
we can expand our potential as human 
beings.’ Our pupils did just that.

After the performance there was a huge 
surge of emotion as our pupils said 
goodbye to the new friends they had 
made and reflected on the power of their 
experiences. In the evening we said our 
final goodbyes to the other schools over a 
fantastic feast of traditional Cambodian 
food at a local restaurant. 

The entire festival was translated – 
everything from instructions, workshops, 
rehearsals and performances were in 
English, Khmer and sign language. 
The translation ensured that the festival 
was accessible to all involved and most 
importantly served to connect us as 
one community. The Khmer translators 
were talented local pupils and the sign 
translator was an artist from Epic Arts. 
Thanks to the translation, our pupils 
have made strong bonds with local 
Cambodian pupils and artists. 

The weekend was intense, harrowing, 
creative, exciting and most of all 
inspiring for our pupils. Well done to 
every pupil involved. We were indeed 
transformed and moved and we now 
keep the memory of the festival – and 
of Cambodia and its people – within our 
hearts and minds. •

‘thIS IS part of thE mEmory of thE 
world, Now you arE thE kEEpEr of 

thE mEmory.’ 
‘wE bElIEvE 

that 
through 

CrEatIvIty 
wE CaN 

ExpaNd our 
potENtIal 
aS humaN 

bEINgS.’
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What to say here? What words to write down? So many 
moments in Phnom Penh – Epic Arts from Batam Bang, the 
Cambodian Killing Fields, the homeless boy on the other side of 
the camp fence begging tourists for money. The performances by 
the local group Epic Arts where one of them mid-performance 
held the wheel of his wheelchair and hoisted himself vertically 
into the air—the whole troupe on stage sharing a joke when 
something didn’t work so they tried it again and again—all the 
myriad in-between talks between artists in-between the work. 
The realisation only half as much work could be done because 
everything took twice as long in translation and the feeling of 
humility that without those same high school translators, none of 
it was going to work. And how, at the end of the show, no one 
could get any proper words out to actually thank everybody 
due to a surfeit of emotion.

If the world is such a dark, cynical, rotten place where people 
only look out for themselves and nobody out there trusts anyone 
else, how come there are so many Danny Wallaces in it? You 
know – that BBC guy who helps you across the street if you 
need a hand, the one who buys you a drink if he thinks you’re 
feeling lonely. He set up a company, website, the lot – all about 
lending a hand and saying yes to each other – the rule being 
that once you’ve done the good deed, you walk away and 
don’t hang around for praise. ‘Go and do it again’, he says. The 
world, despite what people tell you, is full of people like him.

So, why help? Why bother, in the digital age, to give up so 
much precious time to get people in the same space together 
when everything can be done online? Why indeed? Most 
people, even the vilest, most confused of us, want to be a part 
of something – they just don’t know what that is most of the time 
and don’t know how to make those connections that touch us. 
And we’re not talking about the easy social media connections 

– we’re talking about the harder, personal, messy human ones 
where we feel real things. 

I think that’s what the Connect festivals are about—figuring 
yourself out at the same time as understanding the group you 
find yourself in. Do those two things well and you’ll feel very 
good about your world. There’s no guilt or pity or sin attached 
to wanting to help out, there’s no thinking: ‘I did too much, I 
didn’t do enough’. There’s not even a good or bad attached 
to any of it. It’s what was done, everyone knows that and that’s 
enough. The helping just is. 

People will always complain. Like the man who shouted at me 
for working in ‘poor countries’ but had never actually visited 
one himself, like the old geezer at a one day arts festival I’d 
organised on a town square in Devon. Ten minutes before we 
opened, some local disadvantaged kids arrived to paint a 
mural with us all when suddenly the old boy came up to me and 
loudly complained that no one had arrived and that festivals 
like ours never worked on his town square. Ever. So I told him to 
go home and lo, twenty minutes later, the place was crammed 
with people together painting, building, drumming, drawing, 
eating, drinking, chatting. Funny how those people always 
complain they missed something…

Things don’t always have to be explained, dissected, reflected 
upon, raked over. Yes, it can be shared on media platforms. 
Yes, we can scream from the rooftops HOW FANTASTIC IT 
WAS and try to describe the magic moments we found but 
everyone who was there knew what they felt and walked away 
from it with THAT feeling. That’s what Connect festivals are 
about. That’s what Phnom Penn was about. I’ve done a lot of 
Connect festivals. They work. The starting points are chunky and 
the meaningful events like the trip to the Cambodian Killing 

That feeling
BY NEIL FARRELLY

Fields, the Dharavi slum in Mumbai, a local school in Kolkata—
all subject young students to a challenge. Everyone there – from 
the organisers, the local staff, all the teachers, all the local and 
international schools – buy into the challenge and it’s a key to 
their success.

Phnom Penh could be a blueprint for future festivals because 
it had an added component: Epic Arts, a local arts group 
based in Cambodia, not only put on two evening shows but 
also became ensemble leaders 
together with the ISTA artists. 
That’s an important inclusive shift 
for the Connect festivals. It’s one 
thing to tell people you’re going to 
set up inclusive teaching, inclusive 
education, inclusive classrooms but 
the reality can be much tougher. 
Every Connect festival I do, I tell 
myself the following: every student 
in my ensemble is to be involved in 
everything all of the time, no one 
gets left out of anything, help each 
other Danny Wallace style at every 
given opportunity.  

Epic Arts were epic. It’s no mean 
feat, daunting in some ways, for 
artists living in a much smaller city, 
Batam Bang, several hours away 
from the capital – some of whom 
were physically challenged or deaf 
and spoke little or no English – to enter into an international 
environment full of young funky students from some of the best 
schools in the world and take their own ensemble through four 
days of intensive work. A supportive environment is crucial. Get 

that wrong and the local artists will feel isolated which is when 
inclusivity leaves the building and a festival becomes cliques of 
people who think they’re special in some way.

If you sometimes wonder how work like this changes anything at 
all in this world of ours, here are my two examples: I visited the 
slum in Dharavi in Mumbai with an international high school 
student from a nearby school to do a workshop with the local 
kids. At midday, the two of us had some chai on the outskirts 

of the slum. The student was very 
quiet and thoughtful.

‘Where do you live?’ I asked him.

He pointed to a new skyscraper 
across the city. ‘At the top of that’, 
he replied.

‘And what did you think of the 
group this morning?’

He paused a while, deep in 
thought. ‘Fantastic. They worked 
really hard and I think I’m a bit 
lazy’, he said. ‘I’ve got everything, 
they’ve got nothing, they’re better 
than me.’

And the second change. The local 
Phare students from the local 
schools who joined the Phnom 

Penh festival might have started the event a little warily but they 
were the ones who held on to me and other students the longest 
and hardest once the performance was over. None of them 
wanted it to finish… •

‘If the world is such a dark, cynical, 
rotten place where people only look out 

for themselves and nobody out there 
trusts anyone else, how come there are 

so many Danny Wallaces in it?’

‘Things don’t 
always have to 
be explained, 

dissected, 
reflected upon, 

raked over.’

‘ISTA festivals are a fantastic opportunity to learn about new cultures along with elements 
of theatre. Everyone is friendly and ready to participate. Coming from different areas of the 
continent, each individual brings their own interests to the table and through combining these we 
created a fabulous result at the end of the three days together. While the day-to-day schedule 
is packed, everyone is giving it their best effort and enjoying it is an inspiring sight, one I cannot 
get enough of. I personally enjoyed learning about culture, I was unsure about visiting the Killing 
Fields at first but it really raised my awareness of Cambodia’s history. Along with viewing artistic 
retellings of the country’s history, I realised that there were different ways for people to heal 
from injury to the soul. ISTA makes the participant question things that were before often not 
considered. Through opening these doors we gain new insights into both who we are and what 
we can do together.’ 

lucie bonenberger, american Embassy School of New delhi, 11th grade
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DInoS ARISTIDou
I am writer-in-residence at Mayflower 
Theatre, Southampton and artistic 
director for a new celebrating age 
Verbatim Theatre festival in 2020 in 
the south east of England. I am also a 
principal examiner for the IB Diploma 
Theatre programme and currently 
manager of the IB MYP Arts curriculum 
review. 

elIzABeTH HoDge
Teaching theatre and sharing my 
passion for the subject with my students 
is what I love best. I trained at the Royal 
Central School of Speech and Drama, 
specialising in Applied Theatre. Through 
teaching the IB Theatre programme 
I have enjoyed being on a constant 
learning journey discovering new 
practitioners, plays and traditions.

nITA DewSe
I began teaching the IB Diploma Theatre 
programme in 2001 and attended my 
first ISTA festival in Bali around the same 
time. It definitely became one of those 
life changing moments where the world 
of theatre was suddenly opened up to 
me. Since then ISTA has informed all 
aspects of my teaching.

JonoTHAn neelAnDS
I am a national teaching fellow, professor 
of creative education at the Warwick 
Business School and chair of drama and 
theatre education at the University of 
Warwick. I am also a drama practitioner 
with a national and international 
reputation for delivering high quality 
keynotes, executive education and 
master classes. 

MRS YU
I am a born and raised Hong Konger 
who has lived in both Hawaii and Sydney. 
Such experience allows me to appreciate 
different lifestyles in various places. Thus, 
I would like for my daughter to broaden 
her horizon by reaching out and learning 
more about different cultures.

AnA HuMMeS oTA
I’m in 10th grade. I am from Brazil but my 
dad is Japanese and my mom is German 
and Italian. I’ve lived in many different 
places around the world – Brazil, China, 
Germany and now Malaysia. My dream 
is to work as a screenwriter and film 
director in the future.

PáDRAIg DowneY
I hail from Ireland and have lived in six 
countries. I have degrees from Dublin 
City University and CSU and trained 
with the Gaiety School of Acting in 
Dublin and Schreiber Studios in NYC. I 
am founder and artistic director of Danú 
Dubai, featured on Irish Times, BBC and 
Korean Theatre Review among others.

KeRIAnn o’RouRKe
I call Singapore my ‘home away from 
home’ and have been working here in 
education as a kindergarten teacher 
as well as a drama and dance middle 
school specialist. I am a proud member 
of the ISTA team and work as an event 
coordinator, digital and social media 
coordinator and also as the Singapore 
regional coordinator for ISTA.

SAMAnTHA DAvIS
I am the head of drama at Harrow 
International School Hong Kong. I 
previously worked at Wellington School, 
England before moving to Hong Kong 
in 2016. I love everything that is Hong 
Kong — it is a mix of people from all over 
the world, a dynamic and creative place 
to be.

DAlIne lY
I love the joy, excitement, thrill and 
butterflies before getting on stage. 
And now that I understand theatre 
on a deeper level, I have learned to 
appreciate the beauty and impact it can 
have on people. I hope that in the future 
theatre can always be a part of my life.  

neIl fARRellY
I studied at Middlesex University and for 
the past 25 years, I’ve lived and worked 
in Asia—teaching, directing, writing and 
collaborating with students and artists 
all over Asia. My first book Girls are 
our Future was published in India in 
2017 and my second book comes out 
in 2019. I live in north Japan with my 
wife and dog.

MuRRAY PolglASe
I am the secondary principal at the 
International School of Phnom Penh, 
Cambodia. I have been involved in 
education for the past 28 years. I am 
married with two children, both of whom 
have benefitted from an international 
education. 

SAnDRA RADen
I am Cambodian and seventeen years 
old. I am currently studying in grade 11 at 
the International School of Phnom Penh, 
Cambodia. I really enjoy interacting and 
meeting new people whilst discovering 
new places where I can further explore 
the many things that life has to offer. 

‘I am a proud member of the ISTA team.’




