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Fiona Winning: This afternoon we’re talking about challenging expectations and we’ve got a really 
interesting group of artists with us to talk about it. 
 
I’ll introduce myself first. I’m Fiona Winning. I’m director of Performance Space. We’re a contemporary 
arts centre based at CarriageWorks in Sydney and we develop, produce and present a range of work 
that really is at the intersection of performance, visual cultures and digital cultures.  
 
I might hand over to each of the artists to talk in a minute: we have David Young, who’s the Artistic 
Director of Aphids; Hellen Sky, of Hellen Sky, and Collaborators; and Alice Nash, who’s the executive 
producer of Back to Back. All of the artists on this panel and Alice, as producer, have enormous 
experience producing work and negotiating collaborations with presenters to show that work. 
 
Today we are going to tease out some of the issues that arise in that relationship between presenter 
and artist/producer of the unconventional. So let’s just have a kind of moment where we think about 
what unconventional means in terms of this panel.  
 
So, we were talking about this over lunch and I‘ve come up with a list that really we’re talking about that 
which extends the spectator-performer relationship beyond the in-theatre seated work, works that may 
be interactive, site specific, promenade or spectacle based, intimate one to one performances or 
performances with the capacity of six or eight, works that are formally challenging, that experiment with 
inter-media possibilities, that forge new dramaturgies between technologies and live bodies, between 
the live and the virtual, and that perhaps place gaming with performance; and the list goes on. 
 
What we’re going to kick off with this afternoon is to ask each of the presenters today to speak about a 
particular work and a particular kind of collaborative relationship with a presenter. Alice, would you like 
to kick off. 
 
Alice Nash: Hi. First I’d like to acknowledge that when I’m talking about the work of the company and I 
say ‘we’ I’m using that word really generously because I’m the company’s producer but there are seven 
people that made Small Metal Objects. 
 
For those of you who don’t know, Small Metal Objects is a work that we made for work for the public 
domain, for anywhere with high volume pedestrian traffic. We premiered it at the Melbourne 



 

 
 

International Arts Festival in 2005 and we put it right in the centre of the city in the historic train station 
there.  
 
And that was just a lucky thing that there was something right in the centre of the kind of cultural 
precinct but actually what we were doing there was trying to pluck a seating bank out of a formalised 
theatre environment and place it into the chaos of the every day.  
 
So, we did that and then we supplied each of the audience members – there were about 200 – with 
headphones and the actors appeared in the train station, in the concourse of the train station. And at 
first they didn’t appear at all and at first the audience simply observed the public.  
 
And then gradually some sound emerged and gradually it was a bit of a Where’s Waldo kind of thing 
and the audience worked out who those performers were. And really there are two narratives going on 
in the piece. And one is the story of Small Metal Objects which is a very simple story of the value of 
friendship over capital gain, I suppose, or the importance of friendship in a fast moving world where 
deals are done all the time. 
 
But there’s a second narrative in the piece which is almost 50% of the piece really and that is the 
dialogue between the audience who are a spectacle themselves and the public, the actors, the actors to 
the space, the space to the public and that public really watching a space that they know in their 
quotidian life on a very mundane level, and them actual watching it and finding a simple beauty in their 
own spaces.  
 
So, that’s where the work became exciting is because it re-imagined and re- invented a space for 
people so that it was kind of transformed in a way for them. 
 
So, as I said we premiered it in 2005 and then we had the privilege of bringing it here. We actually threw 
it in the train station just across the street. And we had a lot of interest from the show which was lovely. 
And I’m just going to focus on this place because it was just something we didn’t quite know what to do 
with, but we had some interest from North America.  
 
But people had seen it in a train station and there were a lot of places say in the Mid West of the United 
States where they have their car cultures. They didn’t have train stations. They didn’t have a busy public 
concourse or something like that. 
 
And a lot of them said to us, ‘Oh, well, we really thought the piece was beautiful but we don’t have 
anywhere.’ And we thought, ‘Okay.’ Well, we weren’t really sure. We’d really done it in Melbourne in a 
very busy environment and then here it was actually a little less busy but still there was people coming 
off the train and things like that. 
 
And I, perhaps foolishly said, ‘It would help if we came and had a look.’ And it seemed like an 
enormously extravagant gesture, especially because it did come from me, and I didn’t say they had to 
pay. I said, ‘We’ll just come.’  
 
And so Bruce, our Artistic Director, and I, we travelled to eight cities and we spent one day in each city, 
ranging from six to twelve hours pounding the pavements looking at sites. And it was such an amazing 
experience, just to witness those cities in that way but also to meet those presenters, and to have a 
dialogue with them about their city and what the work could look like or couldn’t look like in their city.  
 



 

 
 

And places posed different problems so in New York, the problem there wasn’t anywhere with enough 
space which is funny but it was so crowded and space was at such a premium, and we looked at 20 
sites in New York.  
 
And then, to give another example, we went to the Walker Arts Centre in Minneapolis and there were 
very few sites, I think there were about four, and this is what I’m going to focus on because it’s kind of 
fun. So there were about four and probably the most interesting one was the library and that was 
interesting because it was an extant democratic space in the midst of a very commercialised world.  
 
But in the end that one wouldn’t work and in the end we ended up having a really long conversation, 
actually over some weeks, with Philip Byther there, and in the end he’s presenting it in May of this year 
in their Sculpture Garden. He went and he sat in the Sculpture Garden. He sat there for an hour and 
then he called and he said, ‘I went, and there were 20 people in an hour.’ Well, in Melbourne there were 
3000 people in an hour for some shows. 
 
And we had a long conversation and I said, ‘Well, Philip, if there’s no space there’s no space for this 
work.’ But in the end it was because we’d been to visit him and because we’d spent the time really 
contemplating the piece and discussing it with him. He  said, ‘You know what? It’s okay. I think the piece 
is robust enough and I think the piece will have a different tone but it will be equally beautiful.’ 
 
And it was just this kind of thing where he trusted that the piece would read elsewhere and we trust that 
the piece will have a different tone but will work. And so it was kind of this quite a large intervention to fly 
across and do that but it wouldn’t have gone.  
 
And I suppose, now we’ve taken the piece to a lot of different places since we did those site visits which 
were in 2006 and we know what’s exciting about the work is that everyone who comes to see the show 
– or almost everyone - lots of people who come to see the show, they say, ‘Didn’t we just have the best 
site?’ And we say, ‘Yes, yes, you did. Of course you had your own beautiful site in your city.’ 
 
And that’s what’s really exciting is that every time the piece, the form enters, the site in a sense, enters 
into dialogue with a narrative the narrative informs the site, the site informs the narrative, and that’s 
what exciting. It kind of marries a thematic interest and a formal interest.  
 
But also it really does transform that place for those people. So, for us it’s just been really, really exciting 
to re-imagine cities in that way. 
 
Fiona Winning: Thank you, that’s great. Hellen, would you like to talk next, about a particular 
experience. 
 
Hellen Sky: I thought about that before – a particular one, and it’s hard for me to stick to a particular 
one because everyone’s been slightly different. 
 
I’m going to go back in time and a work I developed actually also with Garth Payne who was presenting 
with me this morning at the Pitch and it was called Escape Velocity, and it was presented in a number of 
iterations. 
 
One of the things that we were looking at in that work was - again I’m interested always in the notion of 
the physical and the virtual - and this project was presented simultaneously in two different theatres in 
the world with a dancer in each site who was present, and the dancers came together in the virtual 



 

 
 

space which was projected to each site. And back then we were using fast ISDN lines, before 
broadband.  
 
And I’m thinking about what made it a really good experience was that when we worked with people 
who were willing to make something new happen, and understood what it was to make something new 
happen, that wasn’t stressful for the artists in that they understood what was required.  
 
In this particular instance, we required a very good connection between two sites on different sides of 
the world. And we also needed time in the space because we needed to understand both sites, what the 
potential of the theatre was, in both sites. And so it was necessarily a quick bump in. 
 
So, there is something about this, and that work was done in 1996, and it was pretty out there in 1996, 
in terms of a dual site telematic performance which was a dance piece, Dancing Over the World. 
 
And I’m going to flip now to 2006 and, again with the little title about the willingness of being able to 
make something new happen. And this was a project that was put together by Cheryl Stock actually in 
the Brisbane Festival in 2006, and there were many problems but there was a willingness for us to 
explore and respond to the concept of site. 
 
I always consider this as a site and that I know now and from my experience of performing 
simultaneously in different sites, that this site can go to many places at once. This is the possibility of us 
understanding the potential of data and data as we know can go everywhere and do lots of things. 
 
And as I am a choreographer and I start now to think about how I choreograph data as well as this body 
at the same time, this particular project allowed us to create three sites around the world: inside of a site 
specific structure which was a built environment at the Creative Precinct, which has already got a lot of 
screens embedded into the architecture, very large screens, very small screens so we could distribute 
our performance across lots of different physical architectures and virtual interfaces.  
 
But at the same time we were connected through a streaming network to a place in Korea, in Seoul, and 
to a venue in London, the Siobhan Davies Dance Studio. 
 
So it was a tri-sited performance and the only reason it could happen was that there was a willingness 
to try something new, and there was a willingness of the people inside of the QUT Creative Precinct that 
allowed us to explore the infrastructure, the data distribution system, who allowed us to have time and 
really push what it meant to light the stage. 
 
In this case, the stage was a perimeter that went for five kilometres outside the site and we lit the 
buildings. I did one work in that was a twenty minute clustered choreography. The data of the body was 
being sent and changing sounds in London and doing a whole lot of other things but I was also lighting 
this architecture and I worked with a lighting designer and he allowed me to change the lights on a 
building two kilometres away. 
 
So the scale of my theatre… there was a permission to explore. 
 
And I think I’m going to flip back into our conversation at lunch time and I’m wanting really, because I 
got really excited when Fiona said she did some surveys, research about audiences coming into 
prosceniums or coming into site specific work, and what is it that they really like. 
 



 

 
 

And it seemed like, from her statistics, that people liked to try and experience something new, even if it 
wasn’t quite working yet, that it wasn’t… you will have a better way of describing this.  
 
And I got really excited to think that people are able to go on a ride where there’s something new that’s 
not quite set yet, that doesn’t necessarily know exactly what’s going to happen, that there is some risk 
happening here.  
 
I might be talking for too long but… 
 
The other thing, and it sort of connects, is that the reason why these projects happened for me as a 
good experience is there was some sense of translation between the creative producer/ presenter, or 
curator, who invited us to do these works inside these very different situations and festivals. But there 
was also an operation of translation in terms of them being able to build an audience into the 
experience. 
 
So there was a really important languaging that from the artist’s desires and needs, not only 
technological needs, that there was a way of being able to translate that from local knowledge, to get 
the audience to come into the experience.  
 
I’m not going to say any more. 
 
Fiona Winning: Yes, we’ll talk more about that in a minute. Over to David. 
 
David Young: The project I wanted to talk about was a very complex collaboration actually, involving a 
range of presenters. 
 
Aphids is a company focussing on cross art form collaborative work, usually with an international 
dimension, and usually contemporary music but not always. And this particular work was called 
Schallmachine, ‘schall’ is the German word for sound or echo. It has the connotation of echo.  
 
We presented this work in Melbourne underneath Federation Square. So instead of being in the train 
station in the public we were actually deep underneath Fed Square, where certainly people are not 
normally allowed to go. 
 
And this was presented with the Melbourne Festival and the following year in Basel in Switzerland as 
part of the Different Beat Festival. 
  
And it certainly would not have been possible to even imagine doing this without the goodwill and the 
very real support of all those presenters and parties. 
 
Aphids devised this in collaboration with a Melbourne group called Speak Percussion which artistic 
director Eugene Ughetti was presenting earlier this morning, but also Swiss percussionist Fritz Hauser 
and a Swiss architect Boa Baumann. 
 
And the project took very small audiences, actually three people at a time down underneath Federation 
Square into spaces such as the basement right down in between the train lines, and into the passive air-
conditioning system which is actually a 20 kilometres concrete tunnel which sort of labyrinths its way 
underneath the space and they gradually push the air through, so we gradually pushed the audiences 
through this. 
 



 

 
 

And the audiences were taken down. Often they would arrive in pairs and they would have to pick a 
ticket, choose a colour, and so quite often people would get split up because their particular colour 
determined where they would go. 
 
And then they’d be confronted by a musician, sitting at a set in a way, it was essentially a table and 
chairs and they’d experience a very brief twelve minute extremely intimate miniature percussion 
concert. 
 
The percussion instruments, made by Rosemary Joy, these beautiful wooden hand crafted objects that 
are sort of part sculpture and part instrument, and Rosemary’s process is always first to interview or 
have a consultation with the percussionist and find out what’s their favourite sound, or what toy they 
were playing with as a child, and this would inspire some of the work. 
 
But then her work is also very site-specific and the objects that she made resonated very particularly 
with all the very unusual places that they were going to be played in. 
 
So, this was an incredibly positive experience because we were able, with all those partners, to 
overcome some of the enormous occupational health and safety issues. For example, in the air 
conditioning tunnel, right at the last minute, we found that there was no radio signal. Mobile phones 
didn’t work, not even the walkie-talkies would work because once you’d gone into the labyrinth you were 
literally out of contact, completely.  
 
And so we actually had to have a yelling system – it was very low tech and analogue actually – if there 
was an emergency this person would yell to this person who would yell to this person who had the 
radio. 
 
So enormous challenges which were part of the project and of course, not a lot do so with the art but in 
a way kind of forged this very close collaborative relationship between the artist and the presenter. 
 
Obviously at Fed Square it was a very site-specific work. When it went to Switzerland, Boa, the 
architect, had designed a large structure. It was actually a three-storey structure made mainly of 
scaffolding. And there was a large version of the work with 20 of literally the best percussionists from all 
over the world. 
 
And so there was a kind of large spectacular version in the evenings. And then during the day 
audiences, again three at a time, were taken into this structure and taken up onto the second floor and 
again had this very intimate tiny percussion version of the large experience. 
 
And I think that touches on a lot of those questions of how you translocate a site-specific work. This 
work was devised very much with that Australian and then Swiss presentation in mind, but then also the 
need to have your presenters and partners on board. 
 
Fiona Winning: That raises - just hearing you all speak about those examples, thank you - what I hear 
from those examples is something that isn’t talked about much which is that often it is a collaborative 
relationship with your presenter around this kind of work, far more so than the kind of classic touring into 
and out of a theatre. 
 
Just picking up on Hellen’s point before about the research that we’ve done of our audiences actually, at 
Performance Space, and that is probably a fairly particular audience in the broader context, but certainly 
our audience research indicates that our audiences are interested in new experiences and in porous 



 

 
 

relationships between the artist or performer and the spectator, and they’re looking for new experiences 
of that all the time. So, these are some examples actually of work that could potentially offer them that. 
 
I guess I would ask a question about how your have all found working with presenters in terms of 
meeting an audience. I mean, we say, about ourselves, that we are a bridge between the work, so 
Performance Space, as the presenter is a bridge between the artistic work and the audience. And 
sometimes we do find ourselves not only in collaboration but also in translation, in terms of finding a 
language for speaking to our audience about the work. And not only attracting them to it but involving 
them in it. 
 
Do you have any comments? 
 
David Young: It so depends on your audience as well. At Aphids we supported a young artist a few 
years ago who wanted to do this project in this old meat factory sort of out of Melbourne, a very obscure 
location. 
 
We wouldn’t have got a permit to actually do it there but we wanted to do it anyway and he’s a very 
talented young man. And so what we did is actually advertised the venue as a secret location and it was 
obviously aimed at quite a young audience, and sort of alternative audience anyway, and people had to 
register on line and then at the last minute, the day before, they were sent this map which told them 
they had to find – it was very complicated actually. They had to cross the river and walk through a park 
and... 
 
But it was incredibly successful as a marketing device. In fact, that’s what the media picked up in a way, 
that is was in a secret location. And so, it’s so particular to the project. You just have to find that button 
and if you don’t have a presenter who’s willing to stretch their boxes and allow you to kind of wobble 
that around, it can really be disastrous actually. 
 
Fiona Winning: And in fact Alice’s story about the Walker, the discussion with your presenter there, I 
mean he’s clearly put a lot of effort into having the artistic meet the logistic which seems to be a really 
key part of this process. 
 
Alice Nash: Yes. Also we’ve had lovely instances actually where the presenter’s actually informed 
certain things. So, for instance, when we premiered at the Melbourne Festival, we didn’t actually know 
that the concept would work, and we went to Christine and we said, ‘Well, we’re going to do this. We’re 
going to put this seating bank here and we’re going to do this.’ 
 
’Okay. All right, yep’, and then she said, ‘Okay, I think we can do that.’ And then she said, ‘Well, why 
don’t you really try to run the work in and really get to know it.’ And by that she meant, ‘Why don’t you 
do a show at 8 am?’ 
 
And so we did shows at 8 am, we did shows at 4 pm, we did shows at 7.30 pm and we really got to 
know how this piece responded. But that was a real direct input. 
 
And a funny thing that happened within that was that, as it was part of a festival and some festival goers 
tend to see a lot of the festival work, actually it then became quite good because actually they could see 
the work, because they were already seeing two shows in the evening, but they could do Wednesday at 
8 am. Tired but then also they saw the work with a sunbeam shining on them which was a really 
different thing. And that was really about getting to know the work but it actually informed the audiences. 



 

 
 

Actually, the funny thing was the audiences at that time were really young as well and they were willing 
to get the train at 7 o’clock.  
 
So that was a really lovely example of them moving us around and also with the Walker, I don’t think 
Bruce and I would have ever presumed to suggest to the Walker Arts Centre that they should try to 
present the work, in a really sparsely populated… in what’s potentially going to be a very sparsely 
populated environment and we really had to trust that they knew and they know that their audience will 
receive that. 
 
I guess I feel very strongly that what I’ve learned about the presenters is that they generally really, really 
want to take the risk of trying to push things through and they’re generally highly skilled at working out 
how that will work within their environment and it’s a real privilege to work with people who are thinking 
that way about their audiences all the time. 
 
My general thing is they’re not risk averse at all and they really, really will work hard to make a project 
work within that context. 
 
Fiona Winning: Fantastic. I think we might hand over to the audience to ask any questions. Hellen, 
unless you had another comment? 
 
Hellen Sky: My comment was just we travel to places and present work in cultures that we don’t 
necessarily have as much understanding unless we’ve developed them collaboratively, and that has 
been the experience sometimes. So there has to be a trust that there is going to be the best possible 
audience that will understand why you’re there and doing something in their country. It’s pretty obvious 
but … 
 
Fiona Winning: Are there any questions from the audience? 
 
[beginning inaudible] .. to buy in, share the vision, get on board and make the projects happen in some 
unusual places. To what extent have you perhaps, Back to Back Theatre or Aphids, are you able to 
work with the restrictions that presenters often have?  
 
David Young: Not at all, of course. 
 
[laughter] 
 
Floor: Because that’s obviously a critical thing as well. My limited experience is that it’s got to work, to 
compromise or find a solution to some of the problems often – to do with workers’ health and safety or a 
whole range of insurance issues - certainly needs to go both ways for the project to go ahead so..  
 
Fiona Winning: Absolutely. 
 
David Young: Yes, and I don’t know about Alice but certainly there’s a meeting halfway and if you’d 
seen the phone book of the risk assessment that we’d had, but there are obviously those hurdles that 
you have to jump through. 
 
But I think it’s a question of separating the art from the logistics as well and if there are technical 
problems or logistical problems then compromises need to be made of course. That’s open for 
discussion provided that everyone has their eye on the whole point of it all which is the artwork and I 
think that’s when that collaboration can take place. 



 

 
 

 
And I think at Aphids, in particular, we often devise work which is not just site-specific but context 
specific, and so we’ll often be very flexible about the duration or the number of performances or the 
number of performers. And I often think of the whole company as a bit like a concertina in that it can 
really expand and fill a space or undertake a huge project but then also shrink right down and fit into a 
smaller space and I find that flexibility makes the work. It allows you to see the work from a whole lot of 
different contexts as well, as an artist. 
 
Alice Nash:  I would hope that presenters in dealing with us have found us to be flexible. 
 
A good example is that we were just in Toronto and quite at the last minute we were told the whole 
orientation of this space that we needed to work in was to be changed by 90 degrees. So we have a 
vista that was about 100 metres long, continuous, that started indoors, went through some glass and 
onto a street and into a public square. That was the playing area and it actually reoriented so it was right 
down a shopping mall with a fairly large – about a 15 metre void, actually void, drop, so no playing area 
- directly in front of the seating bank, and we met with Toronto and we had a look and said, ‘Yep, okay, 
we’ll do that.’ 
 
It was not at all, and we wouldn’t have chosen that site if we’d known the orientation was going to be 90 
degrees, and it was just like, ‘Well, we’ll trust that the work will.. it will just be a different work and it will 
have a different dynamic.’ And it did.  
 
So we try to be absolutely flexible. 
 
Fiona Winning: Any other questions? No, okay. 
 
I’m interested in talking then about the issue of translation and meeting your audience and if you could 
talk about the collaboration around how the presenter actually publicises or profiles the work so that the 
audience comes with some realistic expectation, so they know what they’re coming to.  
 
I’ve heard of examples of people, and in fact we did a really stupid thing.  When we were hosting a 
particular work in the Biennale a couple of years ago where the way that the work had been described 
to us – and it was an international work, we didn’t know the artist, a Russian artist, Elena Kovylina – and 
we weren’t able to be in contact with her in Russian and nor she in English. And so the way that we 
publicised that work actually gave up what the work was in a way that she was mortified about, and it 
incredibly changed the experience of the work. 
 
In the end it as okay but we had not understood how to speak about that work because we hadn’t had 
the direct contact with her, so in that sort of translation between her, the Biennale, to us. 
 
So I’m kind of interested in negotiations, around that from the creator’s perspective, or if that has not 
been an issue. 
 
David Young: Yes, I think it’s a huge issue and, of course, the marketing is the marketing and you don’t 
want to get it messed up with the art but it does frame, absolutely, the attitude that the audience has. 
 
And incidentally, the project I was talking about before, the young artist in the meatworks, his other thing 
– apart from the secret location – was that there was no box office. He didn’t want people to pay. He 
wanted people to bring a gift. And actually it was a very beautiful thing and after the three week season 
we had a huge pile of gifts, some of which had gone off… 



 

 
 

 
[laughter] 
 
...and we divided them up amongst the company afterwards. And it was just like three Christmas all at 
once.  
 
But what it also did was it made people premeditate their experience and a lot of people had to gone to 
enormous trouble of making things or writing a poem or at least wrapping it up and putting a card on it 
or whatever. And so everyone came with this sense of ‘I’m going to a show and I’ve thought about it 
already,’ but also they’re giving a gift and in exchange we’re receiving the show, which was a gift. And it 
really did affect their experience of the work. 
 
So while the marketing… and we’ve been very lucky and we’re pretty anal about how we’re 
represented. And I’ve shocked myself sometimes at how sort of tough I’ve had to get about with, ‘Well, 
no, this is the wording that we need.’ And ‘You can’t say that and you can©t use that image of a naked 
woman’s backside sitting on the ice there, because it doesn’t have anything to do with the work.’ 
 
[laughter] 
 
So often you fall into those traps which are just about miscommunication or the frustration of a venue or 
a presenter trying to get the biggest possible audience by any means and sometimes having a different 
marketing department  to their programming department, and so on. 
 
But it certainly does frame the experience of the audience and I think, again, it all comes down to trust. 
In a way we’re talking about that aren’t we? It’s about developing a relationship of trust where there’s 
stuff that you can©t put in a contract but you just have to know that you’re going to be able to navigate it. 
 
Hellen Sky:  I guess in some of the examples or some of the experiences that I’ve had, when 
something’s been co-created it’s really terrific. We did another project with the Hong Kong Arts Centre, 
another dual site thing.  
 
And because there was an investment in both places and time spent in both places, it really meant that 
even though it may not have been the way that you would language it back here, for those back here, 
there was an appropriateness of how things were described because forms evolve in different ways and 
in different times in different places. And that was really important. 
 
And I think you talked about how images portray so much and I don’t know…  
 
I had a shocking experience also when something was promoted in a way that I was truly flabbergasted 
when I arrived. 
 
Alice Nash:  I think also with a work where you’ve had to have a long conversation with the presenter, 
often it’s fantastic because they really have had to get their head around what you’re trying to do and 
also try to go, ‘Okay, okay, all right. How am I  going to explain to people that they’re going to go see a 
show and they’re not going to work out who the people are first?’. And they’re really, really working to 
understand how to talk to various people in their organisation about it and they learn their own language 
of describing the work. 
 
And then the second part is that a funny thing... We’re a small  company and we’re not always really 
great at – this is embarrassing – we’re not always great at writing our own marketing copy because it’s 



 

 
 

actually sometimes much better for someone from the outside to actually go, ‘Well, that’s actually what 
it’s going to be.’ Because we can see it, especially before it’s made. 
 
And that’s been really transformative actually because some people have written things that we now 
present in marketing materials that we didn’t write, definitely we didn’t write, but actually they described 
it better than us. And that’s a really fantastic and lovely thing, that they bring to us. 
 
Fiona Winning: That’s interesting. On of the things that we’ve found at Performance Space in the last 
few years is that we’ve become far more interventionist, some would say, in the dialogue around the 
way that the work in our program is written about and what images are chosen, for exactly the same 
reason. It’s about translating and being outside the work and having the capacity to again be the bridge 
between the work and the audience that potentially we know better than the artist, or have more 
experience of than the artist has directly. 
 
Okay, all right, over to you again. Any questions or comments? 
 
Floor:  My question was probably for the two ends of the table. Have you been in a situation before 
where you©ve had partnerships with a presenter and they’ve asked you to go in a direction that made 
you very uncomfortable but you went there, and you came out on the other side very happy that you 
did? Or the opposite? 
 
David Young: In 2005, we toured a work called Skin Quartet. It’s quite a political work looking at skin 
colour, made with a digital film made by a visual artist called Louisa Bufardeci and with a live string 
quartet. 
 
And Louisa, her whole oeuvre is informed by her interest in statistics and the way they’re used as 
propaganda and political vehicles and so on. And we’d set up what I thought was a wonderful gig at the 
Portland Institute of Contemporary Art, the Time Based Arts Festival in Oregon.  And so they were 
thrilled about the work and very excited about presenting it and we were excited to go there and then we 
started talking about venue, and we’d found a venue which was ideal. It was this sort of semi-stadium 
and it had big screens and everything we needed. 
 
But it was the foyer for an advertising company and the advertiser’s main clients were Nike and Cocoa 
Cola and so on, and in the process of the negotiations, Louisa, the visual artist, challenged the 
presenter on this and said, ‘Well, hang on a minute. Isn’t this problematic that these ...’ and it was 
around the time that Naomi Wolf had released ‘No Logo’ and there was an absolute focus on the 
multinational exploitation in Indonesia, and particularly Nike. 
 
And she was basically very, very uncomfortable about this and it took a very long dialogue, a very long 
discussion around the ethics and the politics of this. And obviously the situation in America, in terms of 
support for the arts is extremely different to Australia and is dependent in some ways on a lot of those 
large multinationals as well as philanthropy because the public subsidy culture just doesn’t exist. 
 
And we did get through and we found a compromise. We ended up performing there but it was very 
clearly articulated as an art event and quite separate from the other functions of the building and it 
ended up being a very, very positive experience. But there was a moment there where everything might 
have really come unstuck and actually would have been really ugly. I probably would never have 
spoken to Louisa ever again - no, I’m joking.  
 



 

 
 

Yes, things come out of left field. It’s always the thing that you least expect is the one that appears at 
the last minute. 
 
Fiona Winning:  Any other comments? Questions? 
 
Floor: [inaudible] 
 
Fiona Winning: The question was about the relationship between audience numbers, or cost to the 
presenter, and capacity to generate income through audience numbers. So, a work like Inert was the 
one that was talked about. The second part of the question was about generations younger than us and 
their kind of experience of audiencing in popular culture and beyond. 
 
I’d certainly like to talk about the first part of that question from Performance Space’s perspective, or 
from my own perspective really.  
 
Just hearing these panellists talk today and thinking about the fact that festivals in Australia are one of 
the only places that much of this work can actually happen, and whilst there are a few presenters 
around the country and ArtsHouse and Performance Space and Pica and others  sometimes can 
manage to show this work. 
 
It’s even scary for us really. We showed a work, well, we collaborated with Kate Richards and Martin 
Cootes to present a work last year called Wayfarer that had four LCD screens with four people each 
clustered around them and a performer per cluster of audience that was running around the building - 
and it’s a very large building, CarriageWorks, where we’re based - so there were fourteen cameras 
placed around the building. They had headsets where they could talk back to the instructions given by 
the audience.  
 
So it was a kind of massive infrastructure in many ways for an audience of 16 per show. And the only 
way that we could do that was to absolutely be in collaboration with the artists who were the producers 
and we were the presenters, and for them to bring their own funding to the table and we brought the 
infrastructure that helped present it. So, the equipment, the LCD screens, the etcetera, and some 
technical expertise in installing. 
 
But we would actually love to be able to do more of that work. It is just difficult for us because it’s time 
consuming and again, this is partly because we see that as a collaboration and those artists certainly 
saw it as a collaboration. They developed that work through a residency and then were in residence as 
they were producing. So very labour intensive from our perspective. 
 
And I certainly long for the day – well, it’s coming soon isn’t it – the presenter grants that are hopefully 
going to assist. I’m not talking about us but assist the capacity to show a range of works where the 
audience doesn’t have to be a major source of income to be able to put it on. 
 
Would any other presenters in the audience like to make a response to that question? 
 
I think the other thing about that question is that the context creates a frame for the work – Hellen made 
the comment before – and there are just not that many venues in Australia that have the capacity to 
enter into that kind of collaboration. 
 
Any other questions or comments? 
 



 

 
 

Floor: When you create a site specific work as creators, do you from the outset direct your attention to 
the need for the site specific work to be able to tour elsewhere and have a longer life, or do you create it 
without that concern in your mind at all and then hope at the far end that you’ll be able to find ways to 
take it elsewhere. 
 
Hellen Sky: I think sometimes you’re asked to respond to a site to make a work and you know it might 
be a one off. There’s something that you learn in that one off that will influence an approach to another 
work. 
 
For the works that I can think of as examples we would explore the potential of it being relocated. So 
there’s something that you learn about the site, how you work with a site that means you can still take 
that – whether it’s a tunnel or whether it’s a skyscraper, there’s something about how you can re-iterate 
it in a slightly variated form, because something about the infrastructure that you’re working with may 
remain stable.  
 
So there’s some parts of it that remain stable. It might be the artistic concept, the medium, the 
movement, the images and each site is like a different body that you’re going to project underneath the 
fingernails or this time you’re going to put it on windows. You can explore it and stretch it in different 
ways, and you can think about that at the beginning. 
 
But you can respond. Whether the site is in fact traditional theatre. And sometimes the company that I 
was with before, myself, I’m with other people now, we often would respond to very traditional 
proscenium spaces but go in there, sit in it and then really experiment with altering the way an audience 
might perceive an experience in that tradition.  And I think that’s something that we didn’t really get to 
talk about enough and that’s about audience perception. 
 
You can actually change one’s experience of something that they’re doing in some very traditional 
environments as long as there is a willingness of the landholders of the traditional space to let it become 
a sandpit, a play space, a little bit, for a little bit of time. 
 
Fiona Winning:  Which demands again that the presenter is responsive and open to being able to 
accommodate and negotiate. 
 
David Young: And it depends very much on the work. For example, we’re developing a project at the 
moment where the first performance will take place in an old samurai hotel in Japan, far west Japan 
actually, in the middle of nowhere on this lake. So extremely remote and so very site specific. 
 
It will use a whole lot of the rooms and the garden and so on but we are making this work to tour 
because the subsequent performances will have residue and aspects of the original performance as 
well as video projection and some physical objects, it will very much re-evoke, almost like a 
documentary performance of the original performance. 
 
So, I think site specific doesn’t have to mean one off, although there is something very beautiful about 
something that can only happen once or in once place. 
 
Alice Nash: I think with Back to Back’s work one of the major investigation points is the relationship of 
the performance and the architectural space in which it’s performed.  
 



 

 
 

And actually Small Metal Objects came into being because we made a really large theatre. We made an 
ephemeral theatre but it was about the size of a soccer or a football pitch, and then we realised we 
could dispense entirely with the theatre and just go into the every day. 
 
But actually the point of investigation is not ‘let’s make a site specific work.’ The point of investigation is 
what relationship are we going to produce between the performer, the audience, the environment, and 
that has many, many different permutations and combinations.  
 
And we’ll see our company go back into a formalised theatre because it seems the right place to in 
terms of the next formalised formal investigation, is to return to a highly controlled environment. 
 
And now James Yarker who’s from Stan’s Cafe in the UK, I heard him speak a few weeks ago and he 
said every, every place – this is a bit what you were saying – every place, including a theatre, is 
specific, is really specific. 
 
And I think if you’re following your interest, that Ann Bogart rule, follow your interest then it might be that 
there are many combinations for the work in many sites, and there might not be. 
 
Fiona Winning:  One more question. 
 
Floor:  I just wanted to ask, because you talked about the relationship between presenters and festivals 
to your work, and I just wanted to know before you had those relationships, when you were starting out, 
how did you make your work, and from the point then going into having presenters or co-producers in 
festivals, how did the work then change from the initial… 
 
Or have you only made work since you©ve had these relationships with festivals? 
 
David Young: In answer to your last question, no, we haven’t only presented work. We started out 
presenting our own work. In fact, we do still present a lot of our own work.  
 
The huge advantage of having a presenter, apart from any financial concerns, is usually around 
marketing, particularly if you’re touring because it’s almost impossible to know the local market. 
 
I don’t know if the work has changed. I do know that it’s not necessarily easier. And that’s been a 
surprise to me because of course you think, oh, one day it’s all going to get easier, and actually I think it 
gets harder. 
 
But yes, it is a challenge. Maybe we’re foolish but we’ve never really set out to make a work that is 
going to fit the festival circuit brilliantly or fit into a 700 seat theatre or whatever. So, in that sense we 
haven’t responded to that. 
 
But the thing that we have gained is a huge amount of insight into our work because when an 
experienced curator or presenter starts discussing the possibilities of presenting something there’s stuff 
that they know that they share with you which you just have… 
 
When you’re the director of a festival you have a perspective that no-one else has. No matter if you go 
to every show in the festival, or whatever it is, they’re the only person who really will have that 
perspective of where these works have come from, what all the conversations and logistics and 
sponsorship and everything. 
 



 

 
 

And so, when they’re prepared to share that with you, it gives you incredible insight into how to engage 
with other festivals of course but also how to know what to protect that needs protecting in the work and 
what maybe is less important. 
 
Fiona Winning:  Okay, I think we might round up because I believe there are drinks happening 
somewhere, and we’ve also been wound up because it’s 5.30. Thank you very much to David and 
Hellen and Alice.  
 
Thank you. 
 
[Applause.] 
 


