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The Berlin connection

As | stood at the podium during the FRATZ 2024 opening
event, representing ThinkArts — one of India’s pioneering
organisations in the field of Theatre for Young Audiences -

| was overcome with a sense of déja vu. | was transported
back to my first visit to Berlin in 2015 as a participant in
ASSITEJ's Next Generation program. That moment marked
the beginning of my international journey in this field, one
that has since shaped both my personal and professional
life. Returning to Berlin nearly a decade later, not as a new-
comer but as someone helping to create pathways for others,
felt like a full-circle moment — yet also a new beginning, both
for myself and for ThinkArts.

This year’s edition of FRATZ was especially meaningful, as |
was present from the opening through to the closing day, wit-
nessing a deep and fruitful collaboration with Theater o.N.
unfold in real time. The experience embodied the essence
of international exchange: from programming “Hanv Ghara
Asa” by Spinning Stories (Goa), curating the FRATZ Labs,
and participating in a symposium, to immersing myself in
performances, discussions, and cultural exchanges through
music, stories, and personal anecdotes. These interactions
didn’t just expand professional networks — they nurtured
friendships and creative bonds across borders.

The Indian delegation this year included Ariedon Gomes,
Krishna Gawas, Padmashree Josalkar, Pitambari Josalkar,
and Samiksha Sawant from Spinning Stories, alongside Sid-
harth Varma and Swapnika Reddy from the FRATZ Labs. For
many of them, this was their first experience within the global
Theatre for the Very Young community. It was an honour to
play a role in introducing fresh Indian voices to this interna-
tional space and to witness their perspectives begin to take
root and blossom.
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ThinkArts has been actively engaged in Theatre for Early
Years since the practice first took root in India in 2015, stead-
ily building meaningful connections within both the Indian
and international communities. This recent partnership with
FRATZ and Theater o.N. was the result of a long-nurtured
and evolving collaboration.

Our first interaction with Theater o.N. dates back to
March 2017, when ThinkArts founder Ruchira Das attended
the FRATZ Festival and Berliner Schaufenster. From the very
first exchange between artistic co-director Vera Strobel and
Ruchira — sharing insights and experiences from their respec-
tive journeys in theatre for young audiences — it was clear
that there was a deep resonance in vision and intent. We
knew then that we wanted to stay connected and seek op-
portunities to collaborate meaningfully.

Over the years, we explored funding avenues, met at vari-
ous festivals, and continued the dialogue. Vera also joined
us as a speaker at “Engage: International Forum on Arts for

Children & Young People” organised by ThinkArts in 2020.



This year, we were finally able to bring that long-standing
intention to life through a more sustained and impactful col-
laboration.

Sustainability of economy, ecology, and practice

A meaningful, sustainable international collaboration in the
arts — especially in the tight-knit field of Theatre for Young
Audiences - goes beyond one-off projects or symbolic
partnerships. It reflects a long-term, reciprocal relation-
ship rooted in shared values, mutual respect, and ongoing
exchange — qualities that this partnership exemplifies.

Sustainability in collaboration goes beyond ecological
concerns — it involves creating lasting value for a broad
range of stakeholders and participants. Such a collaboration
is built on mutual respect and a genuine willingness to learn
from and adapt to one another. This partnership reflected
those principles clearly, not only by inviting a production
but also by supporting a lab that enabled us to engage with
emerging artists from across India, expanding the reach and
impact of the exchange.

As someone in a curatorial role, this experience deepened
my understanding of what it truly means to shape interna-
tional engagements with care and responsibility. It reminded
me that curatorship is not just about selecting or presenting
work — it is also about creating conditions for dialogue, dis-
covery, and shared growth. By intentionally making space for
emerging voices and building structures for learning, we not
only represent our communities abroad but also strengthen
them at home. In this way, leadership becomes less about
directing and more about facilitating meaningful, inclusive,
and lasting connections.

Since most of us in the team love our coffees so much, we let
our ideas too brew slowly to enrich the collaboration. The
team included myself and Ruchira Das from ThinkArts with
associated director Sananda Mukhopadhyaya and Thea-
ter o.N. Co-Atrtistic Directors Dagmar Domrés, Vera Strobel
and Doreen Markert. We started with digital meetings in
various combinations of people in September 2023 to first
identify what the needs of Early Years Theatre in India were
and what would be the most suitable programme design.
Both in selecting the guest performance and in designing
the labs, it was important to the FRATZ team to rely on our
knowledge of the local scene. Between December 2023 and
June 2024, | worked with Ruchira and Dagmar to develop
the framework for our collaboration. This slow-brewing pro-
cess truly deepened the partnership that still stands strong
in 2025.

From our experience, international exchanges extend far
beyond the artistic - they are rich, multidimensional cultural
exchanges. During one of my meetings with Dagmar in Sep-
tember, | mentioned that the drumming sounds in the back-
ground were part of (Ganesh Chaturthi) festival prepara-
tions. On our next call, she remarked with a smile, “The other
day | realised that when you talk about festivals, you mean
holidays like Ganesh Chaturthi, Durga Puja, or Diwali —
whereas I've always associated festivals with theatre or arts
events like FRATZ.” That small exchange captured a beautiful
moment of cross-cultural understanding, reminding me how
even everyday conversations in these collaborations deepen
our awareness of each other’s worlds.

The beauty of cultural exchanges lies in their ability to un-
cover the complex layers of our shared global experiences,
often prompting us to challenge long-held assumptions. One



such moment of reflection came during the symposium on
Sustainability and Global Equity, where | had the opportuni-
ty to share the work we're doing at ThinkArts and in my own
practice in India. Many of the points discussed resonated
with me, particularly the conversation about how festivals

in Germany are collaborating to create a touring circuit for
travelling productions. This idea of collective infrastructure -
where resources and opportunities are shared — struck a
chord with me, sparking new reflections on the intersection of
financial and environmental sustainability.

Another aspect of sustainability that this partnership has
fostered is that of practice. In the context of Theatre for Early
Years, sustainability of practice means creating conditions in
which artists can consistently develop, experiment with, and
present work for the very young — not as isolated events, but
as part of an ongoing artistic journey. This includes the time,
space, and support to deepen one’s understanding of how
very young children engage with theatre, to refine method-
ologies, and to learn through exchange and feedback. It
also involves nurturing a community of practice where artists
feel connected, seen, and supported in what is often a niche
and under-resourced field. The FRATZ Labs allowed Indian
artists not only to present their work but also to enter a dia-
logue around process, pedagogy, and presence - essential
ingredients for long-term growth in Theatre for Early Years. In
this way, sustainability moves beyond logistics or funding; it
becomes about building ecosystems that allow the work, and
the artists behind it, to thrive.

The evening of 14th October, 2024, felt like a quiet culmi-
nation of all that this collaboration stood for — a celebration
not just of outcomes, but of the process, relationships, and
values that sustained it. With performances, open reflections,
a heartfelt conversation with the “Hanv Ghara Asa” team,
virtually joined by the shows director Sananda Mukhopad-
hyaya and a presentation on ThinkArts’ journey in shaping
the Theatre for Early Years landscape in India, the even-
ing brought together many threads. It was a reminder that
sustainability in collaboration isn't just about longevity — it's
about creating space for continued dialogue, mutual recog-
nition, and shared growth. The atmosphere held the warmth
of something deeply personal, yet part of a larger movement
we are all contributing to.

How can virtual mentorship nurture practice across
geographies?

The Early Years Theatre Lab was another step in ThinkArts’

journey in building process-driven collaboration designed to
address local needs while building artistic capacity. To make
the experience accessible across India, we conducted it virtu-

ally in two phases: four digital masterclasses led by Sananda
Mukhopadhyaya, followed by a mentorship stage where two
selected artists, Sidharth Varma and Swapnika Reddy, devel-
oped solo performances for very young audiences.

What made their pairing particularly compelling was
the convergence of distinct yet complementary perspec-
tives — one rooted in early childhood education, the other in
theatre-making. Despite the limitations of an online format,
the lab fostered meaningful growth, encouraging experi-
mentation, reflection, and cross-regional exchange. It was
especially rewarding to see both artists, new to the field,
create nuanced and thoughtful works that resonated with the
sensibilities of early years audiences. The fact that their final
performances felt so fully formed - even though | witnessed
them live for the first time — was a testament to the power of
sustained mentorship and clear intention.

A key highlight of the FRATZ Labs was its emphasis on
process-sharing. In India, creative work is often showcased
only in its final form, with limited spaces for discussing the
journey behind it. The lab challenged this norm by encourag-
ing artists to articulate their thoughts, doubts, and discover-
ies. This openness fostered a sense of community, transpar-
ency, and deeper engagement — not just for the artists, but
for peers and audiences alike.

For us at ThinkArts, this approach marked a shift. It vali-
dated the importance of valuing process alongside product,
and inspired us to imagine a more reflective, inclusive culture
of learning within Theatre for Early Years.

Sidharth Varma, who performed his piece “Build,” reflects
on how the lab has shaped his evolving artistic practice.



Building “Build:" Tradition, transformation, and trust
Thoughts from Sidharth Varma

The FRATZ festival was an eye opener for me in terms of the
theatre | got fo witness and for the creative space it offered
to share my nascent work. Apart from the culture of theatre,
what stood out for me was the round of thought sharing that
we had at the end of our Research Labs peer-sharing. This
thought-sharing session felt like an equal platform and the
words shared offered me perspective about the piece and it
came from a genuine space of encouragement. This had mo-
tivated me to “build” upward and forward, while offering an
equal space to look closely at some of the choices in the piece
and how the idea | had envisioned was coming through.

“Build" (as of April 2025) has evolved as there was more
clarity after the sharing in October 2024. There was a portion
in the piece where | had chosen to break a stick and after

a chat with Dagmar and looking closely at the meaning of
each action, that choice is being reconsidered. The piece has
a musical aspect to it which has been drawn from a folk art
form in Kerala, India called “Padayani.” One of the reasons |
was drawn to it while creating “Build” was that the characters
in some of the stories of “Padayani” are animals, much like
how the characters in my piece. Also | feel the ritualistic sing-
ing of these songs can also sound enthralling and soothing

to children. | am continuing to explore the coming together
of this ancient form of singing of “Padayani” and contem-
porary form of theatre and allow for new layers to emerge.
There is also the part where | play with clay and sculpt little
figures. These figures had been a challenge to sculpt while
performing. So some iterations have been made to find a
way to build these figures in sync with the songs of the piece
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mentioned just earlier. | feel these iterations will make “Build”
unique to children and pique curiosity about “Padayani” with
some children and parents. The movement aspect of “Paday-
ani” was seldom explored during the initial phases, this time

has offered some developments in this regard too.

While Sidharth continues to develop his piece through reflec-
tion and further research into local forms, Swapnika Reddy,
who performed “Neer — A Magic Drop,” is evolving her work
based on audience feedback and through collaboration. In
April 2025, she performed “Neer” for a group of children
aged 3 to 5, further refining the piece through these live inter-
actions. Reflecting on her involvement in the lab and her time
at the festival, she shares, “l have observed and absorbed
while | was there.” This quiet but profound absorption has guid-
ed her creative choices, allowing “Neer” to grow organically
in response to the needs and responses of the very young.

From classroom to stage: Discovering theatre for the
very young
Thoughts from Swapnika Reddy

ThinkArts' collaboration with FRATZ opened new doors for me
as an educator whose work had, until now, been rooted pri-
marily in the classroom. Theatre for Young Audiences was a
completely new concept — one that not only expanded my
understanding of the arts but also shifted the way | perceive
learning itself. Until this experience, | had never seen children
as young as two years old in a theatre space, let alone wit-
nessed plays created specifically for them. It was a revelation
to see how theatre could be tailored so sensitively to the devel-
opmental rhythms and sensory worlds of very young children.
Even the name “ThinkArts” sparked something in me - it made



me pause and ask, “Do | think arts?2 How do [ think arts2” |
turned to my own work for answers and found that children
are constantly thinking through the arts. As a primary teacher,
| have always observed how naturally children express
themselves through play - seeing, feeling, touching, listening,
moving, tasting, imagining. Their world is inherently artistic,
and | often find myself borrowing from that world to create
meaningful engagements in the classroom, where play and
learning move hand in hand.

The FRATZ Lab, however, took this understanding to another
level. While the initial expectation was that | would apply in-
sights from the masterclasses into my teaching practice — find-
ing that intersection between education and the arts — what
actually unfolded was far more profound. This experience
marked a true beginning. Being immersed in the lab, watch-
ing performances at the festival, and observing the many
ways in which artists create for very young audiences opened
up a new dimension of learning for me. | wasn't just acquiring
knowledge; | was absorbing the ethos of early years theatre -
its responsiveness, its gentleness, and its respect for the child’s
imagination.

What stood out most was how intuitive and inclusive the
work was. These performances didn't expect children to com-
prehend in adult terms; instead, they met children where they
were — emotionally, cognitively, and sensorially. That, for me,
revealed the deeper potential of the arts in education — not
merely as a teaching tool, but as a language of connection,
curiosity, and co-creation.

Inspired by this journey, | was moved to develop “Neer”
further — an idea originally sparked by my classroom interac-
tions with four-year-olds. This time, | shaped it not only as an
educational tool but as an artistic offering. My aim was to

share it with children from all walks of life, regardless of so-
cio-economic status or geographic location, because | believe
the arts must be both inclusive and accessible. This experience
has been transformative — not just in how | teach, but in how |
see children, learning, and the possibilities of the arts.

How can sustained support shape the future of artists in
early years theatre?

Both “Build” and “Neer” are just the beginning of what Sid-
harth and Swapnika envision as long-term engagements with
early years audiences. Their experiences through the FRATZ
Lab and festival have not only deepened their understanding
of Theatre for the Very Young but also given them the confi-
dence to continue exploring and expanding their practice.
For Sidharth, “Build” has become a launchpad for reimag-
ining how the body and voice can be used in early years
theatre — not just through performances, but also through
workshops and storytelling formats tailored to preschool-
ers and toddlers. For Swapnika, “Neer” has grown from a
classroom exploration into a performance piece she hopes
to bring to children across diverse communities, driven by a
belief in the accessibility and inclusivity of the arts. Together,
their journeys reflect how sustained support, mentorship, and
cross-cultural collaboration can lay the foundation for new,
meaningful work that speaks directly — and sensitively - to
our youngest audiences.

Their individual journeys were part of a larger tapestry
of Indian voices at FRATZ 2024, each contributing unique
perspectives and practices to the festival. Alongside the work
emerging from the lab, the Spinning Stories team brought
their production “Hanv Ghara Asa” to Berlin — an experience
that marked several important firsts for the company.



Many Firsts: Performing “Hanv Ghara Asa” at FRATZ
Thoughts from Pitambari Josalka

Spinning Stories performing “Hanv Ghara Asa” at FRATZ was
an experience of many firsts. Not only was it the team’s first
performance outside of India, we also designed and facili-
tated workshops with the audience and had our first relaxed
performance. We were amazed by how well the festival was
designed for children ranging from é months up to 6 years of
age. It was the first space of its kind that we had witnessed.
We were fascinated with the parents’ involvement in introduc-
ing theatre to the very young, whether it was bringing children
in prams, feeding them, taking them to the washroom before
entering the performance space thereby inculcating theatre as
an integral part of life. Children as young as 6 months were
encouraged to engage with the artists and materials alike.
“Hanv Gara Asa” was performed both as a regular as well
as a relaxed performance. A relaxed performance is about
relaxing the “rules” of an auditorium to cater to the children
on the autism spectrum and other such special needs. This
concept of ‘relaxed performance’ gave us unique insights on
the little changes like spaced out seating, bean bags and per-
former preparedness that can help us reach out to children
we had previously overlooked. It gave us the understanding
of how we could also create such spaces in our local context.
The festival brought to us the idea of designing a workshop
for the audiences that were coming from kindergartens and
day care centres. These were the children who had ongoing
activities with the FRATZ pedagogues Cindy Ehrlichmann and
Julia Gotzmann. Creating a workshop inspired by our play
itself was such a captivating idea. We thoroughly enjoyed
the process of designing it. Seeing how well it was received,
it has now become an integral part of what we are offering

alongside our performance, making it a wholesome experi-
ence. Sananda, our play’s director though was unable to
make it for the festival, was the cornerstone while designing
the workshop. And since it was our first time engaging with
such a young demographic in workshops, we heavily relied
on Nishna from ThinkArts during the workshops.

We were also fortunate enough to watch the other shows that
were being performed at the festival and interact with theatre
practitioners from other parts of the world. One such play
was “Shall We ... Together” by the Belgian group tout petit,
that was designed for children and senior citizens. The prem-
ise of such a concept itself was intriguing. Pushing the limits of
the framework we have been accustomed to while thinking of
Theatre for Early Years.

Most of our shows took place at Theater o.N. and from the
very first time we visited it was our favourite place, a home
away from home. The compact space had everything in it
right from the stage, technical rooms, office to a café that
served the audience before the performances. This has ex-
panded the vision we have had for Spinning Stories by many
folds. And also catapulted us into setting up an office space
for us.

Establishing a dedicated office space is no small mile-
stone — it marks a significant step forward for any theatre
company. For an independent organisation in the arts,
especially in a field as niche as Theatre for Young Audiences,
moving out of someone’s living room or study and into a
space of our own is both symbolic and practical.



Why do behind-the-scenes structures matter in artistic
collaboration?

As a producer and arts manager, I'm naturally inclined to
pay close attention to the structural and organisational
aspects of any festival. Beyond the artistic outcomes, it's the
behind-the-scenes dynamics — the systems, communication
styles, and logistics — that often determine the overall success
and sustainability of a partnership. From that lens, several
elements of FRATZ as a host stood out to me as particularly
effective.

For instance, the customised information sheet provided
to participants was incredibly helpful - it demonstrated a
level of care and clarity that made it easy for everyone to
navigate the festival. The presence of dedicated volunteers
with each team also ensured smooth transitions and reduced
stress for visiting artists.

Reflecting on slowness, trust, and future possibilities

In our reflections on the process, both Dagmar and | found
that one of the most rewarding aspects of this collaboration
was the way we communicated. We appreciated how our
exchanges were quick, clear, and uncomplicated — anchored
in a foundation of mutual trust. There was a natural synergy
in our working styles, balancing pragmatism with space for
reflection. This alignment made it not only possible but truly
enjoyable to co-create key aspects of the partnership, and to
adapt fluidly as the collaboration evolved.

At the risk of repeating myself, the evening of 14th Octo-
ber truly offered a warm, meaningful moment of community.
While it was a beautiful way to connect, we also acknowl-
edged that holding it over the weekend might have allowed
more people to participate, though we recognize the ongo-
ing challenge of managing festival schedules. The demands
of simultaneously facilitating the lab, supporting a touring
production, and participating individually in the broader
festival were considerable — something we both see as an
important point for further reflection as we think ahead to
future iterations.

We also spoke about the structure of the lab and master-
classes. While the sessions were rich in content and inten-
tion, we both felt that there was room for deeper mutual
exchange — particularly in encouraging participants to
engage more actively with the FRATZ perspective. A stronger
dialogue around the festival’s curatorial approach and
values might have added greater context and strengthened
the spirit of reciprocal learning that we both value deeply in
international collaboration.

As we look to the future, both of us are committed to carrying
forward these learnings — continuing to foster open, trust-
based collaboration, creating space for shared reflection,
and intentionally building structures that support deeper,
more reciprocal engagement between artists, organisers,
and the festivals that bring them together.

In many ways, this also brings us back to the earlier con-
versations around slowness and sustainability. This made me
recognise that the layered nature of this collaboration —with
its planning stages, artistic exchanges, and moments of
shared reflection - embodied a kind of productive slowness.
It wasn't rushed or purely outcome-driven, but allowed time
for things to take shape organically. That in itself is a form
of sustainability: creating space for long-term thinking, for
relationships to grow, and for artistic practices to evolve
in response to real interactions rather than tight timelines.
This is the kind of pace and purpose we hope to protect and
deepen in future collaborations — where sustainability is not
only about resources, but also about time, care, and mutual
investment.

How can this collaboration serve as a blueprint for the
future?

This collaboration reaffirmed ThinkArts" commitment to the
field of Theatre for Early Years and sparked fresh momentum
within the team. Energised by the experience, we swiftly be-
gan developing a proposal to launch a dedicated forum and
platform — one that would bring together existing practition-
ers and warmly welcome those eager to explore and contrib-
ute to this growing field.

This experience has significantly influenced how | envision
future collaborations and programming decisions. It reaf-

capacity-building

meaningful deep

uncomplicated
respect quick

co-create
trust

clear mutual

community synergy partnership

learning



firmed the importance of intentionality — of curating with
purpose, not just prestige or visibility. | now feel a stronger
commitment to designing programs that prioritise representa-
tion and long-term impact over short-term outcomes.

Going forward, | hope to foster more opportunities that
not only showcase work but also build capacity, especially
for those who are newer to the practice and international
networks. This means advocating for structures that support
mentorship, co-creation, and cultural exchange, rather than
simply transactional engagements. It also means approach-
ing programming as a way to deepen understanding —
across languages, geographies, and generations — while
remaining rooted in the values of equity and collaboration.

In many ways, this collaboration with FRATZ has served as
a blueprint for the kind of partnerships | want to cultivate -
ones that are built with care, co-owned by all involved, and
leave behind lasting impressions, not just memorable mo-
ments.






