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international digital storytelling  
by children for adults,  

devised and directed by Joshua Sofaer,  
with Stéphane maddix Albert,  

marion Leeper, and Kamini ramachandran.

Bedtime Stories took place across the globe  
during the summer of 2022.

Norfolk and Norwich Festival, england (16th-25th may)

oFFtA, montréal, Quebec (27th may-2nd June)

StoryFest, Singapore (28th-30th June) 

When you are ready for bed a child from somewhere else  
in the world will come and tell you a story.

Children aged between 9 and 12 years old, worked to build  
a collection of stories to tell to adults on the other side of  
the world before they went to sleep.

taking advantage of international time differences, children in 
one country tell bedtime stories to adults in another country 
in a series of one-to-one encounters, connecting  
the world through storytelling.
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Are You Sitting  
Comfortably?

by mary Paterson
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Then I shall begin. 

Let this signal the start of a story. Let your mind relax 
into the comforting feeling of being held by someone 
else’s words. Let your body settle into a journey of 
Kings and Queens, or monsters and dragons, or simple 
lives and big decisions. When it starts you don’t know 
where a story will take you, but you know it will 
take you somewhere. Perhaps it is the same kind of 
somewhere that your parents took you, as a child, when 
you were drifting off to sleep… 

Only, this time, you are not a child relaxing into an 
adult’s comforting tale. You are an adult being told a 
story by a child. And you are not going to sleep in your 
childhood bed, but sitting in front of your computer, 
having a video call with a stranger from the other side 
of the world. 

Bedtime Stories is an international artwork conceived by 
Joshua Sofaer, in which children tell stories to adults 
in different time zones. In spring and summer 2022 
storytellers in Singapore, Canada, and the UK – Kamini 
Ramachandran, Stéphane Maddix Albert, and Marion 
Leeper, respectively – worked with groups of children 
to help them become master storytellers in their own 
right. Eventually, the children would tell their stories 
to an individual audience member on the other side of 
the globe: children in Singapore told stories to adults in 
Canada, children in Canada told stories to adults in the 

UK, and children in the UK told stories to adults  
in Singapore. 

This virtual circle makes good use of practicalities – the 
normalisation of digital technology since the pandemic, 
the fact that Singapore’s afternoon is Canada’s evening 
– but it is also a powerful metaphor for the way that 
storytelling functions. Storytelling is not a transaction 
like buying or selling a loaf of bread, but a generative 
relationship. In Albert’s words, the storyteller must learn 
how to “share a story, not just to know it.” Accordingly, 
Bedtime Stories does not set up a reciprocal trade between 
two locations, but a sharing economy of person-to-
person interactions that flow across the globe. 

Sitting in my home-office at 9.45pm on a Tuesday 
night, watching a bi-lingual Canadian boy tell me a 
story in his second language, the first thing I notice is 
how aware I am of my part in this relationship. After I 
booked a ticket and before I came to this performance, 
I was given an introductory session by the Box Office 
of the Norfolk & Norwich Festival. They told me to 
maintain eye contact with the storyteller, and they 
assured me that even if the child looks like he is alone, 
he is not alone: he is in a set, surrounded by adults that 
I cannot see. As a result, I am acutely aware that this 
is not a normal video call: this is something staged, 
something special, something that expects me to behave 
in a different way. 
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Of course, as Joshua Sofaer says, if it wasn’t for ‘normal’ 
video calls, then this project wouldn’t have happened 
at all. Through the pandemic, we have become so 
used to this technology that it no longer trembles 
with the uncanny as it once did.  We are accustomed 
to bad lighting and unflattering camera angles, the 
illicit glimpse of each other’s domestic settings. We 
are living in a particular moment in time, when this 
technology is ‘falling away’ (in Sofaer’s words) from 
our consciousness, but it’s still new enough for us to 
be clumsy and informal inside its shadows. And this, 
Sofaer says, opens a new opportunity for intimacy on an 
international scale. “What can happen in that space,” he 
asks, “when technology is not constantly present?”

For me, what happens is that the fine embroidery of 
my connection with this stranger, this child, suddenly 
becomes apparent. He stumbles over a few words and 
apologises for getting his languages mixed up. I want 
to let him know that I didn’t mind about the words, 
that I am not here for the story, but for the possibility of 
listening to him. I think about my own son, and all the 
stories I have told him: bedtime stories, daytime stories, 
stories about the world to make it seem safe. I tell my 
son stories about the pandemic (it will be ok), about 
politicians (it will be ok), about climate change (it will be 
ok). What am I doing to him when I say these things? 
Am I telling the truth? Or am I making up a version of 
the world that I think he can bear to live with?

The Israeli historian Yuval Noah Harari describes 
sharing fictions as the defining characteristic of being 
human, and the reason we are able to organise into 
successful social groups. ‘Any large-scale human  
co-operation,’ he writes, ‘… is rooted in common 
myths that only exist in people’s collective imagination. 
[…] There are no gods in the universe, no nations, no 
money, no human rights, no laws and no justice outside 
the common imagination of human beings’1. The 
evolutionary purpose of language, in this interpretation, 
is not to pass on our direct experiences but to create 
and share our ideas. This is how we describe the world 
beyond our own perceptions and take up beliefs that 
persist far beyond our lifetimes. It is what allows us to 
find common cause in political parties, to buy iPhones 
made in another hemisphere, to feel a connection with a 
stranger’s child in the Gaspésie region of Canada. 

When we participate in storytelling – either as the 
person who shares or the person who absorbs – we are 
therefore making and remaking the world. Accordingly 
oral storytelling, which is as old as human culture, 
is not a matter of simple fictions. Instead, it is a 
matter of complex fictions that communicate real – if 
intangible – elements of our lives. Leeper points out 
that “the old stories” tell everything through action. 
There is no introspection, no analysis: the ‘facts’ speak 
for themselves. This may be why Ramachandran, 
Albert and Leeper are all drawn to ancient storytelling 
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traditions. They each trace their own relationships 
to the artform through their family histories – 
Ramachandran’s late grandfather was a traditional 
storyteller, and through him she developed a deep “love 
of listening”; Leeper comes, “from a family where 
everyone told stories”; Albert discovered recordings of 
his great aunt telling stories when he was a teenager, 
searching for means of expression.  

Alanis
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Bedtime Stories takes hold of the ancient and compelling 
traditions of oral storytelling and performs two potent 
inversions. Firstly, it inverts the order of the generations 
that normally tell stories, and secondly, it inverts 
the proximity normally present in storytelling as a 
reciprocal relationship.  

In the 2007 theatre show That Night Follows Day, the 
British writer Tim Etchells and the Flemish theatre 
company Victoria (now CAMPO) carried out this same 
inversion of generations: a chorus of children appears on 
stage, repeating to an audience of adults all the things 
that children are expected to believe. “You explain to us 
the different causes of illness and the different causes of 
war,” they chant in unison, “…  You explain to us that 
night follows day”2. Echoing our words, the children 
make explicit the ways in which adults define the 
parameters of their existence. And as the performance 
progresses, it becomes clear that the definitions adults 
give are not facts we have discovered, but stories that 
we, too, have been told.  

Likewise, Bedtime Stories draws attention to the 
dynamics between speaker and listener, but here the 
children do not become a mirror that reflects what 
adults say; they actually take on the role of the adult – 
the storyteller, the keeper and sharer of truths. Manifest 
in their young bodies, this role seems almost unbearably 
fragile. A girl from Singapore tells me her story, her 
eyes darting off to the left, her breath pulling sharp 
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edges into her words. In her vulnerability, I recognise 
my own vulnerability, my need for someone to listen 
to me. I recognise the part I can play in making her 
less vulnerable – by listening, by caring, by projecting 
my smile across the world. I feel kindness and warmth 
towards this distant child, and I want to perform my 
role with aplomb. I remember, too, that adults who say 
they know what things mean are only ever playing an 
elaborate game of pretend. 

The second inversion in Bedtime Stories is the inversion 
of proximity. For this storytelling session we are 
not gathered around a campfire but staring into the 
unknowable abyss of our computer screens. Leeper 
says that her most effective exercise with any budding 
storyteller is to get them to look at their audience, one 
by one; Albert says that he has turned down every 
(other) request to do storytelling online during the 
pandemic. The connection between people is integral 
to this art form, and it feels optimistic – even naïve 
– to imagine it can happen across the glitches we 
experience online. We may have become used to the 
technology that lets us connect like this, but we have 
not quite absorbed a feeling that the connection is real. 
Or it might be more accurate to say that we struggle to 
remember it could be.

The English writer Daisy Hildyard says that (for 
Westerners) the connectivity of all living things is a 
deep but forgotten piece of human knowledge. From 

ancient scriptures to Shakespeare, old stories tell us that 
our actions are connected with world events, distant 
lives and other species, but the ‘idea of a body which 
can reach over to the other side of the world is not one 
we tend to speak of in everyday language right now.’ 
Instead, we are encouraged to think of ourselves as 
discrete individuals, else face dire consequences: ‘Move 
away from this personality, self-expression, and you risk 
going out of your mind’ 3.

Perhaps this is why the artist Sibylle Peters has described 
Bedtime Stories as reaching for “impossible intimacies.” 
The project expects an excessive, extravagant closeness 
between strangers, a closeness that seems impossible 
or dangerous to attain. And yet impossibility, as 
Ramachandran explains, is not a useful concept for 
storytellers. “I live in the world of the imagination,” 
she tells me, ‘and I believe that anything can happen: 
animals can talk, and people can talk to animals…” She 
does not expect everyone to live in this world with her, 
but she does want you to suspend your disbelief: “if you 
want to tell a story, you cannot be sceptical.” In Bedtime 
Stories, children tell ancient stories according to ancient 
traditions across the time zones of a breathlessly modern 
world. Just as these stories exceed any individual’s direct 
experience, the relationships being conjured here exceed 
our individual bodies and (perhaps) our individualistic 
worldview. They tap into a magical and fundamental 
idea of connection between living beings. It is the type 
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of idea that Harari would say makes us recognise each 
other as human.

It is of course not just the physical distance between 
people that makes this intimacy seem impossible in 
Bedtime Stories, but also our knowledge of other types 
of online contact. Our experience of screen-based 
entertainment is, at best, passive (scrolling through 
Netflix), or one way (shouting/ being shouted at 
on Twitter). At worst, it is exploitative. In 2009, a 
17-year-old boy called Andrew Ternovsky invented 
‘Chatroulette’: a website that pairs individual users with 
a random stranger for a video call. After a few months, 
the site had grown exponentially in popularity, but 
the amount of pornographic or obscene content being 
shared meant it had to be restricted to over-18s. Emie 
Allen, from the USA’s National Center for Missing and 
Exploited Children, described Chatroulette as “the last 
place parents want their kids to be. This is a huge red 
flag; this is extreme social networking. This is a place 
kids are going to gravitate to”4.

Allen neatly sums up the fears that adults have about 
children accessing digital technologies: we are afraid of 
the dangerous landscape online, and we are afraid that 
children will like it. This anxiety bubbles up from a 
fear of the unknown. Technologies evolve so quickly 
that no adults grew up with the tools that children have 
now; the internet is so vast and unregulated that there 

is no way of knowing where a child might go; and, 
most alarmingly, the internet is full of other people – 
strangers – whose actions cannot be controlled. Indeed, 
if she would do anything differently, Ramachandran 
says, she would ask more of the audience members in 
Bedtime Stories. Many were stony faced, she tells me. 
They did not give the storytellers their full attention but 
were tempted by the other tabs on their screen, or their 
pets climbing onto their desks. 

Personally, my experience is different – I am glued to 
the children I watch, hyper aware of my responsibilities 
as absorber of tales. And yet I am also aware that my 
behaviour is a choice. It would be so easy to do what 
Ramachandran says: to check my emails, to open 
Twitter, to slip into the distraction economy of the 
digital age. ‘Morality is a matter of attention, not 
will,’ writes the English novelist Iris Murdoch5, and 
attention is part of the responsibility I feel to the young 
storytellers. If morality is the mutual construction of 
a valuable social order, then that is exactly what this 
encounter is – a temporary morality that I am striving 
to make real.  

Of course, I am not alone in this endeavour. The 
safety of the children who participate in Bedtime 
Stories constitutes the largest part of the work from the 
organisers’ point of view – the artist Joshua Sofaer and 
the producer Philippa Barr, working in collaboration 
with all three festivals around the world. They decided 
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to frame Bedtime Stories as an opportunity for children to 
learn about online safety, and children had lessons and 
workshops in these skills alongside telling stories. The 
introductory sessions led by each box office – ostensibly 
designed to tell the audience what to expect – are also 
part of a safeguarding process. They teach audience 
members how to behave (keep your camera on, make 
eye contact…) and ensure that every person is vetted by 
an adult before they meet a child. 

Leeper says she felt relieved when she heard the project 
being described as a way for children to learn about 
online safety. The relief was to do with knowing 
the children would be safe, of course, but also with 
knowing the adults would feel protected too. “Actually,” 
she tells me, “I wasn’t anxious for the children, I was 
anxious about the parents being anxious.” To a large 
extent, the anxiety around children’s online safety 
is a fear held by adults on their behalf. Our desire to 
protect children is related to our desire to construct a 
safe childhood – a nice story – which also maintains our 
own place in the social order. If children are innocent 
and safe, then we, as adults, have been responsible and 
kind. If one side of this story breaks down, however, the 
other side does too. 

In a way, Bedtime Stories’ safeguarding protocols 
operate with the same kind of symbolic excess and 
extravagance as other aspects of the project. The care 
and attention that go into safeguarding far exceed 

what we have come to expect in the world of online 
communications. Arguably, the ‘free speech’ narrative 
peddled by internet billionaires is its own type of 
fiction: one with its origins in the libertarian politics of 
late twentieth-century American universities, and which 
now enables bullying and exploitation on a massive 
scale6. We expect online platforms to be callous, vast 
and unmanageable; as if inspired by this philosophy, at 
the start of the pandemic people even began to break 
into strangers’ video calls for fun7. The safeguarding 
guidance for Bedtime Stories is, in Sofaer’s words, “the 
size of a telephone book” (although it might be more 
appropriate to talk in terms of a user manual). Like a 
manual or a directory, perhaps its value is as symbolic as 
it is informative: the amount of thought put into this is 
beyond any individual’s purview. Like an ancient story, 
this safeguarding policy is in fact a collectively written 
tale of care: a delicate embroidery of interdependence 
and responsibility.
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Reaching extravagantly across space and ideas, Bedtime 
Stories explores how we make and remake our worlds 
through shared beliefs, learning stories to construct 
the past and invent the future. For an adult audience 
member, it invokes our roles in social reproduction 
by accessing a deep and fundamental part of being 
human: the ability to carve reality out of fictions. But 
while these experiences converge in a few minutes 
of digital intimacy for the viewer, the experience of 
the children who take part is bedded into a practise 
of learning, rehearsing and sharing stories with their 
immediate community. 

The three locations in which Bedtime Stories took place 
in 2022 were very different environments. Moreover, 
the children who took part were (are) having very 
different childhoods. Singapore was still under Covid 
restrictions, so Ramachandran worked with children 
who visited her studio one at a time. They – and 
their parents – were drawn to the project via an open 
call, and participation required a huge commitment 
of time and logistics from the whole family. The 
Canadian storytellers were drawn from a small, remote 
community in the Gaspésie region, a day’s drive from 
Montreal, where snow was still lying on the ground in 
May. Here, they coalesced through personal networks; 
Albert has known half of the children involved, he 
says, since they were babies. In the UK, the project 
was championed and facilitated by a school in the small 

tulisa
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English city of Norwich. Leeper worked with children 
from Norwich Primary Academy in their final year, 
giddy after their end of term exams. 

Ramachandran describes how, in her sessions with 
children, she offered detailed written feedback to them 
and their parents so they could develop their skills at 
home. Her approach was more formal than Albert’s 
or Leeper’s, but in the context of Singapore’s strict 
education system it was, in her own words, a form of 
“unlearning”. Ramachandran focused on bringing out 
the kids’ “own beings and bodies”- on helping them 
discover who they are, as opposed to who they are 
supposed to be. “When you’re a storyteller,” she says, 
“you need to sit with the same story for a long time”. 
This repetition runs counter to a culture that values 
constant progress; the result, says Ramachandran, is 
that children learnt how to be themselves: to “belong in 
their own moments”.

The children from Norwich also went through a 
process of discovery. In a conversation during their 
performance week, some of the children told me 
about their excitement at choosing and telling stories, 
and they described their memories of being read to as 
younger children, with a poignant nostalgia. These 
British kids are on the cusp of a step-change in their 
lives, as they prepare to go to secondary school with all 
its associated freedoms and responsibilities. In their joy 
at becoming storytellers, they also seemed able to access 

the security of their early lives. Just like the children in 
Singapore, perhaps this was a form of unlearning the 
trajectory of progress. 

In the Canadian mountains, Albert’s approach was 
the most informal – reflecting, perhaps, the laid-back 
lifestyle of his community. He describes the ways 
in which the children’s stories circulated through 
his village at dinner parties and play dates, and how 
children grew in confidence as they realised that “the 
right words would come out”. Here, as in each location, 
it was important to make sure the children could tell 
stories without a script. Writing things down changes 
the nature of the relationship, not just between the 
people telling and listening to stories, but also between 
the storyteller and their belief in themselves. 

The careful navigation of these environments was the 
most important element of the project for all the young 
and old storytellers involved. The performance to a 
stranger at the end was an essential event – it provided 
a public element that validated the whole activity from 
the outside world. But Ramachandran, Albert and 
Leeper all agree that the children gained most through 
being able to take ownership of telling the story – 
putting it in their own words, mastering it with their 
own body, and sharing it with their friends. Leeper 
asked her storytellers to go into the youngest class of 
the school and tell stories to the four-year olds. “It was 
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just magic”, she says, “the small ones were wide-eyed”. 
The most important part of the project for the children, 
then, was their induction into the magic of stories, of 
storytelling, of fictions that can change the world. 
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At the end of the project in summer 2022, every child 
who had taken part was photographed. Each image 
is an individual portrait, aiming to reflect individual 
personalities. As a body of work the portraits are a 
fascinating counterweight to Steve McQueen’s Tate 
Britain installation Year 3 (2019), which collected class 
photos of every Year 3 form (aged 6 to 7) in London. 
In McQueen’s work, the arbitrary constraint produces 
a meditation on the ways that children conform to 
institutional boundaries: how adults institutionalise 
children and construct the story of childhood. The 
portraits for Bedtime Stories, in contrast, reach for 
the impossible intimacy, once again, of a personal 
connection. Shown against a single-colour-plane 
these photos are reminiscent of 17th century Dutch 
masterpieces – works of art that sought to celebrate the 
individual outside of a divine order for the first time in 
Western history. 

The paradox in these pictures is the same paradox 
that runs throughout Bedtime Stories. The people 
photographed are individual – thoughtful, cheeky, 
nervous – but essentially unknowable to a viewer. They 
are unknowable to me – a stranger – but they might also 
be unknowable to the children themselves, who will 
change and grow and look back on Bedtime Stories with 
an understanding that none of us can yet imagine. This 
bittersweet nature of (not) knowing each other feels the 
same as our relationship with stories: those powerful 
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fictions that we use to construct the world, and that 
remind us the world exists far beyond our limits. If 
sharing fictions is a fundamental part of being human, 
perhaps this longing for impossible intimacies is too. At 
heart, both represent a belief in extravagant possibilities: 
I believe the world is bigger than any of us; I believe 
that, one day, we might all be understood. 

The French linguist Marina Yanguello has traced 
ancient myths of language and found that most cultures 
hold an origin story of a single, universal tongue: a 
language so pure that it renders everything in true and 
precise detail. For Judeo-Christian culture this is ‘lingua 
adamica’ – the language that Adam spoke, and which 
scholars strained to find for thousands of years. In the 
post-Darwinian West, Yanguello writes, this search 
continues in ‘the context of advances in the fields of 
paleontology and human origins’8. 

Our desire for a pure and unfettered connection with 
each other is as old as the hills, as old as time, as old as 
the very first human being rocked to sleep with words. 
All that has changed is the pattern of the fictions we use 
to guide our desire.  

The child finishes his story, and a shy smile creeps onto 
his face. I say, “thank you,” but it does not feel enough. 
Something larger than words has passed between us. 
Something made out of words but which stretches 
further than they can go. I want to say I have been on 

a journey, although I have not left my seat. We stare 
for a moment in silence into the digital image of each 
other’s eyes, until I click away… the screen goes blank, 
and I am home, abruptly, in my office, at 9.50pm on a 
Tuesday evening.
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Bedtime Stories was created by Joshua Sofaer, 2022.  
Commissioned by OFFTA festival, produced by LA SERRE – arts 
vivants, Montréal; co-produced with Norfolk & Norwich Festival, 
UK and StoryFest, Singapore. Executive Producer Philippa Barr. 
Funded by Conseil des Arts du Canada and Arts Council England.
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