
 
 

Resilience and Solace – the Arts and Young People in areas of Post Conflict 
 
 
My name is Tina Ellen Lee and I run a performing arts organisa7on called Opera Circus 
based in Bridport. I was an opera singer and actor and now Ar7s7c Director of the 
company. We develop new works of music theatre and chamber opera and work 
alongside young people both in Dorset and other parts of the UK, in wider Europe and 
some7mes beyond; this includes small projects now in Ukraine and Gaza.  
 
I have worked in many areas of post conflict mainly with young people. The one that 
affected my life the most is in Srebrenica, Bosnia and Herzegovina or Republka Sprska as 
the Serbs prefer to call it. 
 
I thought many 7mes about what to say to you today, I wasn’t going to write anything 
down, but then I thought how can I condense 18 years into 15 minutes, nearly 25% of my 
life. I need the discipline of a script and the films. 
 
The films are vital because they are the voices of the young people I have worked with 
and it shouldn’t just be me speaking here today, without them.   
 
I am privileged and honoured to have worked with the great photographer and film 
maker Robert Golden for over 30 years and as a result all of our projects have been 
beau7fully filmed and photographed leaving a legacy of truth and power in the young 
people’s, and other’s voices. 
 
The other profound influences on my life and work have been Professor Nigel Osborne, 
composer, musician, neuroscien7st, linguist and inventor. Monika Pagneux, is the other, 
movement director with Jaques LeCoq and Peter Brook amongst many others, but 
Monika is for another conversa7on. 
 
I met Nigel Osborne first in Tblisi Georgia in 1997 when we were performing as part of 
the Interna7onal Theatre Fes7val there. Nigel was working with refugee families and 
children on the border between Russia and South Osse7a and Abkhazia, a conflict which 
is s7ll alive today. 
 
We have commissioned Nigel’s extraordinarily beau7ful composi7ons in par7cular 2 
chamber operas, and been trained, enriched and influenced by his use of music in 
par7cular,  with children and young people in war and areas of post conflict, as well as 
with disabili7es.  
 



 
 

Nigel’s life has been an example of the best of human endeavour by an ar7st serving 
society. 
 
Whilst touring Differences in Demoli7on, Nigel’s “Sevdah” opera with the Na7onal 
Theatres of Mostar and Sarajevo I was invited by a local NGO from Srebrenica to visit the 
town to meet a group of 8 young people aged 14 - 17. They had founded a children’s 
music theatre to, as they said, bring the children in their town together. They wanted 
good news to come from Srebrenica not just stories of war and genocide.   
 
They desired to learn more crea7ve skills, dance, music, drama, theatre ligh7ng and 
design. I could see on their faces when I walked into the room, oh here’s another middle 
aged foreign woman – what’s she going to promise and not deliver? What is she going to 
impose on us without asking what we need? – but my first ques7on to them was How 
can I be useful? What do you need?  
 
They told me this was the first 7me anyone who had come to the town had asked them 
this ques7on?  
 
We began to work together. I raised money, brought ar7sts to the town, we developed 
residencies together, we went to other towns, Visegrad, Tuzla, Zvornik, Jelah, Sarajevo – 
we organised rock fes7vals and theatre produc7ons.  We used music, theatre, circus, 
Parkour, art, film, poetry and spoken word, and dance. We didn’t talk about the war. We 
didn’t do conflict resolu7on or reconcilia7on and we tried to follow what the young 
people were discovering about themselves and support them in every way we knew 
how…it always included a lot of food. 
 
I then started applying to Youth in Ac7on and Erasmus + to build larger residencies 
involving partners from 12 other countries which went on from 2011 – 2022 in Bosnia, 
Portugal, Italy and England. We took many of the young people from Bosnia to these 
other countries, away from, as they described their ”black hole”. This was before 
Schengen.   
 
We lost Erasmus due to the tragedy of Brexit and now we try and source other funding 
to con7nue this work but can never do so on such a large scale. This year we are aiming 
to run a project called Democracy Peace and Planet working with some of the young 
leaders who have grown up with this interna7onal youth arts programme which they 
called The Complete Freedom of Truth. This was inspired by a quote from Vaclav Havel  
“When a truth is not given complete freedom, freedom is not complete.” 
 



 
 

We are currently collabora7ng with the young team running Lviv’s European Youth 
Capital for  2025. One of their requests is to learn more about how to deal with their 
trauma. 
 
Candles Against the Night. 
 
https://vimeo.com/1042129992/6cebcdd361?share=copy   

Robert Golden an Anglo American photographer and film maker, came to work in 
Srebrenica with me from 2009 onwards. For 2 years he filmed and worked with the 
original 8 young people.  They made a film together called Candles Against the Night.  We 
gathered permission from their parents, we spoke with local poli7cians, the Imam and 
priest, and showed the film to the community twice before the final edit to make sure 
everyone approved of the work.  The final showing was in the youth centre where 
everyone in the film was invited. The imam came but not the priest. The room was a 
mixture of Serb and Bosniak and us. There was a great deal of approval and much 
poli7cal argument suppor7ng the young people’s right to say what they felt.  We were 
given the go ahead to distribute the film. But we then heard that some of the parents 
were frightened that the young people’s futures could be damaged, they wouldn’t be 
offered a university place or a job because of their cri7cism of the local corrupt 
poli7cians, most of all Dodik, who is s7ll in power to this day and whom the young 
people mocked.  The whole film has never been shown in public. This short edit is cut 
from a short version made for a seminar at Davos a number of years ago on Music and 
Social Jus7ce led by Nigel Osborne.  
https://vimeo.com/1042129992/6cebcdd361?share=copy   

The young people involved were ini7ally only Bosnian Serbs, but soon were joined by 
Bosniak Muslim young people and amer a while the different ethnici7es divided by war 
didn’t seem to maner – as you saw by Jana’s comments in the film about how working in 
the theatre helped her to remove her prejudices.  
 
Their desire was for good news to come from Srebrenica. They didn’t understand why no 
one would publicize the good things that were happening in the town; why it was always 
the stories of mourning and the past.  They wanted to take their work to other towns and 
ci7es and show what can be achieved, and then to bring people from outside back to 
Srebrenica. They wanted to give the town more life.  
 
I have worked mostly in Bosnia but also in Croa7a and Serbia and heard the story many, 
many 7mes from people that they build the mosques and the churches, the roads and 
the bridges but they never rebuild the people.  
 



 
 

In 2009 I wrote a report for the Bri7sh Council about what I had observed. 
 
“The town is losing its popula7on. In 25 years, if something isn’t done, most of the young 
people will have lem.  The numbers in the schools are shrinking rapidly and some of the 
7ny village schools only have 5 or 6 pupils with one teacher.   
 
In 2009 it was es7mated they had a total popula7on of 7,000 in the region with 4,000 in 
Srebrenica town itself.   
 
Srebrenica’s popula7on is now under 500. 
 
I can only speak from my experience, what I saw and what I learned.  There are so many 
truths and there is so linle jus7ce. People who should be in prison for war crimes in the 
Srebrenica Region are free, as amer so many wars. 
 
But jus7ce comes in many forms and one of the many comments and stories I have 
gathered is what happens amer a war, or amer a genocide. The grieving of course, the 
demand for jus7ce, the searching for the disappeared and the buried in unmarked 
graves. But there is also what happens to the people, the survivors, those who have to 
rebuild, in par7cular the young people looking to their futures, and those with disabili7es 
who are always forgonen. 
 
A young director of the now closed Srebrenica youth centre said to me that there are 
always so many lies, always lies. You either come here and live or you keep coming back. 
You have to show that you care…and please remind people that it is always the disabled 
who are forgonen amer a war. 
 
Speaking to a private mee7ng of global philanthropists last summer in Geneva I was 
asked how did you come to do the work you do? How do you see the connec7on 
between your iden7ty as an ar7st and your commitment to work with crea7vity for social 
change?  
 
All the quali7es you need to make change, you need as an ar7st, resilience, persistence, 
rigour, pa7ence and a degree of controlled anger at injus7ce + the ar7s7c quali7es of 
imagina7on, improvisa7on, vision and whatever talent is. 
 
From many years in the field and watching the response to art in mul7ple situa7ons, I 
have seen the transforma7on that the arts can affect. Originally this was in the post war 
or oppressive regimes of Lithuania and Romania and then in Bosnia and Serbia and more 
recently Kosovo, Ukraine and Gaza.  



 
 

 
During 2020 - 2023, Robert Golden made a full length documentary with 20 young 
people from mul7ple countries who had par7cipated in the TCFT residencies.  
 
It’s called Belonging Becoming.  Many of them, some of whom haven’t been included in 
these short extracts, came from countries at war or post conflict including Ukraine, Gaza, 
Pales7ne, Kosovo, Bosnia, Serbia and others who had fled injus7ce from Eritrea and 
Mozambique; others are from Denmark, Italy and the UK and their trauma is about lack 
of Belonging, lack of freedoms and most of all the horror of the Climate Emergency. 
Many suffer from Solastalgia, which is the distress people feel when their sense of place 
is threatened by the danger of environmental change. 
 
This short extract is from the first half called Belonging. 
 
hnps://vimeo.com/1052257725 
 
In the 7me I’ve been involved in this work, much has changed, and we have other 
concerns, more global conflicts many in Africa, which mostly go unmen7oned, the 
climate emergency, fascism, Dictatorships, unresolved migra7on and mul7ple fears in 
par7cular for young people ques7oning if they have any future. This includes deep 
concerns from disabled young people, those suffering from mul7ple neurodiverse 
challenges, those who are transi7oning, or are terrified of admirng they are gay, young 
refugees, those affected by violence and racism. Using mul7ple art forms, in par7cular 
music, people can reveal their fears and find themselves not so excluded from society. 
It’s too much to say that music heals but it helps people find a way to perhaps heal 
themselves or in the longer term, with support and commitment, their communi7es. 
 
We par7cipated in the 4 year long project Changing the Story led by Leeds University, 
asking how the arts, heritage, and human rights educa7on can support youth-centred 
approaches to the rebuilding of civil society in places that have experienced conflict 
across the world. Two of these years happened during Covid when online conversa7ons 
became the norm and I was part of the listening audience, or in conversa7ons with youth 
ac7vists, globally. I learned much about their fight for and insistence on social jus7ce, the 
withheld keys to spaces, both real and on line, a changes needed in the way funding was 
distributed and the urgency to understand how to tackle their trauma and the burden of 
their emo7onal commitment. They all said, we were born ac7vists, we have no choice. 
2 mins 
 
This short extract is from Becoming 
 



 
 

hnps://vimeo.com/1052257725 
 
I will leave you with the thoughts from these young people except for this brief story. 
 
A young West Dorset dancer who came with us to Srebrenica in 2015. 120 young people 
from the UK, Italy, Serbia, Georgia, Portugal travelled to the town all working together 
over two weeks crea7ng songs, spoken word, learning circus skills and parkour, theatre 
and making new friends. Three weeks before we were due to leave, this young dancer’s 
father was killed in a crash. We of course said you don’t have to come but she insisted. 
She spent her 7me choreographing, dancing in spaces, empty bombed buildings, in the 
streets, worked on music for dances with other young people and produced a 
performance at the end in honour of and for the great love she had for her father.  She 
was only 16.  I have never forgonen the immensity of that gim she gave us all in that town 
that had lost so much.  
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