This is a transcript of a master class I held in Sydney at the National Institute of Dramatic Art . It demonstrates chapter one of a practice that I have been developing over many years. Chapter One for me is the actor. My first port of call in the creation of any work is the actor, not the text. I work with the actor till the actor is open, confident and ready to “ play” and it is my belief that they can  then go anywhere – it is only when they are in this state can they then start work on the text whether it be a contemporary text, Chekhov or Shakespeare. In order for the actor to skilfully use the text rather than the text use him or her, the actor needs to be in this “open “state - and I consider it to be my job as director to get the actor to that place. I work with each actor’s individual spirit which always for me embraces the cultural context of the performer. This master class is looking specifically at this area of work – how the cultural context of the performer, when engaged, impacts on the work in the rehearsal room. This is step one and we were not looking at all those other elements that contribute to what it is that we finally see on the stage:  textual interpretation, movement, transformation, Stanisvlaski  psychological transformative process that is generally used as a process in actor training. 
Kristine Landon-Smith 2010
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Background: 

On Monday 12 October 2009, NIDA hosted a master class and conversation conducted by Kristine Landon-Smith, Artistic Director of Tamasha Theatre Company (UK) and the current director of the NIDA Graduation Production East is East, with response by Lee Lewis Associate Director of Griffin Theatre Company.
 
The workshop was an exploration of how to bring the cultural context of the performer to the centre of the rehearsal process. 
  
Kristine places the actor, at the centre of any work that she makes in the theatre. Bringing the actor to a piece of work where the actor is free to “fly” not only in performance but in every rehearsal, requires a complex and in-depth engagement with each actor individually. Kristine's practice is based on two things: one is “play” – how to encourage the actor to “play” well and at all times (with or without text) and the second is nurturing the individual personality and spirit of the performer.  For Kristine, to work with the individual in an honest and nuanced way means working very closely with the actor’s cultural context. 
  
Kristine worked for approximately two hours with seven NIDA students using each actor's cultural context to explore modern and classic texts. In a response to the work Lee Lewis facilitated a conversation with audience members that explores the position of the actor’s cultural context within the artistic process.    
 
In Attendance:

Lynne Williams (Lynne): Director/CEO, NIDA
Kristine Landon-Smith (KLS): Director of Tamasha and guest director at NIDA
Lee Lewis (LL), Associate Director/Literary Advisor, Griffin Theatre
Shari Sebbens (Shari): Third Year Acting Student, NIDA
Marco Jovanovic (Marco): Third Year Acting Student, NIDA
Charlie Coy (Charlie): Second Year Production Student, NIDA
Hendrik Elstein (Hendrik): Second Year Acting Student, NIDA
Jenny Wu (Jenny): Second Year Acting Student, NIDA
Lisa Gormely (Lisa): Third Year Acting Student, NIDA
Anthony Taufa (Anthony): Third Year Acting Student, NIDA
Paige Rattray (Paige):  Directing Student, NIDA
Egil Kipste (Egil): Head of Directing, NIDA
Felix Cross (Felix): Artistic Director of Nitro 
Mary Cerny (Mary): Alexander Technique tutor, NIDA
Nikola Amanoiv (Nikola):  Directing Student, NIDA
Antoinetta Morgillo: playwright and Program Manager, Theatre Board, Australia Council
Lachlan Philpott (Lachlan): writer and Education Program Manager, ATYP

Katrina Douglas (Katrina): Producer, Q Theatre
Natasha McNamara: Voice tutor, NIDA
Anthony Skuse: director and History of Theatre tutor, NIDA
Karen Vickery: History of Theatre tutor, NIDA
Sophia Roberts: Third Year Acting Student, NIDA 

Kenji Fitzgerald: Third Year Acting Student, NIDA
Kip Williams: Directing Student, NIDA
Kat Henry: Directing Student, NIDA
Lauren Wiley: Casting Coordinator, Sydney Theatre Company

Netta Yaschin: Directing Student, NIDA
Marion Potts: Associate Artistic Director, Bell Shakespeare Theatre Co.

Ros Horin: director and Acting tutor, NIDA

Sandra Bates: Artistic Director, Ensemble Theatre

Alana Valentine: playwright
: drama teacher at Barker College
Cooper Amai: Third Year Acting Student, NIDA
Subramaniam Velayutham: artist and NIDA graduate
Holley Radcliff: visual effects producer and NIDA graduate
Transcript………………
I look at the individual when I work with the actor – the spirit of the personality – which obviously involves the cultural context of the actor as well.  So that’s way I play with : cultures in the rehearsal room as much as I play with spirit: the lightness,  the heaviness, the sadness,  the happiness of the individual actor.  … I just did that instinctively and never really articulated or spoke that clearly about my own practice until I went in to the education system in Britain and started seeing how teachers were making work with their culturally diverse class rooms. A huge diversity of culture in their classrooms and the teachers, by and large, were ignoring the cultural diversity. I mean, totally ignoring it. So you’d have an Eritrean girl in a classroom who had  been there three years, still not fluent in English,  obviously much happier in Eritrean and being asked to play a British black policewoman, with a British black voice .Clearly I could see this was just impossible. So, we started at Tamasha, (my company that I co founded with Sudha Bhuchar  21 years ago)  a very long education program trying to help teachers work with all the diversity in their classrooms. And it was absolutely fascinating and there I guess I started defining my own practice. Basically, what happened was, we came up against this thing of the teachers saying “Look, we don’t acknowledge difference. It’s much better not to acknowledge difference. We feel more comfortable, and we think it’s more polite to pretend that we’re all the same.” And so, to work with the teachers over a long period of time to try and really break down their fear, which in some sense came from their own anxiety about their own sort of, I guess ignorance – or not even ignorance that’s too strong a word – but their own tentativeness, feeling that it was rude to say to someone “Where do you come from? What do you speak? … Just speak to me like that”. So they just thought this was absolutely crossing the line: that that wasn’t something one could do.  I remember very clearly at a school in Birmingham where I would say 80% of the kids in that class were Bengali, 20% were white British, yet the dominant culture in the classroom was white British. When we went in and started working with the students and asking them to use their own language, and started improvising with them and they started doing  phenomenal, artistic pieces of work, the teacher very generously came and said “Well, it’s quite extraordinary : I can see that the culture of the classroom has changed. And now there’s a real balance between the Bengali and the white British culture

I’m going to try and work for an hour forty five, two hours at the most, then Lee is going to facilitate the conversation between all of us , around , what happens if you do bring the cultural context of an actor to the rehearsal room, what does it mean? What does it mean to the rehearsal room, what does it mean in terms of the wider, the bigger picture, in terms of how do you develop work from a whole range of people? What does it mean in terms of cross-racial casting? What does it stir up?
OK so just quickly we’re going  to play volley ball. All we’re getting is high score, nothing too spooky. 
Kristine calls the actors to the floor

I start with games that really require people to play honestly – not pretend to play – I believe as my great mentor Philippe Gaulier taught me – when an actor is really playing they are open and therefore beautiful to watch and able to do anything. So in my work I start with a game and then try and pull the very same spirit of play through to improvisation and through to text work ensuring that the actor is always open and therefore capable of “real play”

KLS plays volley ball with the actors and then moves to the next game.
KLS, Now,  name tag. I’ll explain it. What happens is, if I’m “it”, I’ve got to tag someone. In order to prevent themselves from being tagged, and therefore being “it”, they say a name. Which means that that person whose name is called  is then on. That person is then “it”.

 So if you’re name gets called you’re “on” If you get tagged, you loose a life and then you’re  “on”
KLS plays the game of “name tag” with the actors and then breaks off to explain: 
KLS: So in a way, I mean these games for me aren’t just games that don’t relate in anyway. And I certainly do reference back to these games. It’s that sort of level of play, that sort of openness you can achieve with the game that we are looking at to pull through to improvisation and then to text.  So when the actor says “Shit, now I’ve got text”, and become terrified, closed, you know,  “I’m the worst actor in the world”,.  I’m trying to smudge that line when the actor steps from here, (off the stage )  to here  ( now stepping on to the stage)  . So I’m trying to just smudge that line with these games, pull it through to improvisation, and then pull it through to text so the actor is always open. 
KLS now moves on to her third game

So can we have two teams?.  Three and Three .So now moving towards something which is closer to where we want to be in terms of the actor on the stage, in the spotlight . So this game is :  two teams, choosing between yourselves  numbers between one to three, in your own team. Just do that. Actually, let’s have four and four. 

So basically, they decide between themselves numbers between one to four, OK? Right I call out a number. Don’t move if it’s your number. So two for example. If I call out two, The two from this team and the two from this team run out. They try to get the cloth and get home without being tagged. If they cross the line, without taking the cloth they lose a point

So for those of you who haven’t played this game, for the actor, the wonderful moment is here where the actors are challenging each other to retrieve the cloth and get home. So I’m asking the actors, here, in this moment to try and find the potential to play .. Not pretend to play, but really play..

OK, Charlie, will you score? A and B, we’ll do first to five, or first to ten and see how we go. 

The game commences and Kristine coaxes the actors to play
The game commences – as the game progresses, Kristine gives an instruction to Jenny , one of the actresses. 
KLS: So don’t come with too much force here. Come here to play, “Oh you’re going to get the cloth , no you’re not. Oh, everyone must think I’m stupid.” Come here, and find that with her. OK, don’t come too heavily.

game ends

KLS:  OK so now, we’re going to play that funny game, counting to twenty. If you get two numbers you go back to the beginning but when I point at you, within the game, you just do a little bit of your text. So we’re having a game, “ we only got to six, text – ha ha we only got to six, isn’t that funny”  that same feeling  with the text. OK? That’s the idea. . So, we count to twenty collectively. When I choose you, you do text. Don’t get all spooky and try to get to twenty, that’s not the idea. It’s to try to continue to play. And to try to continue to stay open and play in the moment when you come to the text. 
game commences
counting
KLS: Text?

Lisa: When I was really little, my mum got cancer

continues counting

KLS: Text?

Anthony: I died when I was thirteen years old

continue]

KLS: text?

Jenny: Old men, Agamemnon…

game continues, game ends 
KLS: Ok, so I’ve had a bit of a look at the text, and I have also seen what happens to you when you go to text !  So let’s just start with yours for a moment. So this might take a little time to get started. I mean, the poor bloody actors – it’s that horrible moment where it’s like “Shit now I’ve got to do a text”. I know we all have the thing about the text, well at this moment in the rehearsal , in my chapter one, I put the actor, before the text. Once you have an open actor, then the actor can control the text, rather than the text controlling them. So you can see how the text makes people, nervous, fearful. We just saw it in the counting game – every time the actors came to the text, they were scared, they lost that open feeling of play, they closed down.  That is normal and it’s normal to be bad.  I’m not suggesting you’re bad, or that bad [laughter]. 

OK, so Jenny, could you just do a bit of yours. Yours is what? Just tell us very quickly.

Jenny: from Agamemnon by Aeschylus.
KLS: Where are they in the play?

Jenny: So, Agamemnon has just arrived back from Troy, and this is her first greeting speech to him to welcome him home but preparing for his death.

KLS: OK, so she’s greeting him home but in her heart she’s going to kill him.

Jenny: Yes.

KLS: Because?

Jenny: Because, he sacrificed their daughter Iphigenia.
KLS: And are you doing the little section to him, at the moment?

Jenny: I’m doing the section to the people in front of me before I go…

KLS: And what are you saying to them?

Jenny: To them? Well, I’m really addressing him, but I’m addressing him through addressing the public. 

KLS: And what are you saying to the public?

Jenny: I’m saying to the public how much I have suffered while he’s been away.
KLS: Suffered because he’s been away and you’ve been an absent wife. OK. So just go a little bit. Don’t prepare, look at me. Go.

Jenny: Alright, Old man, I’m not ashamed to stand before you here and show my love for my husband. I am older now than when he’s gone. I’ve lost my shyness.
KLS immediately stops Jenny  
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KLS: OK, I think this is going to be good. So tell me your background. 

Jenny: I‘m from China.

KLS: And what do you speak at home?

Jenny, I speak Xiang Chinese which is… it’s Mandarin, with a dialect on top of it so it’s a bit of a province language.

KLS: Ok, so we’ll have the three men in here, OK? ( KLS asks male actors to come into the scene). Anthony just move over there a bit. OK so I want you to be – these are your three brothers. You have a nice Chinese family. You have three brothers who have always supported you, OK? And your husband has been away for a long time, and you are saying to your brothers “He’s a bastard, and I’ve suffered, and I’m not sure I’m going to have him back, into my bed” This is what you’re saying.  Forget the text for the moment. I’ve just given you a situation improvisation. So you’re with your brothers – 

Jenny: Don’t say the text?

KLS: Don’t say the text, for the moment. And you are saying to them “Bloody bastard he’s been away for so long, I’m not letting him back”. And these are your brothers this is not something that the woman does, in China, in this family. So they are all trying to say “let him back”. (KLS instructs male actors to be in their  first languages and instructs Jenny to be in her Mandarin dialect)  You are Bosnian, you are Estonian, you are in Tongan, you are in Mandarin. OK? So most of the text is coming from you. You’re in your language.

Jenny: You want me to speak my language? Not English?

KLS: That’s right.

Jenny: Oh, OK.

KLS: And you’re not going to understand them coz they’re all speaking different languages as well. But you’re still going to play the improvisation, extremely successfully coz it will be obvious you’re saying “he’s not coming back”, your lovely brothers are trying to convince you to bring him back, OK? You’re going to start, coz you’re the older brother. 

Improvisation begins, each actor speaks own language]

A beautiful multilingual improvisation evolved with each actor comfortable, happy, open and playing simply and beautifully
Audio clip 2 >



KLS Ok, now clearly that’s beautiful.
KLS asks the audience

Do people think that’s beautiful?

Audience : Yeah

KLS: So clearly, that is absolutely beautiful. From all of them. For me I think it’s quite important in the rehearsal room to have moments of beauty right the way running through because I think quite often you can go into a rehearsal room. Go in on the Monday and everyone’s a bit stuck and then you go in on the Wednesday and everyone’s in the same place, and you g o in on the Friday and everyone’s still in the same place. So for me this is a phenomenal start and actually  even though no one is yet using English, the improvisation is  not that far away from the text either, so it’s a huge start for me. 

Now, Jenny, what I want you to do is –You guys are going to stay in your own languages. We’re going to start like this again, same improvisation, everyone speaking their own languages, same thing. . When I clap my hands Jenny, you’re going to the Shakespeare text but you’re not going to change anything, right? You are not going to change anything.  So you’re there saying “vessy vessy vessy” – if I clap you go to the Shakespeare text,  but exactly the same. You don’t change your position at all. Physically you stay exactly the same, everything the same OK? If you lose it, I clap my hands, you go straight back to your language, I clap my hands again you go straight to Shakespeare OK? So you are going to be playing between your two languages. And you are going to take from this wonderful thing we have here with you now. You’re going to try and take that. It’s exactly the same when you are with the Shakespeare.
Jenny: You want me to – when you clap your hands – go to where ever I am in the text?

KLS: I don’t care, you can go to the top – wherever. Wherever you know well. But the idea is that this wonderful tool, this door, which is your Chinese woman, is what you’re now using as your– what do they call it? Float.. Right so we’re going to start
Multilingual improvisation starts, KLS claps hands and male actors stay in multilingual improvisation, Jenny starts using her Shakespeare text. It doesn’t work too well./ Jenny loses her openness and sense of play when she goes to Shakespeare. KLS stops the improvisation.
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KLS:  Now can you just show me, do a little bit to me in a Chinese accent. Speak English but with a Chinese voice. And Anthony :  he’s going to speak as a Tongan. He is still playing your older brother. He is playing that he is slightly on your side, so you think you could convince him. OK? Off you go. Let me see what happens.

Jenny: Old man –

KLS: No, no, with improvisation Jenny, with a Chinese dialect. With – 

Jenny: the language.

KLS: No, no 

Participant: Accent:
KLS: With an accent. Yes, strong  Chinese accent. 

Jenny: OK

Antony: What happened with this man, what happened?

Jenny: He left me on my own. I’m not going to just sit around and wait for him. He killed your sister. In front of all the other men. Put her up and sliced her. I knew, I saw. I know he hasn’t won the war. He’s back. But you know what? I’m not going to stand up and stand beside him and sleep with that man – 

Anthony – No, no wait he’s a rich man. He’s gonna come give you money.

Jenny: Yeah, but he also. He- we don’t need money. We can survive by ourselves.

Anthony: How can you survive? When you have no job?

Jenny: OK, I will tell you now. I have a man – 
The improvisation is starting to work and you can tell by the quality of the improvised text that is coming from the actors that they are feeling comfortable and that it is working.

KLS: OK very good. Now I want you to do just one thing. Now I want you do to a little improvisation exactly like that, but I want you to be a Chinese woman, today. Saying you’re divorcing your husband cause he’s slept with someone else, OK? He hasn’t killed anyone. It’s today.  It’s 2010. Chinese Man. Slept with somebody else. You’re telling your brother you’re leaving him. He’s saying that never happened in your family, you can’t do it, OK? So it’s you. With an accent. And your name is Anthony, and your name is Jenny.

Jenny: And he’s my brother?

KLS: Yep.

Jenny: But Anthony, let me tell you, I don’t want to – I’m going to have a divorce with him, he cheated on me. What am I going to do?

Anthony:  You can’t do this. Because, every time you get a divorce, it means you’re not going to heaven. You know what I mean? So, how you going to get a divorce and you’re not going to eternal life with him?

Jenny: I don’t believe in heaven. I’m not going to heaven but at least I can have a life with a man who cares about me and can look after my children for me and can run this place like how it should be.

Anthony: Who is this man you’re talking about? Is your husband that’s gonna be doing this. 
Jenny: No, it’s somebody else. Another man that’s I’m gonna be – that I’ve already been sleeping with while him Agamemnon has left me for ten years and sleeping with other women –

Anthony: That’s not OK.  You can’t go sleeping with other men.

Jenny: Well he can’t go and sleep with other women. We’re equal, aren’t we?

Anthony: No, it’s not equal when it’s your husband. You listen to him.

Jenny: Well, I also his wife. He’s sleeping with other women, plenty of other women – 
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KLS: OK, now not bad. That’s not bad at all. What I want you to try and do. We’re just going to go back to the text now. . What I want you to do is the same thing as when you’re improvising with your dialect and accent, your language, I want you to be improvising about the domestic situation. Something you believe.

Jenny: Oh, so no war?

KLS: No, no war, no Agamemnon, no murder. Just, domestic, OK? That’s what you’re doing, completely domestic. Your husband hasn’t had an affair, you’re just bored by him. OK? He just bores you. He’s fat, he eats too much, he bores you, that’s it. It’s domestic. You’re having this improvisation. When I clap my hands, you’re going to go to your text with the accent, don’t dilute it, but you’re going to keep the domestic situation going. So the text could actually be gobbledy –gook. You’re not talking about murder, you’re not talking about that. You’re talking about your fat husband. OK? That’s what you’re doing. So the text is sort of gobbledy-gook. So you keep the quality that you have, in the improvisation. Low,nice quality. So stay there, don’t move. Start. Brothers are trying to convince her to stay with her fat husband.

Improvisation starts in language, then moves to Shakespeare 
Improvisation interrupted
KLS: No -  we must have your dialect. Don’t put on that shitty RP voice. Use your dialect, don’t put on that voice, right? OK, SO you are in heavy accented Shakespeare .Go

Improvisation continues]
KLS moves Jenny from linguistic improvisation to accented Shakespeare text with the “domestic” improvisation feeling sitting underneath it. She makes Jenny lie down and talk to her brother as if they are in bed , late at night,    Jenny makes a wonderful transition from impro to text – there is no difference – her open , confident ability to play as a Chinese woman , yet speaking a Shakespeare text kicks in and she completes the whole text. 
KLS: Good.

[Applause]
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KLS: Ok, very nice Jenny. 
So in a way what I’m doing is – I am looking, trying to mess around with this. And so this whole thing – people get scared of this –you know, the fat man, he eats too many noodles. Putting that language in the rehearsal room, for me, I think is OK.  I mean fine, it’s a stupid cliché, it’s something stupid. 
 And... I think we have to be very careful, you know when you’re playing with culture. You sort of have got to step in or step out, you can’t sit on the fence. 
Now let’s have a quick look at yours. What’s yours?

Hendrik: Richard the Third, 

KLS: And tell me what’s happening?

Hendrik: Richard has just seduced Lady Anne and now he’s alone and he’s boasting what he’s just done. 
KLS: OK. So just do a bit for me. Do it to your friends. (KLS indicates the other actors)  Better to do it to someone.

Hendrik: Was every woman in this humour wooed?/Was every woman in this humour won?/ I’ll have her, but I will not keep her long.

KLS: Ok, so if you two just go and sit on the two blue chairs up there. (KLS asks two male actors to join the improvisation ). …Right so you guys are in a pavement café in Estonia and you’re having a very hot summer. And the two of you are – you’re in Bosnian, you’re in your language and you’re just looking at the women over there. (KLS indicates to female actors in the group) And you’re saying “Oh, god I’d like to fuck her”. Allright? You really are being a little bit disgusting. OK So you’re looking at those girls. Bosnian and Estonian let’s see what happens.

Improvisation begins in language

improvisation ends
KLS: OK, so now just… you sit on the chair the other way round, he’s more comfortable like that. I mean, these physical things are really important for me. And now, same thing. So basically now you’re doing the same improvisation, right basically last night, this girl who was your best friend’s girlfriend: you slept with her. You’ve been trying to do that for ages and you’re very pleased with yourself. I mean, I know it’s your best friend but you always thought she’d never go with you because she was your best friend’s girlfriend, OK? And she did. Last night, she slept with you. And you’re telling him and he’s a very good friend of yours and he’s enjoying it.

Hendrik: Not the good friend.

[laughter]

KLS: No, not the good friend. But he’s enjoying it and you’re telling him about it. Now if it’s going well, I’m just going to clap my hands and you’re just going to happen to use the text. But you have to keep going exactly as you are and you have to keep playing improvisation. You’re not playing the text. You’re playing  the improvisation, OK? If it helps to do it with an accent, I don’t care. I will leave that to you, it might. 

Hendrik:  So I improvise the text?

KLS: No you don’t improvise the text.

Hendrik: Say the text accurately but - it’s accurate but play it as though  it is improvisation. 

KLS: Yeah, yeah. Exactly .  As though you were playing an improvisation. With your “improvisation” head on. You will have to use your own voice! You’re also putting on a funny voice. So this voice that you just asked me that question in, that’s the voice you’re using. which is not an Australian accent and it is not something that we normally hear  on the stage, But I am asking you to use that voice. OK so you’re going in language. About the girlfriend

Improvisation starts
improvisation interrupted
KLS: OK wait. (KLS speaks to other actor in improvisation) Marko, you have to be in it more, right?

Marko: Uh-huh

KLS: You must give him more. OK? you’ve got to truly keep playing the improvisation. So with the text, when he says whatever he says you’ve got to respond. OK? So you must be in there more… You’re there to assist him.

Marko: Yeah, wicked.

KLS: OK, so you ask him what happened last night.
Improvisation continues

Improvisation interrupted
KLS: OK and just one other thing. When you’re playing the improvisation, you’re just enjoying the boast to him. I don’t want you to give him some long literal narrative about how… It’s not about telling the story it’s about telling “you know what she said to me, she said…I want to fuck you. This girl who looks like, you know, she’s very proper. She said it”. You know so you want to play the improvisation, not the literal story of some shitty text. OK? So two horrible disgusting European men.

KLS  takes Hendrik through the exercise of moving between improvisation and text and  achieves  moments of great text work from an open actor playing well. The moments are fleeting – they come and go but KLS explains what a good start to the rehearsal process this is. 
KLS: OK, cool, great. Very nice. I’m gonna come back to you. This master class is about looking at process and what you absolutely  see here is the actors starting to – you know occasionally you got a line in the Shakespeare – one line, two line, three lines where you just thought “oh, perfect”. You’re sitting here looking at his face and you know you can see he’s on the crest of a wave, and then he loses it. Fine, normal – five, ten minutes of rehearsal. But he’s on the crest of a wave and then he loses it and then he’s on the crest of a wave. So you can see that this is a really good way in, OK? So, just while we’re on that wave: Anthony and Lisa could you just come up very quickly. . 
Now, when I’m working with Anthony on East is East :  I had said very carefully to the voice department here I thought it would be a very – I thought it would be better – I mean, obviously with the Australian actors you are playing the mixed-race British, they don’t look dissimilar to me, you know, we had no issue about how they were going to look, we want to create this family of siblings. They’re going to study regional British accents on a daily basis so they’ll be used to doing that.  That’s not going to be a huge leap. We’re not yet studying global accents in drama schools, well certainly not in Britain. Do we need to? I don’t know. That’s a conversation we’re starting to have in British drama schools. Anyway so I said, look, given where we are – I said surely Anthony has something in his background that he could use, perhaps more successfully than, you know “Hey go and get a Pakistani accent on tape”. And sure enough, it was true. It was absolutely true. However, I had to spend a long time, working with Anthony and giving Anthony the confidence and convincing him that for him to play George Khan through his Tongan accent and cultural context was going to mean that Anthony as an actor could produce something of absolute excellence. However to convince Anthony of this idea was also new. So we  had  many situations where  every time he went to Melbourne he asked his Pakistani friends for some vowels sounds and accents he would come back to rehearsals on a Monday morning and he tried to sneak them in I always said “What have we been doing over the weekend”. He said “ Yeah, I’ve been speaking  to my Pakistani friends”. And this flattened out the work he was doing. You know, we don’t have to know why that happens but it just did. And I said to Anthony “Look you know this isn’t a bloody accent exercise. It’s an exercise in – we want to really see this man and believe you me, through that cultural context door of your Tongan ancestry which is a gift to you for this part, you can achieve it.  That’s the gift of the cultural context. The script is written in broken English so we don’t really know how it sounds anyway. The marriage of those two things is a gift. So you may as well take the gift and give us the gift rather than try and feel that as an actor I should be able to get a Pakistani accent. We are not looking at authentic casting here – we are looking at the question how do we or can we play this culturally specific work with actors who are not  the authentic cultural specifics for this work. 
So, that’s what we were looking at.  So Lisa, Anthony, could you just – could we do, if you could recreate for us a little improvisation: mother in Bradford, father in language at the moment, just in language. And you talking about how he should be giving the children some position in the house and he’s saying “Well look they don’t have to listen, nor do you. I’m the man. I’m the father just shut up. OK? Just you shut up and don’t try to talk to me like that”. And you try to get around him. He’s in his dialect, his language. (Tongan) You’re in Bradford. Improvisation.
Improvisation starts

Improvisation interrupted
Audio clip 6 >


KLS: Great, OK, excellent. So it’s just so beautiful. And the thing is – you know, the way they listen to each other and they are with each other is great. These two actors. But you know in a way as well you can see all the time – that the actor is happy on the floor. I mean I prefer the actor to be happy than, you know sad for too long. “God I’m shit today, oh and I’m shit in the next rehearsal” and so it goes on. It’s better to give them – I personally feel – it’s better to give them success points. So in a way I know the actors are going to love that improvisation. So they are  gonna be able to play with something nice. Coz they’re gonna think “Oh nice, oh great, thanks for giving me that”. I know I’ll be able to do it. So that’s a lot coz the actor can keep going rather than keep like “Oh god how do I jump back up again?’”. So let’s just see, let’s just take this to its natural conclusion. So let’s just do a very quick improvisation. So Anthony you’re going to stay very much with your Tongan accent. Actually just talk to me very quickly as your grandfather so everyone can hear it. So Mr Taufa is it?
KLS starts talking to Anthony – she is “in role” and he is “in role” as his grandfather

Anthony: Yes it’s Taufa. It’s very frightful for me be here and everyone look me and my friend Lisa who’s coming here for happy and for drama.

KLS: We are very pleased to have you here at NIDA and I must say because Open Program, we have opened it now to the over 50s. Well the reason why we’re so thrilled that you’re here is that your grandson Anthony has done phenomenally well as a NIDA graduate. You must be so proud.

Anthony: Yeah, I’m full of pride and I’m proud for my family to be happening  for the bigger picture. You know? Sometimes they do the security work, or they play the rugby but no people come for the drama :  it’s good.

KLS: But now he’s an actor in a big film.

Anthony: Yes, it should be good. I’m hopeful so see his big head up on the screen. 

laughter

KLS: He looks a bit like you. 

Anthony: Yes, he’s handsome.

laughter
Anthony: He’s a good boy, he’s a smart boy, so I’m happy he’s come to the university and he’s getting an education so it’s good.

Audio clip 7 >



KLS: OK, great. So we did this a lot and we did this a lot with Anthony as his grandfather in conversation with me. And I kept doing that and sometimes I got Anthony to be his grandfather  in an amateur production of East is East. And kept telling him how good he was and the son would be proud. Because Anthony’s instinct was to not – he didn’t have the confidence to take that Tongan accent at a thousand percent and say “Yep, I’ll just sit with that. Nobody’s going to say I’m a worse actor coz I haven’t got a Pakistani accent”. So that’s all we need. So could we just run that scene: the short skirt, prostitute thing. That’s not the one that leads up to the fight, is it?

Lisa: No

KLS: Right. So could we just run that scene – from where? Where does it start?

Lisa: Bought some material at the market.

Audio clip 8 >
Scene starts
Scene ends 

KLS: Good, great.. I must say I have noticed that the actors performing East is  East every night are so present themselves, you know, the actor: Lisa is there, Paige, Kenji, Johnny, Sophia – you know they’re all there – Marko – and Anthony as a Tongan person -  you know they’re there as actors, as people ,– the way they’re growing the work in the right way, not the wrong way. They’re not making it better, bigger, stronger, they’re just – because they’re so there -  they’re able to hear what the audience is sort of suggesting to them, and they’re picking up on it and they wouldn’t be able to do it as well as they’re doing it if they weren’t there so fully. Let’s just have one last quick speech.. So what’s yours?

Shari: Hermione

KLS: Can we just have a look at it? And what is she doing?

Shari: She’s pleading her case to the jury of - she’s about to be executed and her husband, the King, has accused her of cheating and so she’s pregnant with a child and he thought the child was his best friend’s. So he’s put her into – she’s had the baby in the goal cell, and the baby’s been taken away and she’s about to be  - she’s about to be executed – 

KLS: For what he thinks she’s done.

Shari: Yeah, this is all lies. That she knows, inside that she’s completely innocent.

KLS: OK so let’s just do a little bit of it.

Shari: Sir, spare your threats / The bug which you would fright me with I seek / To me can life be no commodity / The crown and comfort of my life, your favour, I do give lost / For I do feel a gone but know not how it went.

Audio clip 9 >


KLS: OK, great. 
KLS stops  the speech.
So just tell me a little about yourself  -  (now I wouldn’t always use the words  cultural context. Obviously for here I am, but for me cultural context is also lots of other things  – Like for instance with Ben (another actor in the production of East is East)  I had to get Ben to be really soft. I had to get him to work with a very soft centre. Because in a sense he’s you know, a handsome Australian guy who likes to go to the beach. In a sense, for this play, his soft centre that we were looking at was sort of his cultural context ).. So I’m looking and thinking “what have we got to do here?”.  So I’m not just saying with these actors we’re always going to use cultural context. People might say “Well, where does the white Australian actor fit in here?” In the same way Lisa is part of the group we find her cultural/spiritual context and work from there – and that might be anything – culture, soft, heavy, happy , sad. ….

 So, tell me?

Shari: My dad was Australian, white Australia, and my mum is Aboriginal Bardi Jabirr-Jabirr from Broome. But I’m Darwin born and bred.

KLS: OK, so could you just talk to me as your mother at the moment? So what is your mother’s name?

Shari: Anarella

KLS: So, how are you Anarella?

Shari: I’m good.

KLS: Nice to see you.

Shari: Nice to see you.

KLS: You live here?

Shari: Yeah, on this estate. Yeah, my daughter lives down the road and my two sons in the house with me. And nieces and nephews, you know granny’s children coming in the house all the time.

KLS: How many children living in the house?

Shari: I got two sons here. And my daughter down the road. And then my daughter – 
KLS interrupts the role play improvisation 

KLS: OK, this is very good. Can you do somebody now, from your aboriginal background who has a slightly more pronounced accent? Who has a slightly more… or maybe who speaks – yeah? You can? So let me – what’s their name? Or just make it up. …Well I’ll just talk to you. So, you are well today?

Shari: Yeah I’m good.

KLS: What have you been doing?
 It is clear that Shari the actress really enjoys this – feels more comfortable with this more extreme version of her mother – this is something that she has pleasure to play with 

Shari: Nothing, you know. I’ve just been sitting at home watching some television. Watching some DVDs.

KLS: Really? DVDs, what DVDs?

Shari: I’m watching that fish that Nemo.

laughter

KLS: Oh, you like that one? 

Shari: Yeah

KLS: Yeah, it’s beautiful. How old are you? I can’t tell.

Shari: Me? I’m 22.

KLS: 22? And you’re watching Nemo, the kids’ film? I take my kids to that.

Shari: I’m watching it with my niece and nephew.

laughter

KLS: Yeah, this is your niece? ( KLS indicating Jenny , the actress )  She is a pretty girl, nice girl. Yeah, very nice no?

Shari: Yeah, don’t tell her she get shame.

laughter

KLS: And after Nemo?

Shari: I dunno. I go watching some rugby, something. Some football.
KLS: Yeah, what football?

Shari: AFL

KLS: Really, that’s your football

Shari: Yeah, that’s what kinda football I like watching. I got family that play AFL all over the country.

KLS: Really, which team are you supporting?

Shari: Oh, biggest mob. I got – Oh Richmond.

KLS: Yeah? Very good. Very nice house you have. It’s hot here, no?

Shari: Stinking hot.

KLS: It’s always like this?

Shari: Yeah, true. You get hot-hot, wet-hot or dry-hot.

laughter

Shari: That’s it.
Audio clip 10 >


KLS: Ok so for the purpose of the workshop we’re going to use this because she ( the actress  )  likes that. You can see the actress likes to play with that and she needs that slightly more extreme characteristic  to play with rather than her own mother. 
 And now what you’re going to do is – one of your friend’s up the road, old woman, had a child taken away from her many years ago, She’s never, recovered OK?  So as this person that you are having the pleasure to play with.  - you’re just telling me about his. So what happened? I saw her. She’s in a bad state.

Shari: Sad one you know? Aunty Roger she got – long time ago – she got little baby and the Mission mob came and took him away. 

KLS: Oh my god, really?

Shari: True. Took him down to Perth

KLS: To this day she can’t find him?

Shari: Dunno. She got other kids but she still sad for him. But he’d be big boy now.  He’d be man now. Must be 40 or something.

KLS: And he hasn’t come to find?

Shari: No. but we got family we got uncle. One of his son didn’t turn up one time and we got funeral and his friend come in and say “Hey you mob Mervin Tyre’s family?” and we say “Yeah” “ I’m son from Mervin” Didn’t even know. We was happy – coz he got son come back. And you see family all around Broome every body got family coming back every now and then. Aunty, she got nothing.

KLS: Is that right, and she’s got no one?

Shari: She got no one
KLS: And she’s still waiting

Shari: Yeah, probably. True. Make her sad.

Audio clip 11 >


KLS: OK again  - it’s also so beautiful. I mean it’s all so beautiful. OK, so let’s just have you as that woman, - the child has been taken , a very traumatic aggressive circumstance and you have managed to find your way to some office –  ( KLS asks Marko and Hendrick to come and be in the improvisation) you’re that woman you’re asking on behalf of that friend to these people, these two men  “you must give that child back.” OK? That’s what you’re doing. You must give that child back. The woman is going to die you must give that child back. You’re not talking too loudly you’re just trying to get them to understand. . You’re in your language and if I clap my hands then you go as that woman in that accent to the text. OK so first we play in the improvisation

Improvisation begins
And then Shari moves seamlessly to text when KLS claps . The Shakespeare text is open and true.
Audio clip 12 >
KLS: Very good, beautiful

applause
KLS: It’s a beautiful note to end on I think. And we can play her like that, it doesn’t have to be the cultural context of the production, but we can play her like that. We can use that so well and we can start with that. We can start with that and we can find how to play her with something that resembles your voice more, or not, but we can use that as our door. So that in a sense – we’re all on the crest of a wave and me as a director I can go “brilliant I can work with that, I can work with that, let’s go”, instead of “shit I’ve got nothing to work with”.
So, Lee I’m going to hand over to you. 

applause

LL: OK, so first of all I would like to thank the actors for leaping into a very brave space.
LL: …and obviously Kristine. I wanted to actually find out from the circle of people here who are all working in the theatre here at the moment how familiar a space this is to actually work. In the rooms that you’re working in as directors, designers, artists, is this a familiar space or is this a new territory?

Kenji: I’ll say as an actor this was definitely – this was very confronting as a process because it was so different to anything we’d done at NIDA before or anywhere previously.

LL: What did the first week feel like?

Kenji: I think Kristine alleviated a lot of our fears about it. I think that as actors when we start getting locked up in the rehearsal rooms we start to - well for me in order to feel like I’m acting I start doing too much. I start thinking about the character and dropping in all this spooky stuff and Kristine has too keep reminding me you don’t need that we just need this thing that’s happening between two actors
LL What do other people think, in their own work, Is it a familiar place?

Lisa: It was a very unusual approach but it was quite refreshing and quite inspiring because it was about Lisa the actor as opposed to “the performer”. It was a lot more about figuring out myself as an actor as opposed to layering myself with all these other stereotypes – how do I walk ?how do I talk? how do I move? What are these quirks? Do I have a twitch? It was really interesting just to find Lisa in that point. And all the improvisation as well was just magic just to play.  So it was scary but fun. 

LL: Scary in what way?

Lisa: Scary in that I kept sabotaging myself. Like, I’d be on the right playing level and I’d go” You know what I’m just going to do this now, I’m going to over physicalise this, I’m going to add little things that just weren’t necessary”. And Kristine would pick that up and she’d go well “Why? Where is that coming from? Is that coming from Lisa or is that coming from the actor needing to pursue a progression?” So yeah it was good to learn to trust Lisa as opposed to a process I was trying to put on top of myself.

LL: I guess I’d like to think we have a curiosity about what we think is familiar as opposed to what is familiar. It was fascinating for me to watch how many cultural backgrounds were suddenly in the room and I know I don’t do that in my own work. I leave a lot of it outside the room or I select the things that would be useful for the play early on. As opposed to an unedited space which is what it felt like: a culturally unedited space. And so that’s where my fascination was in watching the work. What I assumed you would leave out and what can obviously be there as a way in as a beginning point or even at the end. And not having seen East is East to know what fragments are there in the performance. I suppose it becomes a curiosity for me now to see that in connection to those little glimpses that could have been at the beginning.  And listening to some of the comments in the break, there was a funny moment when someone said when Shari’s indigenous background was brought up there was this moment of nervousness – a space  was created that normally I am afraid of working with and I know that I as a white director am quite tentative about working with. And that funny thing  of what’s visible and what’s not and I look at you and I look at a white Australian girl and suddenly that question is brought in the room of “What is being brought into the room?” And there’s a moment of cultural terror where you find yourself outside what you would perceive as outside. Do you actually have the right to ask someone? We’re in a really fascinating time of Australian theatre insofar as what you have the right to do, what you don’t have the right to do, what you can do, how  you can  get it wrong. And there was a really great question that came up in the break for you Kristine. Do you feel like you can get away with more because you are mixed race? Or has that just been a way in for you to a conversation that everyone should be having?

KLS: Well it’s a very astute question. I think it was my natural instinct to work in that way in a sort of intra-cultural way to getting under the surface. And I would absolutely admit because I began that practice with my company who were normally Indian or Pakistani descent actors. And I have an Indian mother, I could be one of them. So I think  that sort of terror that you talk about, which was absolutely right Lee, wasn’t with me. And I was quite happy to put on my stupid Indian accent which you can see I slightly did here as well. Coz it just feels better if I talk like that and she’s doing her Indigenous character there. I feel like I have built up a confidence in that, now I am seen as a BME artist (Black and Minority Ethnic artist : a term used in UK ) in a sense I do have some sort of strange permission to do that. So I can’t pretend that that isn’t there. It might make it marginally easier. But also now I’ve spent so much time doing that. I went to Denmark doing a project using people from all sorts of different backgrounds. Those actors had never worked in the way I was working  and they didn’t actually know me. So I didn’t have that same validation – word hadn’t gone around, but certainly I had the confidence.
LL: But what was interesting today, was the thought of an institutional permission. It’s interesting again because we’re not seeing Hermione with that voice on an Australian stage at the moment. But I’m sitting in a room and I’m going “Wow, that’s actually a great way in”. How far do you want to take that? How far can the production take that? So, there’s an interesting thought about this work being done in a context such as NIDA. Where NIDA says OK we’re going to invest in this idea going forward. And how do we support and do we want to support that tag team that says – NIDA says – “OK this is actually something we’re going to invest time in”. Where does the baton get passed to? The next institution along that says “OK yes this is something we’re going to invest in generationally”. So that we do start to see these voices on the stage because that‘s what I was starting to hear :  voices that aren’t usually present. Alana you were – sorry I was horribly eaves dropping – for anyone who doesn’t know, Alana is an Australian playwright so she’s in rooms developing new work– I’m going to paraphrase you, if that’s OK – 

Alana: I don’t know what you’re going to paraphrase!

laughte]

LL: You were saying that, given the plays,  the stories that you tell and the plays that you write, the cultural context of the actor is already present, and necessary.  So it was interesting for you to see the work that you were doing with classical text, and there is a difference. Is there anything you would like to add from that, in so far as your experience?

Alana: No, I’m only in the rehearsal room when it is about new work so I don’t see the actors doing this process. And I’m in rooms with indigenous actors and actors recently who were Afghani-Lebanese and so that’s always a part of it. But that’s about new writing . But it would be interesting to hear you talk about how that then works in relation to developing new writing. It would be interesting to hear how actors contribute. Coz really it’s been about the performance of the text. Are you able to speak about that?

KLS: Well, you know, my company is a new writing company. And in a sense so much of our work we have found through going to the new communities in North London,  in Wembley, wherever, finding these stories with actors and then bringing it back to the rehearsal room and growing the actuality through an imaginative process with actors. So in a way this work in the rehearsal room is very, very connected to the growth of a body of work. 
So it was quite interesting that Anthony said to me during rehearsals “this  process has made  me think: Where are the Pacific Island stories? I’m going to do some Pacific Island stories here”. So I think that any little movement can have concentric circles around it and start to create a body of work that is from the “ other” voice. And for me that’s terribly important.

Ros: To answer your question about whether it’s familiar or not. I think it’s both, it’s familiar in the sense that in a broader general sense it started in the process of personalisation and helping actors to find their way into a work from them selves in some way. We all do this in Stanislavski, Active Analysis or what.  And it’s familiar to me.  I think the aspect of drawing on the cultural context is not familiar – it is a taboo in schools like NIDA and in mainstream theatres. It’s familiar to me because my background is a bit like Kristina’s, I’ve worked in schools with lots of migrant kids and it’s familiar in community work and working on culturally specific works like the play I did Through the Wire, and I used a lot of middle eastern actors to play all be it not exactly the same characters, drawing on that experience, it’s familiar in that context.

It’s wonderful – I worked at NIDA many years ago before I went out and had my career as a director and it was a very  very white looking school. It’s fabulous now that it’s such a rich mix of cultures and ethnic mixes :  there’s lots of Asian students, there’s been a lot of indigenous students go through – but I think Kristina has really opened our eyes to the next step . Its very  different to say let’s draw on that cultural context when we’re doing Chekov, and when we’re doing Shakespeare. We have not taken the next step at all – and without wanting to be rude in any way – but sometimes when I’m looking at Asian students working I’m thinking what they’re presenting   to me is what they would have seen on American TV and how western actors act, you know they are trying to be – we’ve got the whole mix here but they are still trying to act like western actors. And in a way its- often a more clichéd view because it hasn’t come to them authentically so I think it’s a real wake up call. It was wonderfully refreshing to see Kristina having the courage. We are all too politically correct – and it’s just fabulous to start to acknowledge those cultural differences and see how they do inform the work. I mean, when you look at the work of Peter Brookes’ company, or Minouchkine, you do see cross-cultural casting but you do see all the individual  voices, you do see that they have come through their own authentic  way into the work. There isn’t a homogenous style. And I think the next step for us in training institutions is – it’s not one size fits all and it’s finding our ways into really allowing people’s culture to be expressed fully and their personality. There’s all sorts of ways of doing it. I mean some people were having a conversation in the break that for some people, it’s probably just as confronting or challenging or more so to say play your aboriginal aunty, you may not know how to play your aboriginal aunty, you may not know her that well. I mean, you did Shari. So it’s a delicate – it’s not like strictly applying what Kristina has shown us here either but sensitively finding our way into – as part of our process or personalisation and helping actors find their uniqueness and individuality in the work, :that includes culture and cultural context. so thank you, it was very generous of you to share your technique with us. This doesn’t happen enough in this country as well that directors and artists sit around and sort of share their processes. So it’s wonderful, thank you very much.

KLS: Well it’s very generous  what you said Ros. 

You actually can’t underestimate what it  takes for you to take a position on the landscape. Because often when people talk about my work there is a time when there’s this sort of – they see a new piece of work created about a particular community and they see it made by the same community of artists. Put it on the stage and then often what happens is the question is “Oh, that was about a particular community by a community of actors  -   is it therefore community theatre and therefore can it be part of the theatre community? So in a way you can’t underestimate the bloody complex landscape that you get into once you start stepping in. Especially from grassroots up. It’s been very brave that Lynne has initiated this and I hope we can take it forward.

Participant: I was just going to say what you were saying that the notion is community theatre, main stage theatre and I think that’s a really big question for this country because there is so much happening in the community sector  here that is culturally diverse and that is about diverse cultures and it  doesn’t go up.

KLS: I’ve heard this
PP: And a lot of those artists never get recognised for the work they do. That’s for me the biggest issue.

KLS: Yep, it’s a huge issue.

Sandra Bates : I think one of the big problems has been – when we do plays for school and all these kids come in and there’s scarcely a white face among them sitting down watching something that is on the HSC syllabus but it’s very Anglo centric and I just think: what on earth is this saying to any of these kids? What we really need is the writers. We need the writers to be writing. Obviously you’ve got a great system where that all happens.

KLS: Well, we don’t have a great system where that all happens, actually. And  in a way  – it’s still very tenuous. And if the Arts Council decided – and recently there’s been murmurings – an Arts Council officer said to me recently, well I think actually maybe in five years we’re not going to need companies like yours because you’ve all got to be integrated into the mainstream. And I said, you really have got o be kidding, haven’t you? Because if there’s not someone dedicated twenty-four-seven to a body of work –………….. It’s taken us twenty yeas to grow these scripts from the very grassroots level. So, we ourselves don’t have a great system. And it’s interesting after twenty years it doesn’t take much for the powers that be to say, oh well we can get rid of that now. I’m terrified now, because if we get rid of it now, nobody will be doing it 24-7 and what we contribute is that much (KLS makes an action which demonstrates something small)  of the whole theatre ecology, you know, it’s tiny. In terms of our level of diversity, its not a level  that we’re happy with.

LL It’s interesting what you were saying Sandra, that we need the writers to be writing but what is interesting in looking at Anthony taking on that text when you were improvising was the shift from Pakistan to Tonga, using Tonga. I just have a question, was that just in the rehearsal space? When that gets to production does it get to Pakistan?

KLS: No, no he’s using  his Tongan dialect – he’s absolutely  not moving towards Pakistan.

LL: Just in that interim place, there’s the freedom to rewrite, if you like, in order to arrive at the text which keeps the word integrity. Does that make sense?

KLS: Yeah, yeah. There is that space.

LL: There is that space. But there’s an interesting difference in working - between a new work, Alana, where you’re actually involved in the redrafting and the rewriting, as opposed to now what is becoming a modern classic. A space which needs to be redrafted as well? I don’t know what I’m fishing for here. Just the difference between the new writing which has the flexibility in the room to be written for the actors and around what the actors are doing, as opposed to that brave space – from a director point of view. You don’t necessarily have the writer – how do you re-author it for the people you have, and then the classical work where there has to be a collective permission to re-author. To allow Hermione’s voice to live in a different place. The different layers at work. And it’s interesting now that your company is twenty years old you’re at the point where you’re able to rework work that you started. I suppose that’s an argument for why you must exist because you’re in the next set of questions.

KLS: No that is absolutely right we are in the next set of questions. And we’re in the next sort of context if you like as well because the next context is a place where what’s happened now is that there are one or two or five – I mean it’s a handful of very well known Afro-Caribbean, Asian writers who have been lifted up. And on the main stages. And often what happens is that if the main stages like the National are wanting to do a culturally specific work they actually would prefer to do it by themselves and not collaborate with the community. What they see as still the sort of grassroots company that sort of grew a lot of those artists. They prefer to still do it themselves. So that’s the next question for us. Where are we in that? What do we do? Who do we collaborate with?       It has  actually become very tricky, because some of those people try to nick the work from you, you know  they’d prefer to do it themselves for what ever reason. The nuance of the work in my mind is sometimes not there, sometimes it is. So all that’s quite hard . It’s quite a minefield to understand so there are a lot of new questions coming up.

Subramaniam: I just want to understand because you use language to get into the actors. Why did you ignore the physical body in the process? Because the Chinese girl, with the Chinese background, based on her background – the Pekinese opera, Chinese opera – they have a particular language. 
KLS: Well, with respect I think I was doing that with Jenny. I mean, it might be in a small way, but that was absolutely in there :  the way we put her in a shawl, I mean we did create a sort of image that looked for me as if that could be sitting in China more than the rehearsal room in NIDA..

Subramaniam: that’s just sitting.

KLS: Well it could be sitting anywhere but there was physicality around it.

Subramaniam: A woman wearing a shawl lying down on the floor is a creation. I agree. 

KLS: I’m sort of not playing with form in this moment  

Subramaniam: I understand you play with language first but there’s body language. It’s more stronger sometimes than the language itself. 

KLS: Well I think there’s a lot of distinctive body memory that is coming quite subtly, I think, from what you saw today Anthony, with the disgusting boys, with Jenny, I think we instinctively and quite naturally just touched on it.

Subramaniam: Yes, I agree with that. Because this work, for me I‘ve done this – our basic practice is – because in Singapore we work with different actors. We actually work with different practitioners, their forms. And it’s really interesting we didn’t care about the accents we did Shakespeare with a Chinese British actor and the Indian and they were all doing the Chinese accent. It was beautiful. The problem here is, how is it in Australia it’s still – I think the artist themselves – do you want to put this up? Pushing away the audience. Everybody’s afraid, that is the point. And here in Australia – not even so much talk about culture, forget about inter-racial because in the beginning – black, green, blue, you don’t want to acknowledge that there’s a different race living next door to you.  Before you can get into the culture you have to sit down and try and work with an Indian actor, as a director I sit down on the floor and I eat with my hands then I understand him. A Chinese guy I probably have to pick up chopsticks before I can have some sort of trust – I’m giving him confidence that I’m trying to learn.

KLS: I think we’re also not just putting different accents and different languages on the floor. 

Subramaniam: Certainly, that’s why I’m saying - you say you work with the actors individually but – 

KLS: Which you could see on the floor – 

Subramaniam: I came to NIDA. First thing I spent a year studying directing and I also was also  told :…. You should approach your own community to do your own theatre. I said I speak in English, I talk in English, I can put on an English accent if you want. It’s funny, but the thing is, what I want to – what is lacking here is – you didn’t recognise the individual has something to offer and they know how to work with it. 

Lynne: I should answer this.

Subramaniam: No, it was before your time.

Lynne: I think we’re trying to adjust and to actually readdress that. Because I think we can always say this is a familiar process, we’ve all been through this. But I think for NIDA it’s been an interesting exercise  because it’s not just about the process for me its what actually happens as a result of this in the wider community in the industry itself – and I’ll ask some of the actors what they feel, put them on the spot. But quite often I think an actor comes here, they feel that there is an idea that they have to conform to a certain set of rules because otherwise they will not have a career in the industry .We have three aboriginal boys next year, going into third year and for one of the graduation plays I was very interested in doing a piece of indigenous writing I had somebody who was interested in reinvigorating a play from the past and we got very excited about it. When we approached those three aboriginal boys they said they didn’t want to do it because they would have enough of that when they got out.. So there is a sense that waiting for them out there is a very rigid set of rules and regulations and that we might do as much as we can here to address exactly what you’re talking about but people are frightened that they will not have a career.
Sophia: I think that’s such a good point: fear is such a big thing among us. When we were fist approached about doing East is East at the beginning of the year , most people said no because - it’s funny we can go to a Shakespeare play, or we can go – like this year we did The Importance of Being Earnest, Marko, Shari and I were in that and none of us are white English people but it was never questioned. But when it’s a territory when you’re afraid and you don’t know enough about that culture, you feel like you’re going to offend. None of us are Pakistani so we came to it thinking if we do this we’ll be offending. And I think fear is one of the biggest things.

Lynne: Fear of being stereotyped by the work you do here in your culturally specific areas. Is that something that you would worry about? Let’s say Hendrik we found an Estonian writer and we were going to do that and you were going to play the lead in that. Would you feel validated by that? Or threatened by that?

Hendrik: I wouldn’t feel particularly happy about it. 

Lynne: Now, this is interesting. Why not?

Hendrik: Because this is just that’s something I would be doing afterwards and here I want to try – one of the reasons for coming to Australia is to try a whole new set of things and an Estonian character would be in my guts any way so let’s try something else. 
Subramaniam:  I’ve been here for three years from Singapore. I’ve worked with British, Japanese, Russian, American all sorts of actors all over the world, in Singapore.  I work on about five or six projects a year. In Australia it’s the exact opposite. Everybody’s like “No we don’t want to work with you”. I think all actors would agree, have open hearts if you really want to work on projects.  The beauty of it is just watching – the sounds of it – it’s so rich. I loved in your introduction you touched on the spirit – what is the spirit of the artist? And that’s missing. I feel in Australia, on the screen it’s missing. Quite simple. When I was here at NIDA I felt the spirit’s missing. I’ve lost my love for the art. I ask the actors to please, try that again, be yourself. That all you’re asking is be Chinese and say the text. 

LL: But I would actually – I have a question then because that question be yourself becomes a very complicated thing when you’ve moved around the world. There are questions especially for younger artists – that question of what is yourself. That thought of finding what is the voice that you own is a big question.

Subramaniam: I think …she is trying to create something that is more true. The artists are not afraid themselves to bring up their own cultures onto the stage and it’s up to the director to manipulate it at the end of the day. To use it to the best for the production. 
Participant (male): I think there’s an element in the room which we’re sort of edging around which is what is it to be Australian? And right from the beginning of theatre in this country it was a nostalgic reference back to the English. And we fought world wars last century so we could maintain that love of the sceptre dia. And so to be an actor in Australia is often to be inspired by the tours of the Royal Shakespeare Company – and be like them coz then you’re an actor. And so that’s the problem it seemed to me that you are over come with the Shakespeare voice – the RP – is to not speak like an actor but to speak like yourself and to find yourself in the role and to get rid of those layers – and I think you were talking about that - the layers that you get rid of that not worrying about being an actor but of playing the part. And to find what is genuine and I think it is a crisis culturally at the moment to find out who we are and this sort of work helps us to find ourselves and that’s where the stories will be told and that’s crucial because the voices will be released to tell them and I think that’s why it’s quite confronting for Australians because we can’t become a Republic, we can’t say goodbye to the Queen, we can’t change the constitution, we don’t know who we are..

Participant (male): And then that’s the same sort of thing, that’s what makes Australian actors – oh Hugh Jackman, great Australian actor – haven’t heard him speak in an Australian accent for quite some time but you know, and it’s like that with all of them we wonder who we are and who they are and that is our crisis at the moment. We impersonate others very well but we don’t know who we are. So your work takes us back to that -to find who we are to tell the stories and the stories are from all over the world because we live in a global village thank goodness so we don’t have to worry about being Australian any more, you know, we’re sort of global villagers.

Participant (female): It’s interesting I come – Cooper and I are New Zealanders…and we have started recently talking about what we have of our stories in New Zealand that we can find a way of bringing over here or finding stories and things and ideas that connect. I’ve only lived  here two years so I can only talk about what I’ve seen from my experience – it feels like the stories New Zealanders are telling are not just either an aboriginal now story and an aboriginal past story – because I’m teaching HSC drama as well so I’ve got a lot of the white stuff going on as well a little – so in New Zealand it feels any way there’s a sense of contemporary Maori, and pacific island stories connecting them with the white part of ourselves and trying to start winding together, somehow – coz I’m New Zealander, I’m white, but I’m part Maori as well so I got that part of myself – I grew up with lots of kids from Samoa and I’ve toured lots of different places so there’s all those villages that exist and it’s no utopia by any stretch of the imagination but it feels like it in some sense and I feel like we’ve gotten past it just being a community – I know what you’re talking about.  I feel like New Zealand is starting to get beyond that. We’ve so many beautiful pieces that have made it onto our main stages –– Auckland Theatre Company’s probably our largest theatre company and its not any thing compared to any thing here but there’s these beautiful Maori stories interweaving and some Pacific Island ones – some beautiful pieces coming out about the Pacific Islanders –
– 

KLS: You know,  it’s actually – it’s not only cultural, it’s – I am always guided by my artistic aesthetic. So in a strange sort of way I’m just looking at the actor. And there’s something about my artistic practice which is the guiding light it’s not the cultural . So I look at her (looking at Jenny) and I think I’m sure you’re going to be better with the shawl and with the accent and that’s going to be my starting point so in a way I have this sort of – I’m just guided by the artistic aesthetic I’m not stalled or stopped or terrified by the consequences of playing with culture. It sort of doesn’t occur to me in the rehearsal room because I’m too busy. So that’s in a way – that allows me some sort of flexibility and fluidity or freedom around it. 
Lynne: And I think that’s fabulous that we’re actually starting to go down this route in the training process but I think the second part of that is that it’s very well for us to do that here but what happens when actors go out? Is there going to be the opportunity to continue that sort of thought process? It’s also the casting and companies and the whole climate here in Australia Is it going to be accepting – 

Natasha: And that question of having the choice. Because today we talked a lot about the RP accent and there’s a lot argument among the voice teachers, a lot of argument about RP about does it take away from the cultural heritage of an actor’s voice and I think what you’ve done today has been really refreshing for me: the musicality of other peoples’ voices is so authentic and so truthful. But can they be heard in the back row? Does that come up?

KLS: Oh it comes up all the time. Oh believe you me.  

Natasha: But I can see it’s a process,  that you’re beginning a process of connecting very authentically very truthfully and I can hear it. Well, I can’t always hear it.

KLS: I know but the reason you can’t hear it is not just – it’s this whole thing. The reason you can’t hear it sometimes – and I’ve been on the receiving end of this so much – there’s an accent, right? And sometimes people come and say “We can’t hear” and they’re too cowardly to say I can’t hear the accent. I don’t understand the accent, the accent’s not familiar. So they say what’s the volume level of those Asian actors. Have they been trained? So a) we have the accent, which people are refusing to talk about; b) we have this screen of “Have they been trained?”; then you get this we’re used to people talking to loudly in the theatre and over articulating, so people are used to that so they compare what they’re hearing and it doesn’t sound the same.
Natasha: Absolutely I can understand where you’re coming from.

KLs: And because I’m not Peter Brooke people are not prepared to bloody well lean forward and do their job. Which when Peter Brooke bought The Island to the Olivier Theatre ( a play set on Robben Island, South Africa in a small prison cell )  which holds what , one  and a half thousand people – and John Kani  and Winston Nshona_ were talking like this  (KLS talks in almost a whisper)  in their little cell and the whole audience went like this [leans forward]. But hey won’t do it for me!

laughter
Natasha: Kristine I found myself really engaged and really, really listening. Sometimes I could hear people and sometimes I couldn’t hear people.

KLS: But does it matter if sometimes you can’t hear people? Again I just think we get it. We get it.
LL: Well actually I’ve got a really daggy Peter Brook story because I trained as an actor originally and I was lucky enough to have him as a teacher for a period of time and that particular period of time I was having a great difficulty with authentic voice because I was working in American as an Australian who didn’t really know who I was and I was working on this very big text and I got to the point where the performance was fine, but no one could hear it. And I said to him OK how do I do that louder, it’s truthful but how do I be heard and he said well that’s the problem with theatre. I said that doesn’t help! He was completely unhelpful in that thing but it was that question. You can’t come at it from the loud and work back to truth. I think what he was trying to say was I don’t care if I can’t hear every word, if it’s truthful – 

Natasha: Well, he’s also said that after words are spoken nothing’s the same. After the actor’s spoken nothing’s the same and we are changed and hopefully that’s why language is important and the voice is important.

LL: Oh I know it’s important but it has to grow from somewhere and it has to grow – if you can’t find the original connection from any volume… I probably understood more in the fragments that I heard than in the very beginning around the circle where there was a performative volume.
KLS:  I’ve already had this on East is East. I mean we’re in an eighty seater - you can hear everything, if you decide to but I’ve already had – through the whole time I’ve been doing it “Are we going to hear it?” I’m still having some responses “Have I heard it? Did I hear everything” and you know I’m pretty sure you probably did hear everything.

Man: And you know words are probably only a small part of the communication. And often – what was interesting is I can actually feel what was happening and what was great was the actors you could see having to focus on the emotion of the person talking to them rather than cues coming from them. And that was great but the focus is on the connection with the characters rather than there’s a text we’re doing rather well. You know, that’s what’s important. So in a way I know exactly what Peter Brooke was saying to you was that as long as you’re real that’s fantastic and if people don’t hear it well that doesn’t matter because they can see, they can feel and perhaps this is a shy person who doesn’t speak loudly that’s the crucial part of it. It’s more exciting than everybody who’s perfectly enunciated and we heard it very clearly but it was dead. 

LL: But we’re back to what Australian theatre sounds like. We’re talking about new voices and writers and that sort of stuff but what does it sounds like and what are we hearing and what do we expect to hear and if our ears are surprised what actually happens to our ears in that first twenty minutes? And do we go towards it like you said – 

Natasha: And I think that actually does happen and I found myself – East is East – I mean I came away absolutely, I mean it changed me. I’d never heard that style before, so real and it did make me really listen. So that’s why I’m really interested in your process.

Paige: I think it’s better to see and feel the truth than to just hear words because if you’re just hearing words then what’s the point? If you don’t feel anything or it has no meaning to you – 

Ros: But I don’t think they are mutually exclusive

Participants: No

Mary: I was fascinated, I was in an earlier rehearsal of East is East  watching and  just seeing how the students were using themselves and I’ve worked with them all to the degree that we have the time to over the three years. And I was absolutely amazed that they were using themselves so well and so at ease. I was just gobsmacked: what is going on here? And to me it’s where the process really works, I mean, if there’s an elephant in the room, there’s also a dragon: we’re not comfortable in our bodies and we don’t know how to use them so there’s potential for such skill in our bodies and we don’t have a clue. And we don’t even think about it and we take them to the doctor or the chiropractor or the osteopath to take care of it because it’s not my responsibility. But here in this process it was a way  in to get them fundamentally more at ease so that truth could come up but also good use which I was absolutely amazed at and I thought my God this is something in terms of my teaching of the technique and acting institution how can I use that as the way in to them really owning the fact that they start with really beautifully aligned, alive in the whole of ourselves bodies, and then we lose it, but then it’s still there for us to grab on. And that’s why I’m hear today coz I want to learn, I want to see how I can work with that to help actors to just have that as a choice for themselves.

Lisa: Just on that, you mentioned the physicality. It was very much what I’ve felt I’ve been taught over the years, this need to find my character’s walk and voice and how they talk. And I could have very easily done that with this and I did on the first day, I went into a character – what I know of my grandparents from Yorkshire and I could have started mimicking every one of them but Kristine said    : “Well, no just be Lisa and you know that world so well that why can’t it just be your body being physicalised? What can’t it be your “ It was exactly the same with Anthony, there was this thing of him being more enclosed when he was trying to be a Pakistani man, but the moment his Tongan grandfather came in, his body was just – boom – I loved watching him because he was open and it was freer and it was mesmerising and it was his body and we were using it right because we put something on top of what we already are – 
Karen: So I’m really interested then in how that process went from the Tongan to the Pakistani .  I had an experience which was  very culturally specific because we were doing Chekhov, and my mother’s Russian and I could do it in Russian and I had a whale of a time and apparently I was wonderful. And then they said, well do it with the Russian accent and that felt fabulous.  Then felt incredible grief then having to move back to my natural voice, having to talk how I naturally talk as the character. I remember that experience, this is a long time ago, but it was so wonderful to have a window. And maybe into that culturally specific thing it happened to be directly into that script so that’s probably why the offer came up but where I had the trouble was just an idea it wasn’t something that was actually carried through with the next step, so I’d love to hear about that.

KLS: Well, I did demonstrate that with Anthony. When they ended up playing the scene, Anthony pulled it through and then just stayed with his Tongan accent, and the broken English and there we are. I spent a lot of time with Anthony convincing him to have that idea. Now you saw that there, the slightly more interesting case was Johnny (Nicolaidis), who was meant to be here but he’s ill, Johnny’s got a Greek and Spanish background, he’s got no language and just was mooching around – because Johnny was quite closed, quite tight and every time he came to something he was – he’d just tighten the whole thing up. And I thought this is odd, I don’t quite understand this. Sso  I said let’s do a bit of improvisation with a Spanish accent, surely you can do a Spanish accent. Well he was off, and he was absolutely divine, he was gorgeous. Beautiful, handsome, lovely. So then I just – he didn’t regret not being able to use that because I said look, we’ve got a door. God how lucky is that? We’ve got a door, we’ve got a reference point. You’re so beautiful here, you’re closed here. I’ll just make sure we can keep this, and we can keep you open, by the time you get to the stage you’re going to be so open. You know, you’ve got a door here. And so your love is in the door because you’re the actor wanting to do well. And that’s why I asked him to come here so you could see it. We were just using his Spanish accent but he went back and he’s using a Northern accent.

Participant: And it was a very gradual, piece by piece collaboration.
Anthony: There was a sense of pride in what I was doing, Karen. It was my culture, I owned that and no one could tell me otherwise, not Kristine, not any of the other actors, none of my tutors. So I used that pride in what I know and possess. And used that as my safety net any time I was getting away from what Kristine was wanting was just to go back to my pride, my family, my ancestry. That really helped me and I think that’s why it’s a great thing for me to have that access. That I can open that door all the time as my safety net rather than my articulation or my training in Stanislavski, it’s to go back to me.  I can’t rely on other people to tell me who I am.
Natasha: That’s your authentic key into yourself.

Anthony: Yeah, and there’s a real sense of pride that I’m playing my father, and my grandfather and my great-grandfather and that’s a source – that’s a never-ending well of resources 
LL: And there’s still that joy that you talked about too. That sense of joy and pleasure which quite often gets taken away from the actors.

Kenji: For me that was the most important thing. The comment you made today about looking at an actor and seeing what they want to play as improvisation that is so important and that’s what opens up an actor and a lot of the work that you did today – that’s what you achieved was because the actors were so open and that’s what speaks to us.

Karen: Yes, it was when you said to Shari, the actress enjoys playing that, that’s where we’ll go.

Kenji: And when they enjoy it, the actor goes…and you see that openness and the text starts speaking to you – we’re all watching Shari as Hermione going I’ve never heard this line before.

Anthony: And in such a short space of time too. She had people looking at her too and in the rehearsal room you just have the director and the other actors and that can be terrifying to have that many people around you and to be able to get that in 5 to 6 minutes of you tweaking it was pretty nice.
Kenji: I forgot she was speaking aboriginal – as her aboriginal ancestor. I was just listening to what was going on in the story of that text. We want theatre on stage now that speaks to the audience. That’s what’s important and from an actor’s point of view  that is an actor being onstage open and comfortable and having the pleasure to play. And as we saw today, if they have that then they do start talking to the audience, which is what we’re looking for.

LL: What we have is a group of actors who say I want to work in this way; and you have a group of directors who say I am actually going to leap into an unrecognisable territory for a lot of us working in Australian theatre; and then an institution that says we’re going to support this kind of work and we need an industry to support it beyond graduation, if you like. 

Man: And audience.

LL: And audience. Well we are the audience for a lot of our work as well. There is that thing of actually wanting this work to move beyond these walls.
Man: And also I think if the industry starts working in this way the audiences will expand. The audiences have been reduced, they’ve been narrowed down to this white elite…

LL I suppose this work then becomes – not necessarily the beginning because it does contribute to the practices of many people sitting in this room – it’s an interesting thing to hear the voice coming out of NIDA to say we support this thing, to be really honest. And to be generating a group of actors who are strong in their own voices, voices that say we actually support this work and will leap forward with courage into this kind of work in future as well.

Lynne: I think it’s interesting to know that we have seventy two actors at NIDA at the moment and I don’t think I’ve ever done the maths on how many people have a culturally-specific different background and I don’t know if you as actors know who you are. Is it something that we celebrate, is it something that we wheedle out?
Student: I’m ethnic

laughter
Lynne: My point is that next year we already have one thousand six hundred and something applicants for the acting course and we’re going to take twenty to twenty five so inevitably in that huge cohort there are going to be so many people there with culturally-specific backgrounds and I think we should be quite active in looking for a cohort that is truly representative of the Australian community. Only by doing that can we actually start to make inroads into what happens beyond these walls.

Anthony: That same sort of eye needs to go across all of the courses, not just the actors.

Man: Scriptwriting especially.

Anthony: But, you know the production, the design, all those things – it seems to me that that should be something that follows through so it’s actually part of the culture of the room. So it’s not the actors are “the other” and then there’s the predominant culture over here putting it together it actually needs to be an integrated process.

Lynne: I was just using that as an example, certainly. But there are about two thousand applicants for next year including all the other courses so we’re going to have a wonderful opportunity to look at this really serious affirmative action.

Netta: I think what Kristine has done is the first time I’ve seen anything like it in Australia and I’ve been here for ten years. You try to cultivate a voice and you’re constantly being told not by words that you speak in an Israeli way and that we’re not going to be waving our hands and  making Israeli theatre It’s the first time I’ve heard here that people don’t talk to you about your background because they’re embarrassed. I always thought that they were indifferent .. So I’m quite shocked about it because actually it creates even more harm because by ignoring, by not asking, by not being interested it isolates even more because we as the received ones don’t understand it. We feel rejected. And actually the absorption,  of  other, the migrants in a new place is totally defined by the hand that receives them. Not by them. I can’t control it. I’m dependant on how I’m received and in which way I’m embraced ………………..
Recording ends …………
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