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The Intercultural Performance Handbook

What can performers in the West learn from the technical performance  traditions of Africa and Asia?



The Intercultural Performance Handbook opens up a new world of technique for performers. The first ever full-length, fully illustrated manual for practitioners, it provides:



	A guide to the physical, vocal and improvisational dynamics drawn from world performance styles 

	A new vocabulary with which to interpret plays from around the globe 

	Games to use for exploring rhythm, movement, balance, tension and gesture, breathwork, stylisation, and the use of the voice 

	A practical, hands-on approach to creating vibrant theatrical work.


Studies on intercultural performance are usually written by scholars and researchers. John Martin explains the definition and development of intercultural performance from the perspective of an experienced practitioner. He provides exercises, practical advice and a clear training process for the inquiring performer or director.



This book is a process of discovery, carefully written so as to develop understanding and move towards empowerment for the adventurous theatre-maker.


John Martin is a theatre director and teacher. He is Director of the Pan Centre for Intercultural Arts, a London-based performance research unit.
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To all those from whom I have learned 
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Author’s note

For many years I resisted writing this book. Many actors and workshop participants have asked me for notes on how I have worked with them. They would always ask me why I did not document and publish my ‘method’.


The major reason was that although they saw it as a ‘method’, I did not. It was always changing, growing, questioning itself, developing new ideas. As it was not fixed how could I write it? Or was I afraid that writing it would fix it unalterably?


Well it is still changing and will go on changing, but what I have written is where the work stands now.


I was also aware that committing to print a process which I normally teach by urging participants to experience for themselves would be very difficult. I would have to pre-judge what they were likely to experience; otherwise the next step would not be possible.


This was the most difficult aspect and I hope I have left sufficient space for the all-important personal experience and discovery.


My final fear was that the book would be picked up by someone unfamiliar with my work and that it would be totally misunderstood and misrepresented. So be it. Some of the greatest personal discoveries have resulted from misinterpretations!


So, with all these problems, why did I change my mind?


I am grateful to Ziki Kofoworola of the Centre for Nigerian Cultural Studies at Ahmadu Bello University, Nigeria. After conducting a workshop there he pointed out to me that my hesitation to document my work was denying it to others, and was very selfish.


The realisation that he was right goaded me to undertake the job.


B. V. Karanth’s offer to work with his new company-in-training in Mysore, India, gave me the ideal opportunity, and the process of committing these methods to paper began there. It has been revised and added to as a result of many workshops and rehearsal periods inside the Pan Centre for Intercultural Arts and elsewhere.


I offer this manual as a step by step path of creative training for modern performers, to prepare their ‘instrument’ for theatre work which reflects the new cultural complexity of our exciting, changing world.


I hope all who read it will use it freely as a catalyst for their own creative work.












This intercultural 
world

AN ONGOING MODEL

The last hundred years have seen our cultural awareness and cultural realities change more radically than ever before. We now live in a world where people of different cultures and ethnicities meet and mix freely, creating a dynamic space for re-assessment of our identities, and opportunities for our performing arts to be enriched and to reflect the societies in which we live.


Not only have travel and transport allowed the more privileged and adventurous to witness and, to some degree, experience many of the world’s cultures, they have also brought performance forms from these cultures to wider audiences around the globe. Seeing European theatre in Delhi or Chinese dance in London is no longer a rare treat but part of a regular programme of festivals, tours and cultural exchanges.


Exposure to these forms provides a meeting point of cultures and at meeting points there is always some sort of exchange. In the performing arts such meetings have a history of being enormously enriching. At the individual level an artist sees something inspiring in another way of working and something of that experience is transferred into his or her work. This new work, this new hybrid, is the starting point of interculturalism.


At the broader level of groups, clans, tribes or nations such interactions have permeated the history of peoples as they have met, whether in peace or in oppression, and have forged endless new forms of expression. This phenomenon has accelerated enormously in the last century with mass migrations of peoples on an unprecedented scale.


This exchange is not multiculturalism, the simultaneous existence of several cultures side by side, nor cross-culturalism where people from one cultural background learn a form from another culture and practise it. Interculturalism is an area of interaction where new forms are created.


Interculturalism is of course not only a ‘western’ phenomenon. The great theatrical forms of Japan are the result of dramatic dances and rituals which moved eastwards from Korea meeting the culture of the native Japanese. The music of north India is the result of the influence of Persian instrumentation brought with the Muslim rulers, and many of the stories of the Chinese ‘operas’ are derived from Buddhism as it spread from India. Contemporary European and American dance and music have many of their roots deep in African culture and the African diaspora, and Indonesian performance styles have absorbed stories and styles from incoming Indian Hinduism and the later spread of Islam.




EUROPEAN MODERN THEATRE – THE OTHER SOURCES

In European theatre the inspiration from non-European performance styles is so substantial that it can certainly be argued that the cutting edge of twentieth and twenty-first century theatre would not have existed without it. So many of the seminal theatre-makers of the last century were deeply influenced by theatre from beyond their immediate cultures that contemporary European theatre is deeply touched by a strand of interculturalism.


From Artaud’s revelations on seeing Balinese theatre, through Copeau’s work with Japanese performers in the Vieux Colombier company, and Brecht’s deep and lasting impressions on seeing Mei Lan Fang of the Beijing Opera, we have a history of influences which have revolutionised European theatre.


Grotowski searched for greater understanding of the actor’s art by studying exercises from Kathakali and beyond, Peter Brook tried to uncover a force beyond the culturally specific in his multicultural companies and Eugenio Barba began to analyse dynamics in world theatre which, through understanding, can enrich us. Robert Lepage has drawn from Bunraku, Berkoff from Kabuki, and Ariane Mnouchkine from styles, pictures, rhythms and colours of many Asian theatrical forms to shape her stunning contemporary theatre. The list is long. All have found something which enriched their work and lifted it from the constraints of European psychological realism. That ‘something’ may have been different in each case, but this list of people, and there are many more, shows how deeply contemporary Western theatre has been influenced by intercultural factors.


This modernisation of theatre through interaction with other cultures exists across the world. Badal Sircar’s Satabdi company in Kalkata benefited from improvisation techniques from European and American theatre teachers, while Nobel laureate Wole Soyinka adapted European play-structures to explore very African issues, and fellow Nigerian, Ola Rotimi, adapted classical Greek themes to reflect on local tradition and psychology.


In short the ability of artists to be excited by other ways of presenting material is endless and their ability to allow their work to reflect this excitement is the essence of their creativity. It has existed throughout history as an inevitable product of the meetings of peoples, and has led to many of the cultural forms we now perceive as classical. It is at least as strong as its direct antithesis – the desire and attempt to keep a cultural form ‘pure’ by passing down every detail unchanged from generation to generation. Of course both tendencies are possible within a society, one preserving the past, the other reflecting the developments within communities.


The twenty-first century finds us in an even more interactive cultural position. Mass migrations of people as a result of colonisation, political oppression, natural disaster, labour or economic needs have created a cultural mix of vast proportions in countless population centres. Major cities on all continents have populations of a wide ethnic, and therefore cultural, span. London alone has more than 300 language groups, New Delhi has inhabitants from the Dravidian south, Aryan north, tribal centre and Sino-Tibetan northeast, Beijing draws from all modern China’s ethnic groups, while Melbourne, Toronto and New York all claim to be the most multicultural city in the world.


The meetings of ethnicities and cultures are no longer at the end of a long journey, they are just across the street, and this juxtaposition has enormous consequences for our ways of expressing our hopes and fears, our stories and needs through performance. Where some people may see these migrations as a political and social problem, the artist is able to see them as an enrichment.


For while those leaders of modern theatre sought inspiration from other cultures to redefine and enrich their theatre in the face of the perceived paucity of naturalism, current intercultural performance is a reflection of the realities of our populations. It is, therefore, at once enriching stylistically and resonant socially.


This is exactly where the challenge lies for the contemporary theatre-maker. We cannot deny that the majority of European theatre is stuck in an historical cul-de-sac, exploring themes of Caucasian peoples, using naturalistic or realistic styles and performing to largely Caucasian audiences. Outside, in the streets, in the schools, in the shops, races and cultures mix and interact. Inside the theatres we do not reflect this and, with some notable exceptions, we remain conservatively in denial of it.


Contrast this with music, the most promiscuous of the performing arts, where cross-cultural meetings regularly throw up new and exciting hybrids, which become new forms, popular or esoteric, which go on, in their turn, to further hybridise.


Contrast it with our eating habits where new tastes merge, new ingredients become available and a hundred hybrid cuisines are created, not just commercially but in the normal kitchens of normal people.


The challenge in theatre is to create new work which resonates with its populations so that as society changes theatre can reflect its hopes and fears in a style which is rich and accessible.


Intercultural performance, therefore, is not one style, not one thing; it is an ongoing process of meeting, cross-pollinating and producing new and relevant work for its surroundings. As long as peoples and cultures meet there will be new ideas, new ways of communicating and creating.


Intercultural theatre does not challenge the existence of traditional styles. Many are of great beauty wherever they are performed. Interculturalism provides a forum where their practitioners can meet, find commonalities and move on to create new work which is as resonant as those traditional styles were when they were first created.


It is very common for a newly arrived ethnic group to want to hold on to its cultural form as a reminder of its place of origin and lifestyle and to maintain its identity in an alien country. Such continuation, however, often leads to such forms being frozen in time and resisting change much more than in the country of origin. However, in the second and third generations it is equally common for these groups to interact freely with the host culture or cultures in order to communicate and share. This is where the meetings and new forms may occur. The result and reflection of those meetings are our starting point.


This process of interculturalism is vast and we must, as performers from all backgrounds, look to how we can enrich and inform our work in the midst of this changing cultural world. Whether it is a European performer re-discovering, through exposure to other traditions, the heightened celebratory theatrical worlds which were lost in the Industrial Revolution, or an Asian performer looking at the psychological realism of Western theatre to enrich work in theatre for social change, or an African performer paralleling storytelling forms from his/her culture with those of India or the Caribbean, we have a multiplicity of routes.


In my own work I have looked for commonalities between cultures, meeting points, sparking points, complementary approaches rather than contrasts. I have sought dynamics we can share, or rediscover, to make new forms. Interculturalism is not a juxtaposition of styles, it is a new result from a new meeting.


So the meeting of Indian, European and Nigerian cultures in Itan Kahani–The Story of Stories produced a modern style of storytelling theatre which was hugely popular in the UK, India and West Africa. The production of Guardians of The Deep, created for Theatre for Africa and the Johannesburg Earth Summit, had actor-musicians from seven nationalities whose skills could interact to create a performance reflecting the conditions of local fishermen throughout the world in the face of globalisation. Their common skills showed a community which could be recognised by audiences internationally.


In India the Vidya project uses elements drawn from Gujarati Bhavai, elements of folk music, of Bollywood songs, of South American Forum Theatre and many of the principles in this book, to make an interactive hybrid style targeted at discussing issues around girl-children in the slums of Ahmedabad.


When we started the Pan Centre for Intercultural Arts we knew the task of facilitating intercultural performance would be enormous. It was to provide a forum for the many theatrical traditions in the UK and other countries where it has subsequently worked.


Very quickly we realised that to benefit from the many background traditions within our society the available actor training techniques were inadequate. This was equally true for a Chinese performer wishing to understand Yoruba culture as for a British performer looking at Kathakali. In the midst of many hundreds of cultures it is not possible, nor ultimately desirable, to spend many years studying each one. So we sought some practical methods to enlarge our cultural vocabulary as a preparation for stage work.


These methods are distilled from many thousands of hours spent with traditional teachers of performance styles from across the world, and many years of practical work by the performers of Pan, people from many different cultural and stylistic backgrounds, in rehearsal, in performance and in running workshops across the world. It is also the result of collaborations with performance companies in workshops and festivals and many meetings with remarkable artists living in our modern cities but forging their own new styles of speaking to their audiences.


With every meeting the methods evolve, but those which are included in this book are a bedrock for performers who want to increase their creative work, their physical and vocal range. These methods will certainly improve their ability to work in naturalistic and realistic works, but are equally valuable in interpreting plays written for a more heightened style like those of Girish Karnad or Wole Soyinka (or William Shakespeare or Euripides!). Mostly they will allow performers to enter into a new world of theatre vocabulary where they can create their own work in a style which is valuable, entertaining and accessible for their own audience in their own situation.




PRACTICAL STEPS TO INTERCULTURAL PERFORMANCE

The path of discovery of an actor is to find a level of honesty, of truth in yourself and in your work, so that your audience opens to you and does not, subconsciously, feel tricked. With this honesty you will never feel you are fooling your audience, never feel distanced from it, sceptical, cold, even disinterested.


But what can we use to clearly express such truth?


Our goal must be clarity and precision – finding the exact use of our bodies, our timing, our voices, so that we communicate exactly what we want to say.


This is why we train, to prepare the instrument to be played. Training is not an end in itself, nor is it to be able to display great virtuosity, but it is to be able to communicate clearly the right message at the right moment.


A prerequisite for this communication is that the actor must have ‘presence’ – that quality which, like a magnet, draws the audience’s attention to him or her.


This is not a mystical quality which some have and some do not. There are elements in this presence which we can learn and absorb, and, having learned it, this presence is in the actor, not just in the character. Before the actor takes on the character it is there … it is pre-expressive. This is a term used as an observation by theatre analysts, particularly Eugenio Barba in his work at the International School of Theatre Anthropology (ISTA), but here we shall look at practical ways of reaching and using this state.


What gives us this presence? The word ‘energy’ is our key. Presence is the correct control of our energy.


For our purpose we must take energy as it is perceived by performers and audience. Of course there are scientific definitions which we should not ignore but we are talking of theatre-energy.


When an actor is in control of his or her energy it not only makes the performance more dynamic for us but it is as if the audience can also feel this ‘charge’, this ‘electricity’ which fills the stage and reaches out to them.


In the Japanese theatre the concept of ‘ki’, in Chinese theatre the ‘chi’ are energies taught as being latent in the body – ready to be awakened and channelled. The ‘kundalini’ of yoga, the grounded position and contact with the earth of Nigerian dance, all speak of this energy as a very tangible entity – and every performer who works to discover and experience it will also feel the energy as a very definite force. (Of course in scientific systems like acupuncture this concept of energy generation and flow is well understood.)


In our practical experience, as well as in the theories of many theatre forms, martial arts and meditative techniques, we find that energy has a given source-area in the body. Invariably this is centred in that band which encircles the body from the abdomen to the base of the spine. In the front and centre of the body it is where the pressure commences for activating the breathing; in the back it is where the spine emerges from the pelvis, the focal and distribution point of the central spinal nerve.


The images for this centre and the energy emanating from it are numerous – a fire which spreads heat throughout the body, a snake which mounts the spine, even a heavy iron ball suspended in the pelvis, wrapped in soft cotton, giving momentum and weight.


Through rooting the breathing deeply and through awakening the muscles and nerves of this area, the centre can soon be felt. Some Chinese actors wear a tight belt around this area (below the normal waist level) and I have found that wearing tight elastic around this band works as reminder of where this zone is.


Becoming aware of this centre we must use it to change our action. Offstage we tend to walk stiffly, our legs locking straight at the knees. As soon as we ‘unlock’ our knees and keep them slightly bent, the centre is lower and ‘sprung’ and the action can flow from it. It can lead us, stop us, be the source for any direction and any action.


It is this position, or some variant of it, which we see in most sub-Saharan African dance-drama, in the Noh Theatre basic position, in Kathakali, in the low-flowing walk of the Beijing Opera, and in the many martial arts forms where bright alertness and readiness are all-important. Just putting our body in this position we feel more alert, more aware – as if a mist lifts from our senses.


 Onto this base we build the breathing, the active way of charging our bodies, quite literally, giving the body the oxygen it needs, but also developing that flow of inward and outward energy which gives our every movement its life and its rhythm.


It still astonishes me how little attention is given to breathing and all its active and expressive possibilities. It is normally only taught as a base for song or voice work (where it is, of course, vital), but this is only part of its importance.


It was the great teacher Jacques Lecoq in Paris who inspired my thinking about the links between breathing and action, and the ideas in this book have grown from those gratefully received seeds.


The centre and the breathing are the bases of the strong, flexible and active body we need for presence. Many more factors complete the dynamic presence we need (we shall particularly deal with the eyes), but there is one other pre-expressive state which is vital to the creative actor.


It is ‘playfulness’.


Many artists tend to shy away from this word as too childish or demeaning. However, that free flow of ideas which we experience as children, and that total absorption and seamless, ever-changing game we see in the play of young animals, are qualities indispensable to a creative artist. And the joy of playing should underpin all our work. When children play, even at being aggressive, we still feel the joy of their playing behind it.


If the actor’s work always contains this ‘pre-expressive playfulness’ the audience will also enjoy and be part of the creativity; they will feel involved in it and be open to what you are communicating.


Playfulness is particularly vital for actors who face the challenge of creating new work, writing, devising, even setting up their own groups. They must have that ability to allow inspiration and ideas to freely flow in practice, not just in the mind but out on the rehearsal floor.


Playfulness is also a state which makes our training richer.
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