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My work in the last ten years has been concentrated around developing a 

rehearsal praxis which utilizes the cultural context of the performer in 

training and production. Discriminatory and marginalizing ideologies and 

behaviours mean that for many practitioners the theatre remains an elitist 

and difficult world to penetrate. I believe advances in practice can effect 

change and I believe that within actor training we need to make our own  

reconsiderations in order to ensure equality and  quality experiences for 

all those who seek to apply and train. We need to strive for trainings that 

can offer the same possibility for attainment of common goals to all 

students and we need to acknowledge and capitalize on the potential 

influence that innovative advances in training can have on industry. In 

our society where mass movements of people are taking place all the time 

keeping up with the pace of change which allows individuality to flourish 

is critical. I am advocating that teachers and directors develop a deeper 

understanding of how to embrace and play with difference on the 

rehearsal room floor . 

 

In my work I address the limitations of some training environments that 

do not seem able to embrace cultural pluralism.  I oppose the idea of 

‘neutral’ in which actors’ differences are stripped away and “the 

assumption of a shared universality” (Bharucha, 200:35) is favoured. 

After all, the category of ‘neutral’ more often than not overlaps with the 

identity of the cultural authority, and so is not in fact politically neutral.  

We therefore need to know how to work courageously with multifarious 

personalities and diverse historical narratives as a rich resource in the 
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realization of work particularly in the area of training.  So I have crafted a 

methodology that offers a pathway to step beyond notions of identity as 

“fixed” and instead engage with identity as something that is fluid and 

ever changing.  

 

As Stuart Hall argues, identities come laden with histories, diasporas and 

historical oppressions:  

Cultural identities come from somewhere, have histories. 

But, like everything which is historical, they undergo 

constant transformation. Far from being eternally fixed in 

some essentialised past, they are subject to the continuous 

'play' of history, culture and power […] identities are the 

names we give to the different ways we are positioned by, 

and position ourselves within, the narratives of the past 

(1990: 225). 

To understand identities as fixed, then, misrepresents the complex and 

ongoing interplay of their constituent elements.  I draw on Hall’s 

definition of cultural identity and extend it by using the term “cultural 

context” to capture not only historical narratives but also the societal 

beliefs and tropes related to ethnicity, class, gender, religion, sexuality 

that we play with as signifiers in bodily performance – in short, 

everything that an actor has in her cultural makeup. The methodology 

does not take an ‘essentialist’ approach attaching stereotypical notions to 

ethnicities. Rather, it offers a praxis that opens up a space where the 

nuance, breadth and complexity of each individual in the collective can 

be fully explored within an intracultural theatre practice approach.  
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In my work as a professional theatre director and actor trainer, I have 

witnessed  freedom with many actors once they are given the permission 

to work from their own cultural contexts. Many actors from Indigenous 

or diasporic heritages realise that, in working on texts mainly from a 

Western canon, they have often suppressed a part of themselves in their 

endeavour to fulfil often false assumptions of what it is to be an actor in 

the mainstream. From their training onwards, these actors often feel that 

the part of themselves that includes their cultural context and historical 

narrative has no place or relevance in the delivery of these texts.  

 
I	worked	with	an	actor	in	a	masterclass	who	described	how	liberating	it	was	for	

her	to	work	on	a	classical	Greek	text	in	her	own	voice,	bringing	her	cultural	

context	and	historical	context	to	the	work:		

I	mean,	normally	I	was	always	told,	um:	“The	voice!	The	voice!	Always	

support!	Support!”		And	when	I	did	the,	um,	Greek	tragedy	masterclass	

with	[KLS]	and	she	said	to	me:	“Do	it	in	your	own…	in	your,	um,	Indian	

accent”	everything	just	fell	into	place.	I	didn’t	have	to	think	about	

anything	–	it	all	just	came	out	and	it	was	just	wonderful!	The	breathing	

and	the	voice	and	you	just…	I	didn’t	have	to	think	technically	about	

anything;	it	just	completely	fell	into	place	[…]	speaking	with	an	Indian	

accent	was	–	just	felt	like	me	–	that	was	really	who	I	was	–	that	was	me.	

Really	felt	great,	it	really	did	(Actor	B,	03.02.2013).	

 

By utilising their cultural context and working from a place of 

particularity and knowing, actors can feel “everything just falling into 

place” in performance, as the actor describes above. Rehearsal room 

practice in training and professional environments must evolve in order to 

utilise all of the multifarious identities present in the room.  

 

I contend that it is only when equitable conditions exist for each and 
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every actor regardless of their background that each and every actor can 

have a chance of success, affording them equal opportunity to achieve 

excellence. Criteria for assessment of excellence also needs to develop in 

order to embrace a myriad of perspectives and experiences.  

 

Negotiations can be fraught where there is a lack of understanding around 

how to navigate difference in a rehearsal room and I have been working 

on a methodology that opens up a space where the nuance, breadth and 

complexity of each individual can be fully explored, and as a result act as 

a dramaturgy of its own. 

 

I articulate my work as an intracultural practice which uses the cultural 

context of the performer as the catalyst to help actors work experientially 

and I refer to it more as an embodiment of a theory of selfhood rather 

than a science of acting. 

 

Intracultural is a word coined by the Indian academic and practitioner 

Rustom Bharucha. Bharucha coined this word as he sought to 

differentiate intercultural relations across national boundaries, and the 

intracultural dynamics between and across specific communities and 

regions within the boundaries of the nation state. Bharucha’s intracultural 

enquiry began when he asked the question “how could one presume to 

talk about interculturalism, when one had not begun to encounter the 

diverse social and ethnic communities inhabiting one’s own public 

space?”  

 

Bharucha’s intracultural is in opposition to the intercultural approach 

which he says erases all distinction through an assumption of a shared 

universality. Bharucha argues that: 
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In the empty space of the intercultural meeting ground, which 

assumes the point zero of an authentic first contact between 

essential human beings, there is a total erasure of the participant’s 

ethnicities in favour of their universal human identities, creativities 

and potentialities. The interculturalist is above ethnicity; he/she is 

always already human. And therefore he/she can afford to propose 

universality for all, cast in an invariably white, patriarchal, 

heterosexist image. 

 

    (Bharucha, R. 2000 p.35) 

 

My methodology seeks	to	provide	communication	tools	between	director	or	
teacher	and	actor	which	can	help	to	break	down	well-worn	hierarchies	and	

assumed	power	positions	which	are	not	conducive	to	collaborative	working.	

While	this	may	appear	difficult,	particularly	if	one	is	already	implicated	in	an	

exclusionary	discourse	due	to	one’s	own	cultural	context,	the	first	step	is	to	

acknowledge	this	difficulty	with	the	admission	of	one’s	own	lack	of	knowledge	

around	the	multifarious	cultural	contexts	that	present	themselves.	By	showing	

and	acknowledging	the	limits	and	horizons	of	one’s	own	culture,	the	authority	of	

that	culture	can	begin	to	be	delimited.	

	

In	setting	out	to	create	work	that	more	fully	captures	the	diverse	range	of	

cultural	contexts	present	within	our	society,	I	was	first	forced	to	contend	with	

the	legacy	of	Stanislavski-inspired	training	and	technique.		

The	work	of	Konstantin	Stanislavski	is	both	complex	and	widely	mis-understood	

and		I	refer	here	to	the	way	his	system	has	been	taken	up	as	the	lingua	franca	of	

many	contemporary	conservatoire	and	rehearsal	rooms.		While	this	may	be	a	

degree	removed	from	Stanislavski’s	original	formulations	–	and	indeed	may	have	
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more	in	common	with	the	American	Method	that	developed	out	of	them	–	

perceptions	of	fixity	and	neutrality	have	become	difficult	to	shake	

	I	met	this	challenge	through	the	work	of	Philippe	Gaulier,	whose	mantra	of	the	

‘pleasure	to	play’	encourages	actors	to	appear	on	stage	as	nothing	but	

themselves,	laden	with	their	own	cultural	contexts,	perspectives,	and	unique	

richness.	By	building	on	the	foundation	provided	by	Stanislavski’s	conception	of	

the	‘Real	I’,	I	found	Gaulier’s	techniques	allowed	actors	to	reconcile	my	

intracultural	approach	with	their	training,	and	to	thereby	produce	richer,	more	

detailed	performances.		

	

The	‘particular	self’	is	the	first	step	in	an	intracultural	exchange	–	a	step	common	

to	both	Bharucha’s	work,	and	the	methodology	I	describe	here.	In	terms	of	

performance	practice,	this	means	the	teacher/director	and	her	cultural	norms	

must	not	be	privileged	above	those	of	the	actor,	but	she	must	be	placed	as	an	

equal	collaborator.	The	actor	is	privileged	before	the	text,	such	that	only	once	the	

teacher/director	has	a	sense	of	the	actor	does	she	look	for	a	way	to	merge	the	

actor’s	individuality	with	the	given	text.	A	teacher/director	must	guide	and	

mould	from	what	she	sees	and	her	experience	of	the	actor,	drawing	out	aspects	

of	the	actor’s	cultural	context	that	can	be	used	in	creation	and	performance.	The	

teacher/director	and	the	actor	can	then	collaborate	to	create	a	bridge	between	

the	actor’s	identity	and	a	given	text.	The	intracultural	practice	has	the	potential	

to	uncover	codes	of	behaviour	and	language	that	are	often	concealed,	thereby	

nurturing	the	potential	of	engagement	with	a	range	of	diverse	communities.		

	

If	the	cultural	representations	of	our	society	mirrored	back	to	us	do	not	reflect	

our	diversity	then	the	narrative	being	told	is	incorrect	and	incomplete.	Authentic	

representations	that	include	one	and	all	build	and	bind	community,	confirming	

to	every	citizen	that	they	belong.	Without	reflective	representation,	the	

communities	that	are	overlooked	can	be	rendered	non-existent	in	the	narrative	

of	the	nation.		
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These and other theoretical position are reflected in the critical points of 

my intracultural methodology. These are:   

 

1. The establishment of the culture and language of the rehearsal 

room and the imparting of an understanding of praxis which 

means:    

 

• tackling  cultural contexts head on by using very straightforward 

language in conversations around culture and context.  

•  assisting the actor in their understanding of the value of  using  

themselves  and their particularities and cultural and historical 

narratives in the crafting of work for performance.  

• bringing to the actor’s attention that a intracultural approach 

contests the centre  which in turn creates the possibility of new 

narratives being born out of the interplay of the intracultural 

dynamics of the rehearsal room.  

• giving confidence to the actor by helping their understanding that 

in intracultural practice the process begins with the actor and not 

the text or a notion of character . 

• Demonstrating my own understanding of the issues involved and 

developing language that can speak to concerns from the actors. 

 

 

2. The application of working intraculturally on the floor with the 

actor which means   

 

• employing role play and uncensored improvisations that encourage 

cultural interplay and conversation in the rehearsal room  
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•  encouraging actors not to second-guess what is being asked of 

them or indeed to mimick something that they feel is closer to the 

cultural authority.  

•  encouraging the actor to work with languages besides English and 

to work with their own english showing the power that this brings 

when language and cultural context are used as a hinterland for 

exploration of work for performance. 

• establishing  how to help the actor find complicite with her fellow 

actors as the tool to achieve bodymind engagement  

• the positioning of the actor as expert.  

 

I am now going to show you two excerpts from a masterclass I ran with 

four UK industry professionals and 6 “live” students from National 

Institute of Dramatic Art, Sydney. The clip  lasts about nine minutes.   

 

To	refer	to	the	clips	used	please	visit:	

http://kristinelandonsmith.com/intracultural-thesis,	 password:	

thesis:	See	clips	1a	and	5	

 

Excerpt 1 shows me working with a NIDA student of a Fiji/Samoan 

background and her scene partner, a British Punjabi actress in the UK. 

This is an example where there is some resistance from the principal 

actor to play through her cultural context and you will see that the 

negotiation is slow and careful.  I bring other actors in to ease the process 

and they are both NIDA students, one from a South African background 

and the other from an Ethiopian background. 
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Clip 2 shows me working with the two African students from the first 

excerpt.  One of the students is a first year and the other a third year and 

they have never worked together before this masterclass. 

 

Both excerpts show the actors working with a text. Through the process I   

move them to improvisations which employ their cultural contexts. The  

aim is then to move the actor back to the text without losing what has 

been gained through improvising with their cultural contexts. The first 

clip does not show the actor moving back to text, but the second one 

does.  

 

Show Clip  

 

Both clips highlight critical aspects of my methodology and I think we 

can discuss these in the Q and A part of this presentation – however I 

hope the clip shows the potential shift in dynamic	between	student	and	
teacher	that	can	emerge	when	the	teacher	or	director	is	ready	to	deeply	engage	

in	the	unfamiliar	encounter,	where	one’s	cultural	context	is	not	neglected	but	

utilised,	where	the	actor	can	be	positioned	as	“expert”	and	where	the	possibility		

for	rich	and	meaningful	dialogue	between	every	member	of	the	ensemble	is	part	

of	rehearsal	room	conversation.	 
	

Forgetting	one’s	background	or	not	engaging	with	one’s	own	cultural	context	is	

hazardous	as	students	and	actors	can	pick	up	the	habit	of	playing	as	neutral	–	the	

very	category	contested	by	the	intracultural	methodology	–	leaving	their	

individuality	at	the	door	when	they	enter	a	rehearsal	room.	Over	time,	this	habit	

can	become	ingrained	and	a	permanent	way	of	being	as	an	actor.	As	time	goes	

on,	this	habit	is	harder	to	break	and	it	therefore	becomes	harder	for	the	actor	to	

get	back	to	a	real	sense	of	self.		
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Not	only	do	these	observations	underline	how	important	it	is	for	actors	in	

training	to	be	in	diverse	collegiate	groups,	but	they	also	show	how	playing	with	

difference	in	a	training	environment	prompts	these	critical	observations	that	are	

part	of	the	learning.	It	is	essential	that	directors	and	teachers	reconsider	the	

advantages	given	to	students	who	always	play	from	their	cultural	context,	as	well	

as	the	disadvantage	and	damage	done	to	the	student	where	this	is	not	

consistently	awarded	or	available.		I	have	tried	to	show	in	these	excerpts,	the	

expertise	that	is	evident	from	all	students	when	they	work	from	a	place	of	

knowing	.		

To	end	:	On	envisaging	 a Utopian multiracial society Denzin says:  

It is possible to imagine and perform a multiracial society, a society 
where differences are honoured. If the students of this generation are 
to make a difference, that difference will be defined, in part, in terms 
of opposition or resistance to acceptance of the representations and 
interpretations of the racial order and the colour line that circulate in 
the mass media and the majority of social science writings. This 
resistance, in turn, will be shaped by how we read, write, perform, 
and critique culture (2003: xiii). 

 

Thankyou.  

	

 

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 

 

In the first clip, Japjit, The British Punjabi actress in the UK is 

improvising in Punjabi with NIDA student Gloria who is from a Fiji 

Samoan background. Gloria is working on a text from Antony and 

Cleopatra. Her initial delivery of her text in the early part of the 

masterclass felt neutral, with her not able to bring her individuality and 

talent to this Shakespeare text. The clip you have just seen starts at the 

point where I being to engage her cultural context as a means of opening 
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up a channel of exploration on this text which clearly feels far away from 

her own experience.  

 

I ask her to work as Fijian Samoan and I use very direct language : “you 

are going to be Fijian Samoan”. I ask if she can work in the language and 

she replies she doesn’t have much language.  I quickly move on telling 

her its fine for her to work with accent only.  We begin our work and to 

accelerate the process  I bring the other actors in asking them to work 

from their cultural contexts with their languages.  This multilingual 

approach not only forces the actors to listen very carefully to each other 

but it also acts as a reassurance to each actor that to play from one’s own 

cultural context is a legitimate dynamic and the one that is being asked 

for.  

 

As the work progresses I encourage Gloria to be “the Samoan woman”. 

My language is always direct.  I point out to her that she needs to relax 

her work which is feeling too neat and tidy. Perhaps she is trying to act 

her idea of what the perfect NIDA student should be and I pull her as far 

away from this as I can. The work progresses and I ask her to use the 

limited language she has and slowly slowly we sense an ease settling into 

her performance.  I continue to encourage her with very direct language : 

“ stay with that woman you know so well”. 

 

In the second clip my NIDA students Meti and Thuso are working. Meti 

is working on a text from Raisin In the Sun.  There is no resistance from 

either actor here to use their cultural context and one can sense a 

pleasure, assurance and confidence in the way these actors work  

together. They spontaneously bring a shared nuance and detail to this 

delicate improvisation imbued with humour and warmth.  In this 
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improvisation within the culture of NIDA Meti and Thuso are the experts 

as they alone hold the knowledge and they can’t be challenged on the 

detail they bring to this improvisation that is permeated with their own 

narratives.   I move Meti back and forth from improvisation to text , 

African context to American delivery and help her to transfer her 

confidence and nuance when working with her African context back to 

the American text.  
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