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A	Circus	of	Humanity:	One	Play,	Many	“Intracultural”	Sounds	

	

A	 couple	 of	 years	 ago	 I	 began	 feeling	 that	 many	 actors	 used	 unreal	 voices.	
Although	skilful	and	sturdy,	these	voices	were	neither	free	nor	natural-sounding,	
but	 rather	 hollow,	 plastic	 and	 all	 very	 similar.	 To	my	 ear,	 there	was	 a	 hole	 in	
these	voices	–	a	hole	where	the	person’s	soul	or	spirit	or	spark	should	be.	

Andrea	Moor’s	research	on	actor-training	in	Australia’s	main	academies	revealed	
similar	perceptions	by	some	 industry	experts.	One	 theatre	director	was	critical	
of	the	“over	produced	voices”	of	graduates	from	a	major	institution.	The	director	
claimed	 that	 she	had	 to	 spend	 rehearsal	 time	 shifting	 the	 actor	 from	 this	 over	
produced	 voice	 to	 their	 own	 voice	 –	 a	 process	 the	 actor	 found	 confronting.1	 A	
casting	director	described	graduates	from	that	institution	as	“too	theatrical”	and	
similar,	 adding	 that	 it	 takes	years	 for	 them	 to	 find	 themselves	 again	 and	bring	
that	to	their	performances.2		

How	can	good	 training	 render	 such	gaps	 in	 the	voice?	What	was	missing	 from	
these	 voices?	Berry,	 Linklater	 and	other	writers	 provided	neither	 answers	nor	
solutions.	The	matter	was	here	and	now:	that	is,	Australia	in	2015,	not	the	UK	or	
the	US	in	decades	gone	by.	

Then	I	found	myself	working	on	an	audition	panel	with	Kristine	Landon	Smith.	A	
distinguished	theatre	director,	 teacher	and	entrepreneur	now	based	at	NIDA	in	
Sydney,	Kristine	was	previously	Co-Artistic	Director	of	Tamasha,	a	company	she	
co-founded	in	1989	to	bring	stories	of	the	Asian	diaspora	to	the	stage	in	Britain.	
Her	Masters	research	seeks	to	create	and	define	a	rehearsal	praxis	that	utilises	
the	 cultural	 context	 of	 the	 performer.	 She’s	 using	 an	 autoethnographic	
methodological	 framework	 to	 reflect	 upon	 her	 work.	 That	 fortnight	 I	 became	
curious	about	Kristine’s	sharp	research	lens,	and	I	was	impressed	by	her	socio-
politically	sophisticated,	progressive	and	generous	discourse.	 I	 sensed	 that	 this	
work	could	make	a	big	difference	in	Australia.		

Commentator	of	qualitative	research	Norman	Denzin	speaks	of	“the	promise	of	
qualitative	research	and	interpretive	ethnography	as	forms	of	radical	democratic	
practice”3.	 In	 other	 words,	 research	 like	 Kristine’s	 can	 lead	 to	 change	 for	 the	
better.	 To	 that	 end	 Denzin	 reminds	 us	 of	 Marx’s	 challenge:	 “we	 are	 in	 the	
business	of	not	just	interpreting	but	changing	the	world”.4	

Kristine	 follows	 in	 the	 footsteps	 of	 Rustom	 Bharucha,	 for	 whom	 the	
‘intracultural’	 is	 his	 invented	 “critical	 shorthand”	 term	 “to	 differentiate	
intercultural	 relations	 across	 national	 boundaries,	 and	 the	 intracultural	
dynamics	 between	 and	 across	 specific	 communities	 and	 regions	 within	 the	

																																																								
1	Moor,	2013,	p.96.	
2	ibid.,	p.89.	
3	Denzin	in	Denzin	and	Lincoln,	2003,	p.459	
4	Denzin,	id.	
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boundaries	of	 the	nation-state”5	or	 single	 theatre	production.	The	 intracultural	
matrix	 provides	 an	 intellectual	 and	 creative	 space	 for	 Kristine’s	 teaching	 and	
theatre-making.		

Kristine	contends	that	actor-training	and	rehearsal-room	practice	in	the	UK	and	
Australia	 tend	 to	 ignore	 and	 disavow,	 rather	 than	 engage	 with	 the	 cultural	
context	of	the	actor.	Kristine,	can	you	give	us	an	example	of	what	you	mean	by	this	
avoidance	tendency?	

KLS	responds:		Yes	–	I	guess	when	I	look	at	our	theatres	today	and	still	see	that	they	

are	largely	monocultural	both	in	terms	of	the	people	on	stage	and	the	people	

watching	the	work	created,	I	ask	myself	why	have	we	not	yet	moved	beyond	a	

largely	homogenous	theatre	culture	to	something	far	more	reflective	of	the	world	

in	which	we	live.		

And	I	think	practice	has	its	part	to	play	in	this:	on	many	occassions	I	have	observed	

discriminatory	practices	in	theatre	where	directors	and	teachers	try	to	neutralise	

the	actor	where	neutral	is	cast	in	the	image	of	the	cultural	authority	which	is	in	

Bharucha’s	words		“invariably	white,	patriarchal	and	heterosexist”	(Bharucha,	

2000,	p.	35).		

I	work	with	an	intracultural	practice	where	I	play	with	difference	rather	than	

disavow	it	by	asking	actors	to	play	as	neutral.	I	have	many	examples		working	with	

Indigenous	actors	and	actors	of	diasporic	heritage	where	I	reveal	to	them	that	

their	artistic	power	can	be	found	by	engaging	their	cultural	contexts	in	their	work.		

Most	of	these	actors	have	shared	their	experiences	with	me	where	they	have	not	

been	permitted	to	bring	their	cultural	context	to	the	table	in	the	exploration	of	a	

role	they	are	playing	and	they	have	found	that	to	be	very	damaging.		A	British	

Trinidadian	actress	told	me	of	one	such	experience	and	articulated	what	this	

meant	to	her	not	only	in	her	journey	through	rehearsal	but	what	it	signified	in	

terms	of	her	position	in	the	industry.		She	was	rehearsing	a	scene	involving	complex	

family	dynamics.		Like	any	actress	she	was	using	her	own	reference	points	to	help	

her	and	was	therefore	using	her	Trinidadian	vernacular	and	behaviours.	The	

director	started	feeling	uncomfortable	as	she	began	to	use	herself	more	fully	to	

strengthen	her	connection	to	the	role	and	he	asked	her	to	stop.		This	is	how	she	

recounted	what	happened:	

																																																								
5	Bharucha,	2000,	p.6	
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“I	was	acting	and	had	my	brain,	my	mind	in	family	mode:	so	I	was	talking	to	a	
family	member,	so	my	accent	immediately	goes…	stronger,	Trinidadian…So	if	it	
becomes	something	too	complex	and	too	layered,	where	you	want	to	bring	your	
own	truth	and	your	own	heart	speak	to	it,	then	um,	you’re	not	allowed	to	do	that	in	
your	own	accent	without	that	having	connotations	that	they	don’t	want	to	take	
responsibility	for…because	we’re	saying	here	that	it’s	not	even	just	about	accent,	
it’s	about	when	you	bring	who	you	are….	you’re	still	perceived	as	different	…	there’ll	
be	something	different	in	your	gesture,	in	your	gaze	in	your…	whatever!	…	then	the	
message	is	continually	driven	home	that	your	very	essence	is	not	acceptable….”	

My	 previous	 research	 identified	 a	 vocal	 world	 in	 each	 theatrical	 production6.	
Theatrical	 vocal	 worlds	 hold	 a	 mirror	 up	 to	 real	 ones.	 The	 emergence	 of	 a	
theatrical	 vocal	 world	 starts	 with	 the	 virtual	 voices	 in	 the	 script;	 these	 blend	
with	 the	 actors	 in	 the	 first	 days	 of	 rehearsal;	 then	 comes	 the	 sphota,	 the	 first	
recognisable	 appearance	 of	 the	 vocal	 world;	 the	 socio-political	 set	 of	 voices	
ferments	and	each	voice	vies	for	vocal	supremacy	in	the	emerging	world;	and	the	
performance	in	the	sonic	space	contains	and	actually	completes	the	voice	work.	
The	vocal	world	of	the	play	becomes	an	orderly	circus	of	humanity	on	the	stage.	
Vocal	world	theory	sits	well	with	intraculturalism	because	the	vocal	possibilities	
can	be	as	vast	and	numerous	as	the	population	itself.		

Kristine,	 recently	 you	 directed	 the	 new	play,	Samson,	 for	 Sydney’s	 Belvoir	 and	
Brisbane’s	 La	 Boite	 theatre	 companies.	 The	 play’s	 about	 four	 Australian	
youngsters	 from	 four	 different	 ethnic	 backgrounds.	 Fringe-dwellers	 with	 little	
education	 and	 little	 power,	 they	 speak	 with	 the	 disenfranchised	 and	
downtrodden	 voices	 of	 Australian	 society,	 but	 they	 have	 toughness	 and	
resilience.	What	happened	at	the	auditions?	

KLS	responds:	

We	auditioned	about	fifty	actors	from	a	very	diverse	range	of	backgrounds	across	

two	cities.	In	both	cities,	Brisbane	and	Sydney	I	sensed	that	the	actors	auditioning	

seemed	to	be	trying	to	‘second	guess’	what	they	thought	the	producing	houses	who	

are	part	of	the	mainstream		wanted.	It	is	not	unusual	for	actors	in	an	audition	

situation	to	come	with	“assumptions”	(cf.	Zarilli,	2002)	around	the	type	of	work	

venues	produce	and	therefore	make	further	assumptions	around	the	type	of	actor	

who	might	be	cast	in	shows	at	particular	venues.	However	in	the	case	of	the	actors	

auditioning	for	Samson	these	assumptions	felt	heightened	to	me.	What	I	saw	in	

most	cases	was	in	the	first	read	of	the	text	actors	trying	to	hide	or	disguise	their	

cultural	backgrounds	and	behaviours.	They	seemed	to	favour	foregrounding	the	

Australian	part	of	themselves	or	a	version	of	their	Australian	self.	It	was	a	guessing	

game	and	did	not	work	to	the	advantage	of	the	actor.	Without	being	able	to	bring	

																																																								
6	Agnew,	M.	1995;	2002.		



	 -	4	-	

the	depth,	complexity	and	nuance	of	their	individual	personalities	these	actors	

auditions	were	flat	and	unatural	with	their	voices	lacking	life,	rhythm	and	

individuality.			

In	the	short	space	of	a	twenty	minute	audition	slot	to	get	the	best	out	of	each	actor	

I	needed	to	break	down	these	assumptions	and	encourage	the	actors	to	work	as	

themselves	and	not	as	an	imagined	version	of	an	Australian	actor	who	might	be	

worthy	of	getting	a	job	in	the	mainstream.	More	often	than	not	this	meant	asking	

actors	to	work	in	the	language	or	vernacular	of	their	heritage.	This	was	an	

unfamiliar	approach	and	inevitably	caused	tension	amongst	the	co	producing	

partners	who	were	watching	the	auditions.		No	one	could	immediately	understand	

where	the	process	was	leading	or	how	it	could	be	useful	for	an	Australian	of	

Indonesian,	Indian	or	African	heritage	to	work	in	the	languages	or	vernaculars	of	

their	heritages.	The	play	was	in	English	and	required	actors	to	act	in	English	with	

Australian	accents,	not	accents	from	their	heritages.	However	my	purpose	in	these	

early	auditions	was	to	help	actors	feel	comfortable:	to	give	them	the	opportunity	of	

playing	through	their	historical	narratives,	to	give	them	the	opportunity	of	offering	

their	unique	selves	and	seeing	what	might	be	revealed	through	this	approach.	I	

wanted	them	to	leave	the	audition	feeling	they	had	performed	with	confidence	and	

that	their	particularities	were	valued.	I	did	not	want	them	to	leave	the	room	feeling	

the	only	way	to	gain	success	was	to	mimick	the	authority.	

I	observed	 some	Samson	 rehearsals.	To	block	a	 scene,	Kristine	would	have	 the	
actors	 read	 it,	 and	 then	 often	 she	 would	 have	 them	 improvise.	 For	 example,	
Kristine	 divided	 a	 scene	 between	 the	 Anglo-Australian	 girl	 and	 the	 Aboriginal	
boy	 into	 three	 logical,	 consecutive	 sections,	 and	 the	actors	 improvised	 through	
those	clear	sections:	she	 in	English,	he	 in	Language.	Benji’s	voice	was	suddenly	
free	 in	 his	 own	 language.	 His	 voice	 had	 range	 and	 he	 was	 inventive	 with	 his	
acting	choices.	Upon	returning	then	to	the	scripted	dialogue,	the	actors	brought	
their	potent	discoveries	 to	 the	work.	They	were	more	 invested	 in	 the	dialogue	
and	 their	 relationship	 and	 the	 scene	was	 suddenly	 nuanced	 and	 compelling	 to	
listen	to.		

In	Samson,	the	two	characters	Rabbit	and	Essie	have	secrets.	To	watch	the	young	
actors	 find	 the	 courage	 to	 give	 and	 receive	 permission	 to	 tell	 those	 truths	 in	
rehearsal	 was	 very	 moving,	 for	 doing	 so	 would	 alter	 the	 courses	 of	 their	
(characters’)	lives	in	the	short-term,	and	shift	social	policy	at	the	personal	level.		
We’ve	 all	 seen	 young	 people	 struggle	 with	 these	 issues	 of	 sexuality,	 faith	 and	
friendship.	These	young	actors’	tendency	in	improvisation	was,	understandably,	
to	 hold	 back,	 rather	 than	 yield	 and	 follow	 the	 natural	 consequence.	 “Have	 the	
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pleasure	to	play”	was	how	Kristine	set	up	her	improvisations	to	build	the	actors’	
complicité,	 trust	 and	 strength.	 Her	 professional	 lineage	 under	 teacher	 Philippe	
Gaulier	was	always	evident.		

In	 many	 years	 of	 witnessing	 rehearsals,	 I	 have	 never	 seen	 such	 bold	 and	
authentic	inroads	on	colonial	practice.	There	are	some	exceptions,	notably	writer	
and	director	Wesley	Enoch,	who	has	done	so	much	to	investigate	the	Indigenous	
Australian	 experience	 and	 bring	 its	 stories	 to	 the	 stage.	 But	 by	 and	 large	
Australia’s	 mainstream	 theatre	 serves	 the	 white	 British	 and	 American	
imperialist	 traditions.	To	observe	Kristine	 at	work,	 however,	was	 to	watch	 the	
deft	navigation	of	a	postcolonial	theatrical	rehearsal	experience.	That	experience	
was	 not	 about	 the	 actor	 playing	 a	 culture	 per	 se,	 but	 rather	 about	 each	 actor	
playing	 within	 his	 or	 her	 cultural	 context.	 Kristine’s	 methods	 of	 thinking,	
directing,	 speaking	 and	 acting	 contrasted	 with	 familiar	 powers	 of	 the	 Anglo-
Australian	 coloniser,	 and	 instead	 attended	 to	 the	 particular	 stories	 of	 the	
colonised.	Everyone	got	the	chance	to	speak,	act	and	be	heard	in	their	own	voice,	
not	in	outsourced	voices.	

The	dialogue	began	to	pop	and	crackle	into	life.	The	actors’	voices	were	quiet,	but	
there	were	 no	 holes!	 Sphota	 revealed	 a	 credible	world	 of	 four	 distinct	 voices:	
Ashleigh’s	 Anglo-Australian	 soprano,	 Belinda’s	 African-Australian	 mezzo-
soprano,	 Benji’s	 Aboriginal	 tenor,	 and	 the	 Chinese-Australian	 bass	 of	 Charles.	
The	performances	provided	an	aural	glimpse	of	a	very	real	version	of	Australia.	

Intracultural	 theatre	 practice	 is	 radical	 and	 it	 requires	 clear	 and	 expert	
management	in	the	rehearsal	room	and	classroom.	Kristine	has	long	earned	that	
authority,	 but	 I	 suspect	 it’s	 not	 within	 the	 skill-set	 of	 many	 practitioners.	 To	
flourish	at	the	institutional	training	level	it	would	require	cooperative,	inventive	
and	 supportive	 voice	 pedagogy.	 Kristine,	what	 do	 you	most	 need	 from	 a	 voice	
person,	and	from	a	voice	training	program,	for	it	to	support	intracultural	theatre	
practice?		

	

KLS	responds:	Yes	–	I	would	need	the	voice	support	or	any	other	support	for	that	

matter	to	be	working	with	this	idea	around	playing	with	difference.	Instead	of	

disavowing	or	disengaging	with	difference,	it’s	about	embracing	the	idea	of	a	multi	

vocal	mise	en	scene	as	the	tool	with	which	to	craft	a	piece	of	work.	Its	about	

dropping	assumptions	around	what	is	a	good	voice,	what	is	a	clear	voice,	what	is	

an	acceptable	voice	and	realigning	our	expectations	to	something	which	leaves	

room	for	extensive	variation.	The	audience	might	need	to	lean	forward	and	listen	in	

a	more	acute	way.	As	educators	we	need	to	help	audiences	grasp	this	idea	of	tuning	

one’s	ears	to	the	range	of	sounds	that	one	hears	in	every	high	street	in	a	modern	

metropolis.		To	deny	a	public	space	for	the	diversity	of	sounds	and	sensibilities	in	

English	is	to	deny	emergent	English	-	it	is	to	move	away	from	the	idea	of	neutral	
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and	universal	towards	something	that	is	particular	and	engaged.		Playing	with	

difference	in	our	21st	century	rehearsal	rooms	is	in	itself	a	new	form	of	dramaturgy.		

At	a	time	when	we	all	seek	to	promote	diversity	in	our	practice	and	here	at	

VASTA,	Kristine’s	research	and	praxis	are	advancing	that	agenda.	As	Denzin	

predicts,	“the	stories	we	tell	one	another	will	change,	and	the	criteria	for	reading	

stories	will	also	change”.7	Ultimately	intracultural	theatre	practice	may	go	a	long	

way	towards	growing	whole	voices	for	actors,	rather	than	more	voices	with	

holes	where	the	person’s	very	cultural	identity	should	be.	
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