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Intracultural	Theatre	Practice	
	

MA:	 Kristine	Landon-Smith	and	 I	met	while	working	 together	on	an	audition	
panel	 almost	 two	 years	 ago.	 Last	 year	we	presented	 at	 VASTA’s	 Conference	 in	
Montréal	 an	 introductory	 paper	 on	 uncovering	 diversity	 and	 individuality	 of	
actors’	voices	through	intracultural	theatre	practice,	which	is	the	praxis	Kristine	
has	pioneered	and	developed	in	the	UK	and	Australia.		

KLS:	 So	 firstly	 just	 to	 clarify:	 intracultural	 is	 the	 communication	 between	
diverse	 cultures	 within	 a	 nation	 state	 as	 opposed	 to	 intercultural	 where	 the	
communication	 is	 across	 national	 boundaries.	 My	 intracultural	 theatre	 praxis	
has	three	main	methodological	components:		

1.	Setting	the	culture	of	the	rehearsal	room;	

2.	Placing	the	actor	at	the	centre;	and	

3.	A	multi-lingual,	multi-vernacular	approach.	

MA:	 Those	 three	 components	 were	 corroborated	 in	 a	 workshop	 that	 we	
conducted	in	Sydney	on	the	afternoon	of	February	20,	 in	which	we	examined	a	
single	 aspect	 or	 instance	 of	 intracultural	 theatre	 practice	 and	 its	 effect	 on	 the	
voice.	 We	 invited	 two	 actors	 of	 diasporic	 heritage,	 (one	 with	 a	 Hong	 Kong	
heritage	 and	 the	 other	 with	 Sri	 Lankan,	 Austrian	 and	 Indian	 heritage)	 to	
participate	 in	 this	workshop/laboratory.	 They	 each	 selected	 and	memorised	 a	
classical	 speech	 as	 preparation	 for	 the	 session.	 The	 exercise	 that	Kristine	 took	
the	 actors	 through	 in	 a	 90-minute	 workshop	 provides	 a	 snapshot	 of	 the	
methodology	in	action.		

Methodology	in	practice:		

Setting	the	culture	of	the	rehearsal:		

Introductory	conversation	

MA:	 The	workshop	began	with	a	discussion	that	set	the	tone	of	the	workshop.	
Kristine	 emphasized	 the	 importance	 of	 drawing	 on	 themselves	 and	 their	
particular	cultural	and	historical	narratives	in	the	crafting	of	performance.	 	She	
asked	them	about	their	cultural	contexts:	whether	they	spoke	another	language,	
and	 their	 ancestry.	 The	 conversation	 was	 straightforward,	 yet	 mindful	 of	
sensibilities	that	can	occur	when	actors	who	are	not	used	to	using	their	cultural	
narratives	 in	 work	 are	 asked	 to	 do	 so.	 The	 directness	 of	 this	 conversation	
established	the	mindfulness	of	utilizing	one’s	cultural	context	 that	was	to	drive	
the	session.	

KLS:	 For	example,	I	asked	them	“What	is	your	cultural	background?”,	“Do	you	
speak	another	language?”,	“What	is	it?”,	“Is	it	Mandarin?	No?	Cantonese?”	
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These	 simple,	 critical	 questions	 often	 remain	 un-asked	 because	 of	 the	
teacher’s/director’s	fear	of	causing	offense.		

Games:		

MA:	 	Kristine’s	volleyball	game	 involved	 the	 three	players	 (Kristine	and	 the	
two	actors)	hitting	a	ball	up	 in	 the	air	 and	counting	how	many	hits	 they	 could	
achieve	together.	The	idea	is	to	realise	a	high	score	together.	Gently	competitive,	
the	game	grows	a	simple	life	of	its	own,	and	is	fun.		

The	 count	 rose,	 the	 collective	 excitement	 appeared	 in	 the	 sound	 of	 the	 vocal	
count,	and	then	somebody	would	miss	the	ball	and	everyone	cried	“Oh-aaaw!”.		

KLS:	 This	 folly	 is	 the	 best	 part	 of	 the	 game	 because	 the	 actors	 experience	 a	
wonderful	demise	together.	Then	a	new	try	begins.	

MA:	 Spontaneous,	timely,	often	vocal	but	non-verbal,	sometimes	verbal	–	these	
vocal	noises	were	an	organic	 feature	of	 the	game.	Kristine	played	other	games	
that	elicited	similar	responses	and	we	can	discuss	the	detail	of	the	games	later	if	
anyone	wants.		

KLS:		 Through	these	games	I	establish	the	 idea	of	actors	playing	well	 together	
and	practising	how	 to	play	well	 together.	 	 I	 encouraged	 the	actors	 to	maintain	
eye	contact,	and	intervened	when	the	play	felt	forced	or	false.	I	would	then	guide	
the	actors	back	to	a	communication	that	felt	fluid,	unforced,	and	true.	I	call	this	
finding	complicité		or	practising	complicité.	

MA:	 Whilst	 it	 is	 important	 to	 acknowledge	 there	 is	 some	 subjectivity	 to	 the	
judgement	of	what	feels	true,	not	false,	Kristine’s	sharp	eye	did	seem	to	pick	up	
any	 hint	 of	 a	 lie.	 When	 an	 actor	 began	 to	 push	 his	 playfulness	 too	 hard	 and	
become	 clown-like,	 Kristine	 guided	 him	 back	 to	 the	 simplicity	 and	 ease	 of	 the	
game.	 The	 actors	 appeared	 to	 relax	 into	 the	 games	 and	 commit	 to	 them.	 They	
seemed	 to	 be	 reminded	 of	 the	 very	 business	 of	 play	 from	 the	 structure	 of	 the	
games,	 and	 to	 find	 a	 complicité	 –Kristine’s	 teacher	 Philippe	 Gaulier	 originally	
defined	 this	 connection	as	 “the	 relationship	between	actors	not	 characters	and	
like	the	rapport	that	two	close	friends	exhibit	when	they	are	together.”	(Gaulier,	
cited	in	Rea,	1991).	

Kristine,	tell	us	why	complicité	is	such	an	important	part	of	your	work.	

KLS:	 Because	 an	 actor	 can	 only	 achieve	 complicité	 if	 they	 are	 playing	 as	
themselves,	engaged	as	themselves	with	the	other	actor.	Therefore	the	emphasis	
on	complicité	and	on	practising	complicité	helps	the	actor	find	their	sense	of	self.		

MA:	 Placing	 the	 actor	 at	 the	 centre	 through	 a	 multilingual	 and	
multivernacular	approach		

Multi-lingual,	Multi-vernacular	Improvisations		

MA:	So	with	the	actors	having	experienced	the	potential	in	their	complicité	with	
each	 other,	 Kristine	 moved	 on	 to	 text	 work,	 in	 which	 she	 devised	 an	
improvisation	 for	each	actor.	The	 improvisations	 involved	 the	actor	mining	his	
linguistic	 heritage,	 bringing	 to	 the	 surface	 of	 his	 improvisation	 an	 aspect	 or	
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aspects	of	his	cultural	autobiography.	This	work	created	a	 firm	stamp	upon	his	
voice	of	who	he	is,	and	also	created	a	bridge	for	him	to	traverse	the	gap	between	
his	 own	 identity	 and	 the	 narrative,	 and	 that	 of	 the	 dramatic	 piece	 he	 had	
prepared.		

First,	Chris	did	his	Gloucester	 speech.	Kristine	 invented	a	 family	 improvisation	
for	 him,	 and	 included	 Johann	 as	 an	 elder	 brother.	 Chris	 was	 pleading	 with	
Johann,	the	older	brother,	for	a	fair	go	in	the	family	dynamic.	He	was,	however,	at	
first	stiff;	too	forcefully	he	presented	his	idea	of	a	“good	actor”	which,	even	to	me	
observing,	felt	false	and	overdone.		To	re-harness	the	complicité	from	the	warm-
up	 ,	 Kristine	 directed	 him	 to	 use	 his	 Cantonese	 language,	 intuiting	 that	 there	
might	be	a	freedom	for	Chris	if	he	played	from	this	position.	Chris	had	never	used	
his	Cantonese	in	a	professional	space	before.		When	working	in	Cantonese,	Chris	
seemed	 to	 ignite	 the	 space	 between	 himself	 and	 Johann	 and	 find	 an	 easy	
complicité	with	Johann.		Johann	listened	to	Chris’s	pleadings	and	interjected	in	a	
gibberish	 language,	as	directed	by	Kristine.	She	called	for	the	gibberish	here	so	
that	both	actors	could	not	literally	understand	each	other.		

As	 in	 the	 earlier	 games,	 the	 actors’	 attention	was	 taken	away	 from	 themselves	
and	was	intently	focused	on	each	other.	For	the	two	actors	to	make	sense	of	an	
improvisation	 where	 they	 could	 not	 literally	 understand	 each	 other,	 only	 a	
certain	 quality	 of	 listening	 and	 communication	 could	 feed	 the	 exchange.	 Chris	
found	 emotional	 courage	 the	more	 that	Kristine	 insisted	 “you	must	not	 let	 the	
fiction	 overtake	 you”.	 He	 did	 away	 with	 his	 studied	 preparatory	moment	 and	
other	mannerism-forgeries,	and	visibly	played	his	cultural	context	in	the	speech.	
I	 no	 longer	 saw	 an	 actor	 attempting	 to	 do	 the	 Gloucester	 speech;	 I	 saw	 Chris:	
vulnerable,	free	and	powerful	with	Shakespeare’s	words.	From	the	first	line	“All	
happiness	 to	 my	 lord	 the	 King!”,	 Chris’s	 newly	 reclaimed	 rhythm	 was	
extraordinary.	

Then	 it	 was	 Johann’s	 turn	 to	 do	 his	 Hamlet	 speech.	 Another	 intense	
improvisation	 from	 Kristine’s	 vivid	 imagination:	 Kristine	 asked	 Johann	 to	
improvise	 telling	 a	 confidence	 to	 his	 friend	 Chris	 about	 the	 bad	 time	 he	 was	
having	 in	 a	 rehearsal	with	 another	director.	This	 scenario	was	partially	drawn	
from	something	that	Johann	had	recently	experienced	and	Kristine	was	sensitive	
to	 asking	 Johann	whether	 he	was	happy	 to	 use	 this	 as	 a	 prompt	 for	 the	work.	
Watching	 and	hearing	 this	 actor	 begin	 to	 use	 every	 influence	 of	 his	 varied	 life	
surfacing	in	his	voice	was	real	and	compelling.	All	of	the	vowels	and	consonants	
were	particular	only	to	Johann,	the	rhythm	unpredictable,	and		“there’s	the	rub”	
had	surely	never	sounded	so	alive	and	 full	before.	To	move	 the	 improvisations	
along	 if	 needed	Kristine	 herself	would	 step	 in	 “in	 role”	 and	 play	 alongside	 the	
actors.		

KLS:	 I	 intervened	 in	 each	actor’s	work	as	director	 in-role	 in	order	 to	 stir	 the	
improvisation,	 to	 focus	 the	 actor’s	 attention	 on	 some	 angle,	 and	 to	 turn	 the	
volume	up	or	down.	Its	like	directing	from	the	inside	as	opposed	to	the	outside.	
This	 director-in-role	 function	 becomes	 a	 shorthand	 with	 which	 I	 show	 and	
prompt	actors	about	how	far	they	might	go	with	a	particular	accent,	vernacular	
or	behaviour.		
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MA:		 At	 the	 end	 of	 the	 workshop,	 another	 frank	 discussion	 revealed	 the	
political	implications	of	what	the	actors	had	done.		

KLS:	 I	 told	 them	 that	 an	 intracultural	 approach	 contests	 the	 centre,	which	 in	
turn	creates	the	possibility	of	new	narratives	being	borne	out	of	the	performance	
process.		

MA:	Chris	commented	that	the	work	contrasted	with	his	previous	experience	of	
only	beautiful	and	ugly	sounds,	and	he	expressed	awe	and	excitement	about	the	
limitless	scope	for	communication	and	expression	that	may	be	possible	with	so	
many	new	rhythms	and	individualities.	Johann	agreed	that	the	work	showed	him	
something	new	and	vital:	

[…]	 what	 I’ve	 realized	 [in	 this	 workshop	 today]	 is	 because	 I	 come	 from	 a	 very	 multicultural	
background,	I’ve	taken	on	things	throughout	my	life,	which	is	all	part	of	who	I	am,	and	if	I	allow	
that	to	sort	of	flow	through	me,	and	by	using	this,	then	all	of	a	sudden	the	rhythms	are	different,	
they’re	my	 own	 rhythms,	 they	 have	 this	 uniqueness.	 That	 then	when	 I	 come	 to	 the	 stage,	my	
Hamlet	or	my	Henry	VIII	whatever	is	my	own	thing.	Unique.”	

In	 short,	 I	 found	 that	 Kristine’s	 intracultural	 work	with	 text	 in	 this	 workshop	
yielded	 two	 significant	 outcomes.	 First,	 the	 complicité	 she	 generated	 in	 the	
warm-up	 games	 had	 particular	 qualities	 of	 vigour,	 fullness	 and	 completeness.	
She	then	transferred	that	complicité	to	the	improvisations,	and	in	turn	to	the	text.	
She	stayed	very	close	to	the	actor,	side	coaching,	helping	each	actor	to	hold	their	
complicité	with	the	other.	Each	actor	appeared	vigorous,	full	and	complete	in	his	
acting.	 Second,	 each	 actor’s	 idiolect	 grew	 through	 the	 work	 and	 they	 both	
became	 more	 dynamic,	 unique	 speakers.	 Each	 actor’s	 own	 character	 (not	 the	
Shakespearean	character	of	Gloucester	or	Hamlet)	appeared	to	stand	taller,	his	
charisma	greater,	his	delivery	more	dynamic	and	remarkable.		

Ironically,	 since	 Kristine	 resists	 discussion	 of	 dramatic	 “character”	 in	 her	
rehearsal	 and	 classroom,	 each	 actor’s	 real	 character	became	prominent	during	
the	course	of	the	afternoon.	Importantly,	recalling	the	etymology	of	“character”,	
we	 are	 reminded	 that	 its	 Greek	 ancestor	 referred	 to	 both	 the	 mark	 that	 was	
impressed	 in	 a	 clay	 tablet	 and	 also	 the	 instrument	 for	 making	 that	 mark.	
“Character”’s	contemporary	sense	(via	the	word’s	Latin,	Old	French	and	Middle	
English	claims)	concerns	the	person’s	type	and	nature.	Re-writing	and	re-typing	
the	 actor’s	 character	 and	 voice	 were	 the	 very	 things	 that	 Kristine	 seemed	
concerned	with!	

Nevertheless,	 in	 contrast	 with	 approaches	 to	 performance	 that	 would	
foreground	 Shakespeare’s	 text	 and/or	 pragmatic	 conventions	 of	 voice	 and	
speech	 production	 over	 the	 actor	 himself,	 this	work	 concentrated	 only	 on	 the	
two	actors	 	–	and	specifically	 their	unique	cultural	contexts	–	and	drew	greatly	
from	those	contexts,	with	surprising	results.	For	Kristine,	this	concentration	is	a	
new	 kind	 of	 dramaturgy.	 That	 is	 not	 to	 say	 that	 old	 or	 conventional	
dramaturgical	approaches	could	not	exist	alongside	this	new	one,	but	directors	
and	 teachers	 of	 immense	 cultural	 literacy	 and	 vision	will	 need	 to	 confront	 the	
business	of	rewriting	the	dramaturgy	of	intracultural	performance.	

	


