Equality and Diversity

Report on Tamasha Acting Master-class, RADA, Monday 22nd June 2009

This master-class was part of our ongoing work on cultural diversity and inclusion. It was led by Kristine Landon-Smith (KL-S), Tamasha’s Artistic Director in front of an invited audience of affiliate staff and students. 

Over the past few years, the Conservatoire has developed a relationship with Tamasha Theatre Company and Kristine and her staff have worked with many of our affiliate schools on artistic and stage management projects. Tamasha is a company specialising in work with actors and writers from South East Asian backgrounds. Our relationship with this company makes an important contribution to our work in equality and diversity and our specific aim to broaden the range and backgrounds of our students: British Asian students being a particularly ‘hard to reach’ group in dance, drama, technical theatre and circus arts courses.  

The actors for this master-class included three of Tamasha’s actors and five recent graduates from affiliate schools. Kristine has a particular interest in working with actors and their varying cultural context – culture and language in particular play a large part in her practice and her work encourages actors to use these elements as a positive force in their acting. 

‘The actors’ cultural context and language play a huge part in their acting. My work is based on two things: one is ‘play’ – how to encourage actors to play well and at all times (with or without text) and the second is nurturing the individual personality and spirit of the performer.’ Kristine Landon-Smith

In the selection process, recent acting graduates were asked to give a brief description of their background and their comments included the following:

· I was born and raised in Edinburgh. Both my parents are Chinese. My mother is from Shenzhen and my father is from Toisan in China. I am able to speak Cantonese but not at an expert level as I have lived in the UK too long and it is only now I am trying to become stronger with it.  I am very strong minded about  wanting to bring diversity into theatre, to show the way that the world is changing. I don't think enough people are trying to show this.

· Just to say that my background is mixed. My father was born in Jerusalem and is a Palestinian Christian. He has lived here for over thirty years and met my mum who is from Liverpool whilst working  in the city. How they got together I will never know. She had a thick accent and she still has trouble when she gets on the phone to speak to everyone at home. I travel frequently to see my father’s family and understand Arabic very well and although I am not fluent I can get by.

·  I’m British, born in London in 1979. Both my parents are from Ghana and I consider myself to be also ‘from’ Ghana.


Part 1: Acting Master-class
 
Kristine began by leading the actors through a series of games – volleyball, tag, team games and through this she encouraged them to come together to play. Her aim is to encourage actors to play -  not by talking about playing or pretending to play, but actually playing and through this, to explore the seamless journey from ‘play’ to rehearsal. The actors commented that it was ‘good to have people in a rehearsal room being good’ and that ‘this approach was a way of opening doors to begin working – actors enjoy playing together. ‘

The actors were asked to learn a short piece of text and bring this to the class. Through a series of questions, Kristine encouraged each actor to explore the text at deeper level, using their first or family language, accent or dialect. She helped the actors to find a way to ‘switch’ between the English of the text and their family languages, (Norwegian, Cantonese or Punjabi) or to explore the text using the accent or dialect they used or heard at home. By inviting them to use, for example, a Nigerian or Ghanaian accent and/or dialect, the actors made a deeper connection with the text. 

A member of the audience commented: 
· ‘It was interesting to watch K using a Nigerian accent. I had seen her perform this piece in her showcase, but here she brought out a different side to the character.’ 


Part 2: Discussion 
In the second half of the master-class, the actors and audience engaged in a conversation about how to put the actors’ cultural context at the centre of the acting class and rehearsal room. Kristine thought that directors are more likely to work with character rather than exploring the part of the actor’s self that comes from their own cultural background and language. In her work, Kristine uses the word ‘actor’ rather than ‘character’. Starting with themselves and using the language the actor felt most comfortable with, was often a quicker way of an actor getting to the place they needed to be.  

A recent RADA graduate spoke of the unacknowledged effort he made to speak what to him was ‘foreign English’. Although his accent is now RP English, he demonstrated to the audience how he spoke at home – also in English but a completely different voice, with a different tone, accent and dialect. He described how it was important for him to find a way of using this in his own performances and how for him, the foundation for transformation as an actor has to come from finding a true place.

When asked whether this process of working felt ‘safe’, the actors replied that it felt refreshing to work like this. It stopped them from trying so hard and freed them up. One actor commented that surprisingly, she had found it more interesting to explore the character in her text through using herself, rather than someone else. 

Asked by a teacher how she set up the different scenarios and managed to move so quickly between them, Kristine replied that she was  always looking for what would get the result, to help get over the ‘false place’ in acting. She looked for what could make the acting more real and how to use the actor’s cultural background to find a different, more truthful way of using the text. When she thought about where the actor should go next, sometimes it was not very far away. She described how her work is about hoping to make astute observations – wanting to unpick and unpick. 

Lloyd Trott, RADA’s dramaturg, spoke about using this method as a way of transforming the self into character – encouraging actors to release a part of themselves which allows getting to character. He also spoke about the importance of ‘colour blind’ casting, something he has fought for a long time.  

Some of the other comments during the discussion included the following: 
· One of the things to learn from this kind of practice is how using a different vocabulary - naming cultural difference - is a good way in.
· Enlisting people’s real qualities and that keeps something really alive in the acting 
· Training the individual in an ensemble context. 
· It was a way of getting to the individual really quickly – having a palette to draw from in their own work
· Kristine removes over-analysing and allows characters just to ‘be’. 
· It opens up everything around, cultural, social etc. for actor and teacher
· Some actors want to talk about their personal lives when developing a character
· This is a very sincere way of working, it explores what the individual actor has to offer, not a surface view of ‘diversity’ – it goes straight to the actor to find true meaning.  
· The worry is that the drama school spots talent at audition and then this talent is side-stepped for something else.  

Comments from the actors: 
After the event, the Conservatoire trained actors were invited to send in their thoughts about the master-class. Their responses included:

· The workshop was an organic way of delving deeper into a more natural approach to acting, using our natural voices and natural way of moving to connect to the piece. It was very invigorating and exposing and I really enjoyed it. Kehinde

· I found the Tamasha Master-class a useful and refreshing way to work. Kristine really manages to get a sense of the actor she is working with and goes right to the actor’s roots in order to formulate a productive process. I would love to see the process of experimenting and exploring used more often rather than having to stick to conventional methods -  I hate having to go by the rule book all the time. I would love to see this type of work happening more in period theatre as I think there is something really interesting in bringing more diversity into any form of creativity. What do I mean by diversity? A lot of people rely solely on appearance to decide something is diverse and they don’t ask enough questions and really get to the source. The master class opened this up and really explored all the different avenues  - this is a great and healthy way to try to create something different.  Siu Hun Li

· ‘The workshop was thoroughly enjoyable and generated a lot of positive thought. I feel it allowed the actors as individuals, and as a group, to very quickly develop a natural and connected work environment. By allowing and giving permission for the actor to explore primary, secondary or even tertiary natural voices and connecting to our cultural identities - a truth connecting the actor to the text was uncovered. This can only be a good basis on which successful character and skilled performance can grow. 

Kristine had a wonderful ability to unmask herself in her role as director and this encouraged the actors to very quickly do the same. Sitting on the floor with us, speaking to us as people not performers at this early stage - creating a sense of oneness - all invaluable.’  Jotham

· ‘I enjoyed the workshop very much. I found it really freeing; having English as my second language was all of a sudden something that I could benefit from, something that could help me open up and relax -  and not just the regular "language barrier". I felt secure and had lots of fun!’ Hedda


Lois Keith, Equality and Diversity Manager

