Asian Intercultural Conference 2008

Programme Synopsis

Presentation formats will vary from session to session, such as conference papers, talks, discussions, video screenings and demonstrations/performances/showings. For 29 – 31 May, Q&A is scheduled as the final session of the day after the panel sessions.
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Keynote 1
 9 ​– 10.50am

Engaging the Contemporary: A Singaporean Perspective on Theatre and Training
- T. Sasitharan

Keynote 2
11.10am – 1pm 

Engaging the Contemporary: Bridging China, Taiwan, Hong Kong and the US
- Stan Lai 

Panel 1

2.30 – 4.20pm

After TTRP: Locating Intercultural Practice

- Felimon Blanco

- Themis Lin

- Sajeev Purushothama
Synopsis: Panellists will talk about their experiences of their artistic practice since they left TTRP. In what sense it has been intercultural, not just for them but also collaborators and audiences as well as how their own locales have shaped their practice and output. Matters relating to economics and sustainability as well as further training and education will be considered. They will share their views on the TTRP curriculum and what might be needed to prepare a young actor-student for their theatre environment. 

Synopsis for Sajeev Purushothama: He will discuss issues related to intercultural actor-performer training and psychophysical actor preparation. Practice-based research on re-organisation of training and its explorations with performance practices beyond the geographical/cultural/aesthetic background is looking deeply into a practice model and unique approach toward actor-performer training in an intercultural scenario. The questions addressed are: (1) To what extent is it possible to push the boundaries of developing of physical actor training, which will enable the actor to work with any dramaturgical context in this present time? (2) To what extent might it be possible for an intercultural actor-performer training to successfully incorporate combinations of principles and practices toward cultivating a unique actor? (3) What is our interculturality and where is it located?
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Plenary 1
9 ​– 10.50am

Locating Traditional Theatre within Contemporary Practice

- G. Venu (with demonstration by Kapila Venu)

- Sardono Kusumo (with demonstration by Bambang Besur Suryuno)

Synopsis: G. Venu and Sardono Kusumo will talk about the traditional forms of Kutiyattam and Wayang Wong respectively. They will demonstrate the dramaturgical and aesthetic qualities of the art forms, how the forms have been used in contemporary theatre as well explore issues relating to the teaching of these forms for contemporary theatre.

Synopsis for G. Venu: Kutiyattam is a theatre style to present Sanskrit plays using Kerala’s indigenous styles of conception and representation as well as the acting technique described in Bharatha’s Natyashastra, the basic book of Indian dramaturgy. Therefore this traditional form of theatre internalized the rigour and vitality of all the folk, ritual and martial arts of Kerala as well as the concepts of Sanskrit theatre of India.

The basic squatting stance of Kutiyattam is to get the energy point at the bottom of the spine. Only if there is proper energy concentration in the back, is your face lit, your eyes are bright, you become a different person. The uniqness of this theatre is that it reveals the equipoise in the man’s female state and the woman’s male state of being therefore accords equal freedom to the male and female performer’s to explore the nuances of a whole range of emotions. While the acting concepts in Kutiyattam follow a highly stylized and complex theatre language replete with hand gestures and facial expressions, the fundamental premise this theatre has is that the total experience in the mind of the spectators evoked must be realistic.

These are the most important and the basic characteristics of Kutiyattam Theatre. Traditionally it takes about 15 years to complete the training needed to become a professional performer. To transmit the spirit of this theatre in a two month course to the contemporary theatre students selected from different parts of the world in a training of session was a real challenge. We had several discussions and thoughts how to make it practical for the TTRP training pattern of traditional theatre. We finally decide to choose a particular episode from a play and concentrating on it to analyse and study in detail all the aspects of that portion. We tried to study the spirit and technique with equal importance. This was our attempt.
Plenary 2
11.10am – 1pm
Reconsidering Acting: Traditional Theatre(s) and the Contemporary Stage 

- Phillip Zarrilli
Synopsis: This presentation, more specifically entitled “Traditional psychophysical paradigms in a post-psychological/post-Stanislavskian contemporary theatre”, reconsiders acting in the 21st century.  It examines a “psychophysical” approach to acting and actor training from an intercultural perspective “after” Stanislavski, and “after” psychology. After a brief historical overview, the presentation explores how elements, principles, and techniques of traditional Asian systems of actor/performer training contribute to and constitute an alternative understanding and practice of (psychophysical) acting not exclusively based on psychology. Such an approach allows the actor to address a wide variety of contemporary, alternative dramaturgies. A psychophysical approach to acting explores the “physical” and the “psychic” or the “outer” and “inner”. The beginning point is not psychology, but the enlivening quality of the actor’s breath as “energy” (prana-vayu, qi/ki). The first concern is with activating and discovering this “energy” which activates and animates the actor in the moment. A psychophysical approach creates an “’energetic theatre’”, i.e. a “theatre not of meaning but of ‘forces, intensities, present affects’” (Jean-Francois Lyotard, quoted in Lehmann, 2006:37). Here the actor senses and experiences both the feel and the subtle movement of activating “energy” within as it is shaped by the dramaturgy and aesthetic form in the moment of performance. The presentation is based on Phillip Zarrilli’s new book, Psychophysical Acting: an intercultural approach after Stanislavski (London: Routledge, forthcoming in September 2008, with DVD-ROM by Peter Hulton and Foreword by Eugenio Barba).

Panel 2
 
2.30 – 4.20pm

After TTRP: Working Interculturally
- Mohd Noushad

- Peter Sau

- Yeo Yann Yann

- Miyuki Kamimura
Synopsis: Panellists will talk about their experiences of their artistic practice since they left TTRP. In what sense it has been intercultural, not just for them but also collaborators and audiences as well as how their own locales have shaped their practice and output. Matters relating to economics and sustainability as well as further training and education will be considered. They will share their views on the TTRP curriculum and what might be needed to prepare a young actor-student for their theatre environment. 
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Plenary 3
9 ​– 10.50am
Locating Traditional Theatre within Contemporary Practice
- Li Qiu Ping

- Richard Emmert

Synopsis: Li Qiu Ping and Richard Emmert will talk about the traditional forms of Beijing opera and Noh theatre respectively. They will demonstrate the dramaturgical and aesthetic qualities of the art forms, how the forms have been used in contemporary theatre as well explore issues relating to the teaching of these forms for contemporary theatre.

Plenary 4
11.10am – 1pm
Teaching Acting: Encountering the Intercultural

- David Zinder

Panel 3 
2.30 – 4.20pm

Redirections: Directing Interculturally 

- Kok Heng Leun
- Uichiro Fueda

- Makoto Sato

- Mitsuyo Uesugi

Synopsis: Panellists will address issues related to directing and performing intercultural works. Uichiro Fueda and Mitsuyo Uesugi are part of the creative team of TTRP’s Hamletmachine and will draw from their experiences with this production as well as other intercultural works they have been involved in. 

Synopsis for Makoto Sato: The interchange of ideas in Asian contemporary theatre is now definitely reaching a new stage. Nothing shows it more evidently than the existence of TTRP and the practitioners from all over the world who studied there and learned the ideals and philosophy of its co-founder Kuo Pao Kun. Not only I but also Black Tent, which has always worked on “Asian Theatre” since the beginning of the 80s, are very happy to see the signs of new developments that are full of hope for the future. The meaning of “freedom” for theatre in coming up against the bonds of society or history will become bigger and bigger and thus we would confront more difficult problems. In such a time, I think the only duty we, the theatre practitioners of our age, should do for those of the new generation who are sufficiently filled with hope and vitality to transcend all prejudice and conventionalities, is to thoroughly examine, through theatre, the events of war of the near past which had led this region to the way it is now. To ask what it was from the viewpoint of the essence of human nature, enabling an easy way of dividing people as assailant and victim. is truly a theme we, spending our lives in the shadow of such history, should think about and pass it down from generation to generation. In that sense, I think that performing Spirits Play written by Kuo Pao Kun with the actors from all over Asia will be the most important work for me to do.

1 Jun, SUN












Plenary 5
9 ​– 10.50am
Teaching What You Don't Know: Intercultural Pedagogies in Performance
- Paul Rae

Synopsis: In this paper, I focus on a striking feature of many recent intercultural performances: they all involve teaching. This includes work by TheatreWorks (Singapore), Zuni Icosahedron (Hong Kong), Pichet Klunchun and Jerôme Bel (Thailand/France), and numerous others besides. My main concern is to identify what is distinctive about the pedagogical process when it takes place in performance, rather than the classroom or studio. I argue that however well-rehearsed such processes are, they can only be convincing as performances if the performers can continue to discover what they don’t know in what they know. I will discuss several examples as a means of distinguishing ‘pedagogy in performance’ from ‘performance pedagogy’: I shall reflect on what this tells us about intercultural encounter, and also the implications for more formal pedagogical procedures, which must now find ways of extending, rather than duplicating, this aspect of the work.

Panel 4 CONCLUSIONS and Q&A
     11.10am – 1pm  
Synopsis: Panellists will give their observations of the discussions in the past three days as well as relate own experiences in intercultural practice. 

Writing the Intercultural
- Erik Ehn

Aspects of the Intercultural: Teaching Southeast Asia to Acting Students
- Sumit Mandal
Synopsis: Once a year from 2005 to 2007, I taught a seminar on Southeast Asia at the Theatre Training and Research Programme (TTRP) in Singapore. I designed my seminar around the areas of my research in history and cultural studies. In my classes, I experimented with ways of making the students familiar with the history, flows of people and ideas, as well as the cultural identities of Southeast Asia. The ideas of nation and region were engaged critically. In this talk, I shall relate my experience of teaching the theatre students of diverse nationalities. I shall organise my talk around two main themes, namely the historical perspectives that informed my seminars, and the exploration of Singapore as a site from which to view the region.

Concluding Remarks

- T. Sasitharan



