"Varje folk har sitt kulturella alfabet™
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= Regisséren och teaterpro-
fessorn Thomas Riccio har
gjort teater med eskimder i
Alaska, med bushmin i Kala-
hari, med svarta och vita
tillsammans i det nya Sydaf-
rika och med sibirisk urbe-
fulkning pa forsiktig vig mot
demokrati och sjalvkinsla i
det fore detta Sovjet.

Nu sitter han pa golvet { en
repetitionssal pa Riksteatern
i Stockhoimsfororten Hallun-
da och leder yoga-Gvningar
med skddespelarna i Shikas-
ta-ensemblen och ett par ob-
servatorer.

Han far oss att andas djupt,
in genom néasan. ut genom
munnen, och kdnna oss som
drnar. Och fast vi inte tror det
méjligt kdnns det till slut
dnda som om andningsryt-
men bdr oss uppat. Vi brer ut
vingarna. lyfter. flyger over
bergmassiv och raviner som
viser genom 6rnens 0ga - i en
dvning som Thomas Riccio
har gjort manga ganger forr,
med andra grupper pa andra
stillen pa jordklotet.

Inldrda spanningar
Han borjar med rést- och
Kroppsovningar, forklarar
han. for att uppticka spdn-
ningar i skadespelarnas krop-
par.

- Varje folk har sitt kultu-
rella alfabet i kroppen. sdger
han. Vad han hjdlper till med
dr bara att damma av boken,
sa att det blir synligt.

Han pekar pa muskelspan-
ningar och stelheter som vi
inte dr skapta med. utan har
lart in. De sitter pa olika
stillen hos folk i olika kultu-
rer.

Genom att l6sa upp sadana
spanningar frigors inte bara
skadespelaren, det dr ocksa
ett sdtt art via kroppen na ner
i sjalens djupare lager, till
omedvetna. glémda eller for-
trangda kanslor och minnen.
till de rotter varje manniska
har i sitt lands speciella jord-
man av tradition. klimat, re-
ligion och rit.

Som en gruvarbetare
Thomas Riccio, som ar fodd i
Cleveland, Ohio, i den stékiga
delen av stan. sdger han. har
arbetat som scenograf, ska-
despelare och regissor pa te-
atrar alitifrdn Boston och
Chicago till New York och
Los Angeles.

En spenslig. vig man med
liten hastsvans i nacken. Han
ser ut som skadespelare inte
sdllan gor - mondén. sjdlvsé-
ker. fotogenisk., men sjdlv
uppfattar han sig som ett
slags gruvarbetare, en som

grdver sig ner genom kultur-
lagren. Han pratar fort och
enormt koncentrerat men
lyckas dndad formedla ett
slags vanlig omuanke om
gruppen.

- Jag har lirt av de gamla
eskimderna, sdger han. "Néar
du inte vet eller inte kan gora
dig forstadd - tala da med
hjértat.”

Reste och studerade
Triden, skogen och lugnet
lockade honom till Alaska.
Dir fick han sedan uppdraget
att leda en teater for urbe-
folkningarna. Tuma-teatern,
som stods av universitetet i
Fairbanks, dit han ocksa har
Knutits som professor i ur-
folksteater.

Under ett ars forberedelse-
arbete reste han 1988 runt
bland I[nupiat- och Yupik-es-
kimaerna, bland aleuter och
athabaskiska indianer, lyss-
nade pa sanger och berdttel-
ser. dansade danser tillsam-
mans med de gamla, studera-
de masker och prydnader och
larde sig deras historia.

Dérefter har det blivit sex
Alaska-forestillningar, sam-
tidigt som han i allt stérre
omfattning ocksa har blivit
inbjuden att arbeta i andra
lander. Personer och institu-
tioner som pa olika satt haller
pa med folkkultur ber honom
komma. [bland finns det re-
dan en teatergrupp, ibland
skapar han den.

Glomda fardigheter

- Man far borja i det givna, i
de forutsattningar som finns.
sager han. Bland bushman-
nen som deltog | gruppen i
Kalahari visade sig flera vara
medicinméan. Da kom dagar-
nas arbete att avspegla kval-
larnas och nitternas ceremo-
nier.

Medlemmarna i den zambi-
ska grupp han arbetade med
kom fran olika stammar i det
avstammotsdttningar pragla-
de landet. Vissa av dem hade
svart att dra jaimnt. berdttar
han.

- Négra horde till stammar
som hérskat. andra till de
underkuvade. | var forestill-
ning fick de dansa varandras
danser och upptrada tillsam-
mans.

Det mesta av hans arbete
gar ut pa att dtererdvra nis-
tan glémda kunskaper och
fardigheter. I Jakutsk i Sibi-
rien gick han en match mot
Stanislavskij. den moderna
skadespelarkonstens fader.

Sacha-folket kunde inte
lingre spela pa mungigan.
sitt nationalinstrument. De-
ras egna traditioner och ut-
trycksformer hade offrats for
socialrealismen. Nu lirde de

Upptécker spanningar. Thomas Riccio, regissor och teaterprofessor reser variden runt
och leder yogaovningarfor olika teatergrupper. Har ar han i Hallundat illsammans med Shi-
kasta-ensemblen. Han menar att de muskelspanningar och stelheer som vi inte &r fédda
med sitter pd olika stéllen ihos manniskor i olika kulturer.

sig spela instrumentet av
gamla traditionsbérare.

EKommer i konflikt

P4 scenen byggdes en sym-
bolisk jurta framfSr en fond
dar Moskva representerades
av en hotande skugga, vilket
vdckte ont blod hos vissa
makthavare.

- Fordelen med att komma
utifrdn dr att man reser dari-
fran igen, sager Thomas Ric-
cio. Man kan sdga sant som
teatergruppen inte kan.

Inte sdllan kommer han i

konflikt med byrakrater och
politiker i sitt arbete. Ibland
for att urfolkskulturen trots
ldpparnas bekinnelser har
svart att fA pengar, ibland for
att arbetet hotar ingrodda
maonster och maktstrukturer.

Apartheid pa teatern
Gruppen i Sydafrika, besta-
ende av bade vita och svarta.
spelade i ett modernt teater-
tempel dar de svarta | ensem-
blen sldpptes in bakvégen.

- Var grupp fick hela tiden
ocksd simre materiel dn de
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andra grupperna i huset, be-
rattar Thomas Riccio.

- Apartheid var avskaffat,
men teaterledningen hade
den kvar i sina huvuden.

Att arbeta med urbefolk-
ningar 4r att arbeta med mén-
niskor som har traumatise-
rats av kolonialismen, so-
cialt, ekonomiskt, politiskt
och i sin sjdlvkadnsla, sdger
Riccio.

Den vasterlandska civilisa-
tionen har kort dver de flesta
av dem, dédat uttrycksformer
och traditioner, gjort folk-

grupper arvidsa och osiKra
om sitt virde. .

- Urbefolkningarna  har
forlorat sina rotter - liksom
vi sjdlva, sdger han. Orsaker
na ir desamma, men effekter-
na ser olika ut.

"Var egen bild”

Ettav malen med hans arbete
dratt verbrygga klyftan mel-
lan det moderna och det tradi
tionella, vilket skulle ge urbe-
folkningarna ett eget forhall-
ningssitt till omvérlden. ett
sdttatt mota den.

- De har f6rnekat sig sjilva
under sd lang tid, och allting
runt dem bekriftar en annan
kultur. Nu haller de pa att
assimileras och deras kultur
pa att utrotas. [nnan de har
fat: en chans a%t dclta { cam
talet pa sina villkor kan de ha
forlorat sin rost.

Liksom vi var formaga att
kinna igen den,

- Vitroratt vi ser en annan
kultur, men vad vi ser 4r bara
var egen bild av den, siger
han.

Urskiljer det svenska
I Sverige arbetar Thon.:- Ric
cio nagra veckor i hés:
inbjudan av Vistand te:
och Riksteaterns mangkult.
rella ensemble Shikasta, me«
stdd av Svenska institutet.

Leif Stinnerbom, konstnér-
lig ledare for Vistana teater
och fran och med i hést ocksa
for Shikasta, tror att Ricciwu
har nagot att tillféra bagge
grupperna. J

- | Véstana teater soker vi
vart scensprak utanfor den
psykologiska realismen. ~in
om Shikasta maste vi fraga
oss hur vi kan utnyttja det
mangkulturella i gruppen sa-
ger han.

Thomas Riccio for sin deb
tycker efter ett par daga:s
ovningar med Shikasta.- =
vars medlemmar kommer
fran Iran, Turkiet, Kurdistan,
Uganda, Finland, ex-Jugosla-
vien och Spanien - att han
borjar kunna urskilja det
svenska, det som fGrenar
gruppmedlemmarna bland
allt annat som skiljer. Av
muskelspanningar och blick-
ar, rostligen och sma under-
forstddda tecken sluter han
sig till var kulturella nyckel,
den man skaffar sig om man
vill passa in i Sverige.

- Det ar en valdig vilja till
konformitet, att passa in, och
inte bli utanfor, sidger Tho-
mas Riccio.

- Mycket hir handlar om
siffror och ordning, renlighet
och perfektion. Det &r inte
vad han har lart sig att varl-
den handlar om, sager han.
Dér borde vi nog tinkaom. a



ALL PEOPLE HAVE THEIR OWN CULTURAL ALPHABET

Theatre director and professor Thomas Riccio has made theatre with the Eskimos in Alaska. the Bushmen of the
Kalahari, blacks and whites in the new South Africa. and with the Siberian people, assisting them in their development towards
democracy and self-awareness in the former Soviet Union.

I joined his workshop conducted recently in a rehearsal room at the Riksteatern in the Stockholm suburb of Hallunda
where he lead yoga exercises with the actors of the Shikasta ensemble and a couple of other observers. He asked us close our
eyes and to breathe deeply in through the nose and out through the mouth and through visualization asked us to become
eagles. At first it didn't seem possible, but soon the exercise had us taking on the rhythm and breathing of the eagle. We were
taken upwards, spread our wings and flying over mountains and valleys, seeing through the eves of the eagle.

It is an exercise Thomas Riccio has conducted many times before with other groups around the world. He always starts
with voice and body exercises, he explains. to discover tensions in the bodies of the actors. "Every group of people around the
world has a cultural alphabet that lives in their body.” he savs. He helps people dust off the books so the alphabet can be
used again. He points to the muscular tensions and stiffness that we are not born with but what we have learned from the
modern way we live. This tension exists in different places on people of different cultures. Loosening up thesc tensions not
only makes the actor freer. it is also a way. through the body to get down get down into the deeper layers of the soul (o the
unconscious, forgotten, and abandoned feelings and memories. Back to the roots every human being has and is uniquely
expressed depending on where they live on the earth. These body expressions are shaped by environment and climate and
given expression in religion and rites.

Thomas Riccio. who was born in Cleveland. Ohio, in the "messy part of the city” he sayvs. has been working as a
scenographer, actor, director, in theatre in Boston, Chicago. New York and Los Angles.

A thin and agile man with a pony tail and looking like actors often do. worldly, self-aware, and photogenic. But he sees
himself as a cultural mine worker, someone that digs down into the layers of a culture. Even though talking fast and
articulately he is still is able.to convey warm feelings and thoughts. "I've learned from the Eskimo elders” he said. "When vou
don’t know how to explain something, then simply talk with vour heart.”

The trees of the forest along with its calm and quict drew him to Alaska where he was asked to lead an Alaska native
theatre group, Tuma Theatre, which is sponsored by the University of Alaska-Fairbanks, where is also a professor in theatre.
He began in 1988 to prepare himself for his work by traveling to Yup'ik and Inupiat Eskimo and Athabaskan Indian villages.
He listened to songs and tales, and danced dances and studied masks and clothing, and learned their history and culture.
Since then he has developed six performances in Alaska and at the same time has been invited to work in different countrics.
People and institutions have that in some ways deal with indigenous culture have invited him to work with a pre-existing
theatre group and sometimes he helps create theatre groups. "You have to start with what is already there” he says.

Amongst the Bushmen in the Kalahari several of his performers were traditional healers and the daily work mirrored the
night's ceremonies. Members of the Zambia group came from many different tribes in a country where there is much tribal
friction. "Some of them had a difficult time working together” he says. Somec of them belonged to large tribal groups that had
political power, other belonged to smaller, disenfranchised tribes. The made the performance together and in our performance
they danced each other's dances.” i

Most of his work has to do with the bringing up of the memory and knowledge of what has been forgotten. Yakutsk.
central Siberia he really gave Stanislavski a fight- Stanisiaviski. the father of modern acting. Thcre he discovered that the
Sakha actors he worked with could not play the mouth harp which is their national instrument. Their own traditions and self-
expression had been sacrificed for social realistic acting style. A part of his work included their learning how to play the
instrument from folk performers. On stage they built a svmbolic Yurt in front of a Moscow represented by a threatening
shadow which made some of the people in the audience uncomfortable. *The advantage of being an outsider is that you lcave”
says Thomas Riccio. "You can say things that others in the theatre cannol.”

He sometimes gets into conflict with the bureaucrats and politicians in his work. Sometimes it is becausc thosc in
power will say things for political expediency vet back down when faced with the rcality or their words. Many times his theatre
work threatens established power structures. One group he worked with in South Africa, which consisted of whites and
blacks, performed in a modern state supported theater where the blacks in the ensemble had 1o use the back door. "Our group
got less support than did the theater's other productions” Thomas Riccio says. "Apartheid had been abolished but it still lived
in the heads of the theater's directors.”

"To work with indigenous people is to work with people who are traumatized by colonialism and who's identity--
socially, politically, economically--is confused” savs Riccio. "The western culture has crushed most of them. extinguishing their
ways of expressing themsclves and their traditions, forcing them to lose their heritage and unsure about their value in the
modern world. They have actually lost their roots, like we have" he says. The reasons for this are not the same but the results
are.

One of the goals of his work is to bridge the gap between the modern and the traditional which would give indigenous
people a way of relating to the modern world on their terms. "They have been denied for such a long time and evervthing
around them in the modern world affirms another kind of culturc. Now they are assimilating and their cultures are on the brink
of extinction. Before they have been given a chance to participate in a dialog on their terms they might have already lost their
voice. We think that we see another culture, but what we see is just our picture of it." says Thomas Riccio.

In Sweden Thomas Riccio is working for a few weeks at the invitation of VAstana Theatre and the Riksteatern's multi-
cultural ensemble, Shikasta Theatre. His visit is also supported by the Swedish Institute.

Leif Stinnerbom. artistic director of Vastana Theatre and beginning this [all also of Shikasta, thinks that Riccio has
something to offer both groups. At Vastana Theatre we are looking for a theatre language outside of psychological realism. At
Shikasta we must ask ourselves how best to use the many cultures contained within the group” he says.

Thomas Riccio for his part thinks that after a couple of days of exercises with Shikasta. whose members come from Iran,
Turkey. Kurdistan, Finland. Uganda. ex-Yugoslavia. and Spain. that he is able (o see the Swedish in them. That which brings
the members of the groups together. Among he sees how theyv have become a part of the Swedish context. From muscular
tensions and looks. how they use their voice and other subtle signs. he sees the cultural marks of Sweden. "There is a greal
subconscious urgency to conform and to adjust and not be an outsider” says Thomas Riccio.

"A lot here in Sweden is about numbers and order. cleanness and perfection. that's not the reality of the cultures of the
group or the world™ he says. It would do us good to recognize the way we think.



