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From Che Min ))bo, Karea, 13 December 1996

KOREAN THEATRE MUST APPLY KOREAN FORMS AND SENSIBILITY
Playwright Thomas Riccio visited Cheju recently” researching the April 3rd massacre and
shamanism,

"Is it some sort of self-inflicted neo-colonialism for a people 10 deal with their issues by
adopting a Western theatre language and form? The Korean Theaire is rich and Koreans must
have the confidence to use their own form and sensibilits- to express and reflect their own
contemporary predicament.”

The man who is insisting that Koreans embrace their own ways is ironicatly an American-
a person we might useally consider an imperialist. Regrettably Thomas Ricelo, a young direcror
and playwright, is not Korean.

"Korean theatre does not reflect its unique coniemporary predicament well and because of
that it is losing its connection and relevance.” He observes, "Modern, Western theatre, is not the
proper tocl by which 1o examine current Korean issues. It is the tool of another culture. Korcan
theatre has Jis own 100ls. Use them."

Professor Thomas, who conslders himself a performance writer rather than a playwrighy, is
direct and firm in his belicfs. Hls strong, precise opinions and criticism swruck a2 nerve and his
words must be accepred modestly,  His obsenations are drawn from his recent waork in Korean and
his wide ranging work as a playwright, director and scholar with a variety of cultures from all
over the world.

As a playwright he was recently recognized for his avant garde play Rubbej City--a satire
of American pop icons Elvis, Marilyn Monroe and John F. Kennedy. The seuing of the play isa
sraall town in Ohio and deals with how pop culture fiction, (2lschoods and contradictions become
reality. This play, Hke all of his theatre {s always inventing ltself and goes to the exwreme. The
play premiered in Chicago and recently ran for a year in Frankfurt, Germany.

However, it was only after giving a workshop on indigencus performance at an
international theatre festival in Finland in 1993, when he began o receive recognition as a
director of culture based performance. The workshop was autended by theatre people {from several
nations and as a result Thomas was invited to develop a variety of indigenous performance
projecis around the world

In Yakutia, in central Siberia of Russia, he made a performance which dealt with the loss of
wraditonal culture because of communism. The mythology and traditional theairical expression of
the Yakuts was both the inspiratlon and resource for his work. That performance was for the
National Theatre of Yakutia and also toured the republic.

He has subsequently worked with the Bushtien In the Kalahari desert of scuthern Africa.
In South Africa his extensive research in Zulu folk traditions provided the basis for 4 series of
performances that expressed the trauma of adjustment in the post-apartheid era. Tn Australia and
Turkey he conducted workshops that applied traditional indigenous performance. In Sweden his
workshops dealt with the subject of immigration and emerging multi-culturailsm. In Zambia he
developed a performance that dealt with imer-twribal conflict and the need for solldarlty and
consciousness between the many tribes that struggle with each other in that nation.

His prerequisite is "Each people must speak in their own terms and this means using their
own forms. These forms come from the specific place they live on."  In this way of doing theatre
he thinks a community can effectively deal and solve its social problems. He sees performance is a
practical technology. Though an American he has devoted his talents to champion the unique
expressions of third world performance.

Thomas teaches at the University of Alaska-Fairbanks and has recenily compieted a
semester as a visiting professor at the Korean National University of the Arts. He came to Cheju
Island recently to conduct research into the trauma of the April 3 massacre and its relationship to
Shinbang (shaman) performance and healing methods. His investigations and interviews are in
preparvation for the development of 4 possible healing cecremony’ to take place in 1998.

Professor Kim Ssong-Nae of Sogang University, who earned her doctorate on Cheju Island
Shinbangs and their relationship to the April 3rd massacre, joined Thomas during his research.
While on Cheju Thomas also met with novelist Han Rim Wha who is crganizing the cultural
committee for the fifty yvear commemoration of the April 3rd massacre.

Earlier this month Thomas developed and directed "Twelve Moons" which was presented at
the Natvional University of the Arts. His performance applied traditional mask dance expression to
create new mask characters. A popular and artistc success, the performance re-imagined the
ancient origin myth of Tangun, placing it in & contemporary context.  In the tradition of mask
dance the performance saurized contemporary Korean life. Reporter: Ko dae Kyong



