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A cold read. I run my tongue over well-rehearsed speech. Rounded letters and smooth

syntax. The language is crisp. Helena, in A Midsummer Night’s Dream. Shakespeare. Clipped.

Conservative. Not too much, not too little. Goldilocks with no bears, just golden strands of hair

and crystal blue eyes. She is just right. Her voice must be the equivalent. Following in her

fantastical stead, I teach my tongue to choose its words very carefully. The first instrument I

learned to control as an actor was my body. Writing from the perspective of an able-bodied actor,

the dominant theories behind actor training introduced to me emphasized the use of the body–as

a tool, as a politic, and an instrument. Extending beyond the reach of the corporeal form

however, is the voice. As a mechanism and a metaphor, the voice is a form of experience–not

only a sonic experience but a social, cultural, and racialized one.

As with many actors on collegiate stages, my actor training has centered around three

pillars: the body, the voice, and their relationship to the stage. In crafting questions of the actor’s

voice in relation to identity, I was first drawn to understanding broader questions of vocal

production and emotional affect. When actors present a character in a play in front of an

audience, what makes their own speaking voice so different in contrast to the voice their

audiences heard on stage? At first, this thesis was the avenue through which I sought to

understand what constituted the space between one’s authentic self and the character embodied

on stage. Furthermore, I sought to understand and define the transition from the actor’s natural

speaking voice to that of the character, or “acting voice,” a stage actor utilizes while performing.

On a personal level, I was curious about the difference between my own natural speaking voice

in comparison to the voice I adopted when on stage.

Even in the early, more conceptual stages of this work, I struggled to describe the exact

parameters bracketing the sonic phenomenon I was attempting to qualify. I knew there was a
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degree of separation between my own speaking voice and the voice I used while on stage,

however, I found that describing such a distinction was nearly impossible in casual conversation.

Words lifted from a script without the stage to bolster them could hardly be distinguished–let

alone elevated–from everyday speech. Hidden from the listener’s ear and at times, my own, how,

then, were all these seemingly disparate voices linked in one body?

Naturally, I looked to musicology as well as other scientific studies of sound and vocal

production to aid in my research. If this seemingly inauthentic and disingenuous tone or vocal

quality proves to be rooted in the body’s physiological response to performing on stage, perhaps

my research could focus on strategies to escape my own “acting voice.”My nascent hypothesis

was a straightforward: if trained actors demonstrate a lack of command over their voice in a

controlled environment such as the stage, then there must be an explanation for the natural divide

that occurs when actors transition from speaking as themselves to speaking as their character–my

work would focus on this “in-between” space. Aided by research in the field of performance, my

guiding question for this work became centered around bridging the gap between character and

actor through the voice.

In an attempt to support my early hypothesis, I turned toward studies of emotional affect

in the voice. Somatically speaking, emotion, the body, and vocal tone are undoubtedly

linked–perhaps my research would guide me to a physiological explanation. One such study,

conducted in partnership between professional actors and volunteers, concludes that their

“findings do not support the hypothesis that … professional actors have a superior ability to

produce emotional portrayals …. Our results furthermore do not support the view that play-acted

expressions in general…are necessarily stereotyped caricatures of authentic expressions.”1 The

“acting voice” I found to be so dissatisfying and “put-on” by actors, including myself, was so

1 Rebeca Jürgens, “Effect of Acting Experience on Emotion Expression” (208.)
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difficult to capture in words yet easily transferable to the language of data and experiment. As

Jürgens draws out in their experiment, trained actors are not only successful in their adoption of a

convincing, emotional affect but can do so in a fashion that differs very little from the untrained,

“neutral’ reader, i.e., a non-actor. Consequently, the origins of acting voice prove even more

elusive than I previously thought. At what point, then, does the voice of an actor lose its

sonorous affect and regain the naturalism of their pure, unaltered manner of speaking? In moving

between these voices, what vocal markers indicate the transition from myself as an actor to

myself as a character? Was the presence of this vocal blip worth studying at all or was the whole

of my research preoccupied with the study of so-called “bad acting habits–a consequence of

training or lack thereof? Surely, the crux of my thesis did not rely solely on the untrained voice.

Jürgens’ conclusion, along with my aforementioned, early struggles to accurately describe the

concept of this thesis to my peers, indicated to me how particularly evasive and confusing this

idea of “acting voice” had become.

Continuing down the rabbit-hole-turned-quick-sand, my theory continued to fall apart

under the weight of theatre and performance history. Actors themselves experience the simulated

events on stage as real and tangible in their own bodies,“the difference,” as Blix describes,

“between an actor rehearsing an emotion-laden situation and experiencing a similar real life

situation is a matter of degree rather than quality.”2 Thus, any imagined or real scenario in which

an actor embodies a character is intrinsically connected to their personal experience and by

extension, their voice and body. In keeping with the tradition of the acting discipline, theories on

the connection between body, voice, and mind abound in a sea of various acting methodologies.

Be it Stanislavski, Strasburg, Bogort, acting theorists have suggested that the personal experience

2Stina Bergman Blix, “Stage Actors and Emotions at Work,” (172.)
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of the actor is central to the core of their acting for centuries.3 Even so, bringing my whole

self–my private personal and emotional core–to my acting felt clumsy and unrefined at best and

violently vulnerable and uncomfortable at worst.

In each iteration of this research, I found that I was missing an integral piece of the

puzzle. Feeling dejected and defeated, I returned to the sound of “acting voice,” that had

entranced me. The affect I honed in on can most effectively be described as presentational and

formal in style. Irregularities were smoothed out of the voice and air passed easily through the

sound. It was breathy and much lighter in tone than how I found myself speaking with friends or

at home. It is one that suppresses my everyday tongue. “T” sounds sharp and to the point. “A”

sounds elongated and elegant. On stage, I am clear and resonant. Precise and perfect. Focused

and centered–everything an actor should embody. The language of the page translated to the

language of the stage, with no room for error.

It was here, in this particular line of inquiry–in looking for a concrete explanation I

realized I was actually searching for a point of access. A type of theatrical Rosetta Stone–some

key that would lead to understanding and what about stage performance induces this particular

affect and unlocking how to best counteract it. The answer to my question, as I explain this

paper, lies at the nexus of race, body, voice, and space. Where there is room for the voice to

expand, there is room for the voice to be altered, even silenced. As theorist Sara Ahmed points

out, any room is only as powerful as its orientation and when my room, the stage, is orientated

towards whiteness–its effect is undeniable and its affect? Unmistakable. This is the sound of

whiteness.

With this research, along with my reflection on my Senior production of Macbeth, I offer

my perspective as a white and Lakota, queer student at Tufts University pursuing training as an

3 Ben Spatz, “What a Body Can Do,” 118
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actor, understanding and discovering the power of my own voice as both a tool and a metaphor

in a predominantly white theatre space. In predominantly white institutions, or PWIs, such as

Tufts–the university in which my work is situated–theatre and performance spaces are structured

in such a way as to further service and reproduce whiteness. In identifying these nuances within

the power and performance of my own voice, I seek to understand how whiteness moves

throughout each center of an actor's performance–body, voice, and space.

Research on the voice and its manufacture on stage span across disciplines, are numerous

and expansive in their scope. I move to combine the existing theories on the somatic relationship

between voice and body as well as the embodied knowledge of race and colonialism studies as it

relates to the use of voice as both a physical tool and a social one. Stages in spaces such as

predominantly white institutions create and reify rooms that center whiteness in their

infrastructure. As demonstrated by the work of scholars such as Sara Ahmed, George Yancy,

Kristen Linklater, Dr. Lilian Mengesha, Daron Oram, the effect of whiteness on the connection

between body, voice, and space influences, manipulates and complicates actor performance in

the collegiate theatre as experienced through an actor’s identity agency on stage and off stage. In

conversations with theatre makers and experts in their respective academic fields, Dr. Barbara

Wallace-Grossman, Dr. Kareeem Khubchandi, I am using my own experience as an actor at Tufts

University as a bridge between my studies in the field of performance and my understanding of

critical whiteness studies in order to examine the relationship between my racial identity and my

acting practice as a student at Tufts University.

To ground my experience in the context of the space in which one performs, it is first and

foremost crucial to understand how and why one is performing. Early in my acting training, the

feedback I desired orbited around believability. I often found myself asking the mentors, friends,
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and family who came to see me perform if they found my performance believable. Had I

effectively lured them into trusting I had transformed into an entirely unrecognizable person for

90 minutes or so? Was the masquerade compelling and above all else, did it feel true? Even as I

wrote this thesis, I was certain that with enough training and opportunity, my acting prowess

would continue to improve until the true testament to my abilities would manifest much like the

skills of a chameleon. Blending seamlessly into my environment by changing and even shedding

my skin, I might be able to become one with the backdrop of the University I called “home” for

the past four years. Obsessed and consumed by this notion of believability, production after

production I failed to ask myself–as well as my support system and the institution I was acting

within–by whom, precisely, did I wish to be believed?

As I have continued to interrogate how the intersections of my various identities inform

my acting work, the question I pose in my research is less concerned with my own acting ability

and more so centered around truth and power. The operating word is not rooted in belief but

actually in belonging. Surveying the array of experiences I have had in the collegiate rehearsal

room, the feeling of invisibility dominates. Invisibility in the sense that, much like the

chameleon, my racial identity was rendered neutral in the process of creating a character. This

invisibility was coupled by the even more destabilizing and discombobulating sensation of

moving through space as a body, observed and displayed. Not to be acknowledged as present but

rather, noted. Rather than solely spotlighted or differentiated as Other, I was dismissed entirely.

The physical space I occupied was translucent, my body was trapped behind glass. I was at once

inside and out. In this role, I took on the responsibility of an observer in the rehearsal

room–monitoring both myself and the room as I oscillated between my position as actor and

student.
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Using what Medina calls, testimonial injustice4 as a theoretical underpinning, I have

come to understand that the basis for my own “acting voice” is akin to that of “white voice” and

the performance of whiteness. In my own Indigenous body, if I might speak, move, and embody

whiteness, the acting work I undertake should, in theory, be received with respect and

recognition. However, to go against my nature and assimilate to normative standards of behavior

using the apparatus of whiteness as a benchmark for success, my identity and in turn, my being is

removed from the work. As academic George Yancy writes,

“my white students arrive already with socially fortified white identities that are certain

of who they are, identities that resist being moved, challenged, and addressed by a style

of discourse that refuses to be safe, a style of discourse that walks the precipice of danger,

on the edge of loss, and on the edge of inviting the real possibility of being wounded and

having one’s white narcissism, vanity, and presumptuousness shattered.”5

As a result of this “socially fortified white identity,” students and actors of the global

majority are not only constantly battling assaults on their identity–ranging from discrimination to

barriers to access certain financial and social privileges–but are pushed by the influence of white

hegemony to constantly undergo shifts and changes to their presentation of self for the sake of

white audience. This question of believability arises within the understanding that white

testimony is more readily accepted as fact than information relayed by a person of color. From

court systems to matters of personal narrative, the white voice is primed to be received as not

only accurate but singular in its authority. Additionally, the strength and integrity of the white

5 George Yancy, “Look, A White!” 54.
4 José Medina,“Epistemic Injustice And Epistemologies Of Ignorance,” 250.
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identity remains solid as it is reflected in itself within the structure of a PWI. White students–and

white actors–are positioned to be believed in the context of their acting work before even

beginning the actual task of performing on a stage. In creating character, white student-actors

need not consider how their race influences their portrayal in the world of the play.6 Considering

Justin Emeka’s writing for Black Acting Methods in their article entitled, “Seeing Shakespeare

through brown eyes,” Emeka illustrates the actor of color’s duality perfectly, explaining: “this

practice often forces them to assume or imitate Whiteness in order to fit into the world of the

play. Actors of color must mold themselves into the shape of White people under the pretense

that they are 'just a person'”7 Reminiscent of W.E.B. DuBois’ foundational text, Souls of Black

Folk, the ‘dual consciousness’8 actors of the global majority oscillate between is particularly

salient in the language of Shakespeare–a genre inseparable from its social and cultural power

within white theatre circles. Actors read as minoritarian subjects must work to justify their

presence on stage within the context of the time period or the genre of play they are working

within. Thus, the labor of performing whiteness in addition to a character factors into the process

of cultivating and preserving an artistic identity authentic and true to the actor themselves both

inside and outside of the rehearsal room. One such labor is resisting testimonial injustice with the

success of an authentic character embodiment. Believability, though, relies on what theatre

practitioners and audiences alike come to know as ‘blend.’9 or the actor’s successful integration

of Self and character.

Considering the question of believability, at every angle the actor is situated at the

intersection of belief and disbelief. They must believe their own imaginary circumstances while

9 Vladimir Mirodan, “The Actor and The Character,”156.
8 DuBois, “The Souls of Black Folk,” 10.
7 Sharrell D. Luckett, “Black Acting Methods,” 95.
6 Sharrell D. Luckett,“Black Acting Methods,” 95.
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simultaneously disabusing themselves of the notion that their experience as a character in a play

translates verbatim on any tangible level to the experience of their daily life. Thus, the integrity

of their performance is inherently tied to their reception as a reified, valued subject on stage and

off. As further elucidated by theatre director and theatre professor, Vladimir Mirodan, “... the

actor-in-character ‘feels like’ a single, indivisible, and stable entity […] At the same time,

disintegration remains an essential feature of character creation: the character blend has

sufficient disintegration capacity for the actor to be able to come back to the original inputs – the

actor holds in consciousness in a sufficient degree that the character is an amalgam of elements

of ‘I’ and ‘it,’”10 Audiences come to a production with the understanding–or perhaps the

assumption–that the actors they see on stage will have transformed fully and completely into the

characters they meet within the context of the story being told. Mirodan’s “I” and “it” have met

in the bodies on stage. It is in such circumstances that the onus then falls on the actor to prove to

their audiences the character feels and receives the information shared on stage as true.

Herein the audience and the actor enter into a contract, an agreement that the audience

will forgive whatever breaks the imagined world suffers as long as the actor commits to relating

an authentic account of the story as they understand it. I maintain, then, that the degree to which

an actor performs convincingly as their character is linked to their believability. The likelihood

of their testimony, their truth, proving its own veritability becomes linked to the trust and

confidence they maintain in the space they occupy. In this sense, the white voice is privileged

over that of the global majority as actors holding historically marginalized identities must first

overcome the barriers challenging the truth integral to their testimony, or their performance, in

white spaces.

10 Vladimir Mirodan, “The Actor and the Character”157.
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For myself, this has meant developing and maintaining a “white voice” that I may deploy

while “on display” on stage at Tufts. The use of which has influenced my acting craft, dictating

how I exist in relationship to the space as well as how effectively I may “belong” within the

space. The speaking patterns I have learned as well as unlearned while navigating through my

undergraduate experience have their roots in the ongoing colonial project of institutions such as

universities writ large. Glen Coulthard expounds upon the aims of colonial projects in Red Skin,

White Masks, illustrating how the rift between colonizer and colonized is reified by means of

establishing tiers of epistemological hierarchy.11 In order to establish the colonized subject as

subordinate, the dominant linguistic and dialectical ideologies must center whiteness and its

proliferation as a rhetorically undeniable and immovable ideological fulcrum upon which true,

authentic testimony pivots. Responding in the tradition of Fanon, it is within this work that

Coulthard proposes refusal of colonial recognition as an anti-colonial mode of resistance and

resurgence.12 In keeping with Coulthard’s predecessor, the naming of “white voice” as an

occurrence does not necessarily offer a freedom from its affective restrictions rather, it frees the

voice to move beyond the construction of the predominantly white space it is trapped within and

offer possibilities for re-engaging with the “natural” as opposed to the “neutral voice.”

Playing within these dichotomies of “believing” versus “belonging” and “neutral” versus

“natural.” It is important to recognize the role of the body as co-constitutive with the voice. The

racialized body is not a neutral one.13 The racialized subject's position as "the Other '' renders the

promise of neutrality impossible when the very construction of the racialized Other relies on the

opposition to "normal" or accepted and reified by and for the sake of whiteness. Therefore, the

movement towards neutral is construed as a movement away from the natural, authentic self,

13 Lilian Mengesha, “On Being,” 41.
12 Coulthard, “Red Skin, White Masks,” 135.
11 Coulthard, “Red Skin, White Masks,”246.
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which is thoroughly imbricated within the racial politics of the performing body or the body

doing the performing. The fissure, then, between performing whiteness and being white lies in

the impossibility of whiteness becoming recognized in colonial logics as a performance but a

stationary identity that fluctuates only toward like dominant identities: cisgendered, able-bodied,

and heterosexual. Indigenous actors, alongside all actors of the global majority, enact a

performance that is two-fold: one as their character and one to be legible in the context of

whiteness. It is here that I believe a fourth wall exists here, too. The presentation of whiteness

versus the doer’s occupation of nexus of powers that create the conditions for power. These

intersecting points of privilege converge–heterosexuality, ability, cisgender privilage–to inform

how an actor is read on stage in addition to how they are received. The glass through which I was

observing the rehearsal room behind was an extension of this fourth wall. Its aim is to separate

me from the predominantly white room without removing my body from the equation so that I

may remain Othered while still implicated in the narrative of whiteness.

Just as space can be brought into question, an actor must be aligned with and in tune with

the physiological operations supporting their movement and vocal work. This commitment to

engaging the corporeal form and speech is a central tenet of popular acting methods across the

history of the theatrical discipline. Most notably, Kristen Linklater14 and her methodology behind

the freeing of “natural voice” remains a staple of programs across graduate and professional

training curricula. Per Linklater:

“The voice reveals authentic character more than spoken words, because the voice is

formed by breath and because breath is intrinsically connected to our senses, our

psychology, our behavior, and our emotions; all of which are experienced in the body.

14 Kirsten Linklater, 215.
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Voice training for actors is not a matter of acquiring a skill. Voice is identity. It says, “I

am.”15

Without access to the voice, the actor’s access to character is incomplete. In the context

of traditional acting theory, most of which is directed towards the able-bodied actor, vocal work

is an integral focus in the story-telling process. As Linklater suggests, the process by which an

actor reveals their natural voice on stage involves a breaking of habits and releasing control. For

a vocal specialist such as Linklater, ease and comfort in the body, mind, and of course, the throat

is crucial to effective and resonant performance. Tension and friction held in the body block

access to the range of depth and richness of sound that may be produced while the muscles, vocal

chords, and mind are at ease. Centered, grounded energy proves crucial to delivering

performances that feel authentic and honest in the moment of their presentation to an audience.

However, keeping this approach in mind, what might be the theoretical impetus behind

questioning this idea of comfort so closely? In working against the natural aversion to the stage

on behalf of the body, creating comfort proves a difficult but fruitful task in pursuit of

believability and by that same token, belonging. The task at hand becomes concerned not only

with an accurate and truthful portrayal but a somatic experience that originates from the actor’s

body and communicates comfort on stage, in the body, and in the portrayal of a character.

In attributing voice to identity, Linklater suggests the idea of comfort–or perhaps, a sort

of actor homeostasis or “neutral,”as a barometer for what an audience can recognize as real,

accessible performance. Comfort as oneself on stage therefore is an element of performance that

must be preserved as an actor transgresses the bounds between their natural self and the character

they portray. Herein lies the crux of the problem. Comfort is not possible in a predominantly

white space for members of the global majority. This is not to say that the feat is insurmountable,

15 Kirsten Linklater, 215.
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nevertheless, the ways in which predominantly white institutions control space makes it

incredibly difficult for true comfort to arise when the very texture of the air breeds uncertainty in

the actor. Keeping in mind this idea of the fourth wall as a barrier to full, unrestricted access to

the white rehearsal room, actors of the global majority are negotiating, as true actors often do,

truth in imaginary circumstances. The cost of revealing one’s own natural voice introduces the

risk of revealing one’s clash with the comfort of white space as “voices are made up of much

more than timbre: they carry language, culture, accent, status or class, emotional content, and so

on.”16

Delineated in Sara Ahmed’s Phenomenology of Whiteness, considering orientation of

bodies towards, away from, or in conjunction with whiteness illuminates the role of comfort

more specifically. In her work, Ahmed offers the following explanation, saying that, “...white

bodies are comfortable as they inhabit spaces that extend their shape. The bodies and spaces

‘point’ towards each other, as a ‘point’ that is not seen as it is also ‘the point’ from which we

see.”17 As the space extends the white body, the space and bodies in tandem creates a scenario in

which the space is pushing up against the bodies that fail to blend into the whiteness. Actors of

color are then caught in the crosshairs as they release their own identities into the space and must

navigate the phenomenological collision. This meeting creates the conditions under which the

performance of whiteness then occurs. “Acting voice” then, does not occur strictly along

boundaries of race but rather arises from the expectation to perform whiteness in a given context.

A PWI creates a special circumstance, in which whiteness becomes hyper-performative, with

“acting voice” being associated with its particular form and style thus the idealized version of

what the space deems acceptable.

17 Sara Ahmed, “Phenomenology of Whiteness,””158.
16 Yvon Bonenfant, “Queer Timbres” 75.
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In her theorizing, Ahmed asserts that spaces can be molded by white bodies and leave an

imprint on the space such that the physical architecture is unchanged but rather, the atmosphere

and experience of the space readily embraces and furthers whiteness. On the university level, the

history of institutions of higher learning implicitly point towards whiteness thus replicating

environments wherein white bodies may find comfort and therefore, “melt” into the

infrastructure. White bodies are afforded the luxury of being in oneness with the environment

while also being centered in the space itself. Being that the white body is preserved regardless of

its position in space, the white body is then obscured. In its obscurity, it avoids recognition as an

entity but becomes a characteristic of the space itself. Ahmed uses the word “comfort”

purposefully, explaining that:

“The word ‘comfort’ suggests well-being and satisfaction,  but  it  can  also  suggest  an

ease  and  easiness.  Comfort  is  about  an encounter between more than one body, which

is the promise of a ‘sinking’ feeling. To be comfortable is to be so at ease with one’s

environment that it is hard to distinguish where one’s body ends and the world begins.

One fits,  and  by  fitting  the  surfaces  of  bodies  disappears  from  view.”18

Here, comfort pertains not only to the physical experience in the body but also speaks to

the ways in which a body can be read. The body and the space are harmoniously intertwined. In

one sense, this effacing provides a kind of remedy for the fissure between stage and body. If the

audience is primed towards whiteness, performing and receiving becomes easier. Regardless of

this comfort, the body must then confront its relationship to the audience. Primed to see, hear,

and receive whiteness, the responsibility of staging the body becomes not only continuing to

preserve whiteness but to maintain its stronghold throughout the performance. Ahmed furthers

this claim, stating that it is crucial to re-examine whiteness in its relationship to the body. One

18 Sara Ahmed, “Phenomenology of Whiteness,” (158.)
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may think of the body as trailing behind the action of the doer.19 Thus, the voice follows after the

body that has been marked as Other, furthering the dissonance between the natural and neutral

voices. It is clear that in thinking through Ahmed’s description of the movement of whiteness as

“following the body,” it becomes difficult to distill whiteness as it transforms covertly from

affect to action. Thus, the voice, now moving independently from the body, sits “on top” of the

language spoken by the actor, teased out of comfort and connection to the body by the effects of

the space surrounding it. It is at this stage that I identified my own “acting voice.” Understood

now as having been separated from its context within the body and space, the voice is untethered

from the actor resulting in the sonic phenomenon we recognize as artificial and incongruent.

While whiteness may appear to disappear in performance, it has in fact changed form once

again. Its insidious nature is not entirely masked while performing on stage. In this instance,

whiteness has taken over the voice in a crucial way.

“[but] that whiteness is an orientation that puts certain things within reach. By

objects, we would include not just physical objects, but also styles, capacities,

aspirations, techniques, habits. Race becomes, in this model, a question of what is

within reach, what is available to perceive and to do ‘things’ with, (174).”20

In thinking of comfort, Ahmed’s theorizing leads to a natural conclusion. Discomfort is

the incongruence–using the framework of Ahmed’s definition of comfort–between the body of

the actor and the stage. Naturally at odds, the stage and the body colliding in the act of

performance creates a tangible friction. The stage asks the body to stand out in a space whereas

the body asks the stage to obscure it–a task antithetical to its very nature. In this fricative state,

the byproduct of such a collision lends itself to an interesting vocal phenomenon. The voice

20 Sara Ahmed,“Phenomenology of Whiteness,” 174.
19 Sara Ahmed, “Phenomenology of Whiteness,”156.
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becomes a distillation from the text, instead of being imbued with meaning and weight of deeply

connected ideas, the voice lays “on top” of the text. The resulting performance is lacking in the

integrity that constitutes a resonant, convincing actor performance. In turn, the emotional values

demonstrated within the piece are simplified and in a way, pacified. Thus, the body becomes

separated from the voice becomes separated from the actor becomes separated from the stage. As

pointed to by Daron Oram in “Decentering Listening,”21 The theatre industry frames dialect work

as trained toward the ear of the audience, a PWI collegiate campus has primed its audiences with

white members and white sensibilities. Thus, to borrow from Ahmed’s language, spaces such as

PWIs are where audiences are trained to receive and respond to whiteness. Therefore, the sounds

of actor voices abound in the echo chamber of whiteness that engulfs predominantly white

institutions nationwide.

If performance space is a container for the body then, it is performance space that can

impact the way the voice is dictated and by extension, the body and its performance is received.

At the Tufts University performance of “DRIP: A Queer Dance Showcase, 22” The evening was

vibrant and full of color, costume, and conundrum. A case study in the refusal of white comfort.

Performed in the round, the showcase featured a number of dance and drag performances as the

evening progressed. In stark contrast to the cafes performers such as Neon Calypso and House of

Escada23 are known to dominate, the Balch Arena was constructed to be used “in the round.”

With access to audience on all sides, the drag performance–one that relies heavily on

audience interaction and participation–seamlessly transitioned from its home in the most

informal settings of nightlife venues to the presentational atmosphere of the Theatre. Within the

freedom of the circular set up of the space, the modalities of performance that drag deploys are

23 Khubchandani,“Drip”
22 Khubchandani,“Drip”
21 Daron Oram, “Decentering Listening,” (9).
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transferred to a theatrical set-up relatively easily. Technical demands are minimal beyond the

light cues timed to pre-recorded music, the underscoring of the lip sync mixed ahead of time and

poised to be played smoothly from one track to the next. With costumes being brought in by the

performers themselves, the only elements that remain to be translated to the theatrical stage are

the performer and the performance itself. This is where the seemingly straightforward set up of a

drag show is complicated by the restraints of the space. In predominantly white audience spaces,

the impetus is on the audience to “sit and watch” politely as a performer tells their story.

However, the culture of drag demands that audience members engage fully and

completely in the relationship between performer and audience member! Competing with

bartenders and moving bodies, the silence of a theatre hall presents an entirely new challenge. In

the space of the nightclub, drag queens are channeling energy towards their performance. If the

host for the evening cannot hold an audience’s attention, a drag performer certainly can and will.

Climbing on stools–or in this case, cushioned chairs, the evening’s performers broke open the

rules that previously governed the space. Some performers entered from the concourse

surrounding the theatre, swinging on railings, and serenading audience members one by one. One

member of the evening’s closing trio even snatched a spectator’s cell phone from their hands

before making a grand tour of the stage, a stranger's phone in-hand, recording the entire

spectacle. Similarly in Balch, theatre forces attention in the direction of the performance. While

opportunities to break this “focus” or concentration on the stage itself and move to the aisles are

abundant, the enclosed nature of the theatre space manipulates the focus in the room towards the

performer and discourages noise from outside the performance.

In this redirection, the behavioral patterns associated with viewing theatre, maintaining

stillness and quiet, pull power in the direction of the spectator and away from the viewer. This is
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accomplished, in part, by the raked seating that slopes inwards towards the center of the

oval-shaped stage, entrances and exits dictated by the 5 vaums feeding into the space. While the

wide open performance space, surrounding the audience on all sides, may feel expansive and

limitless, in practice, performers are on display from every angle. Every movement and

expressive gesture are magnified and presented to an audience in keeping with the idea of the

“fourth wall”–the invisible barrier between the audience and the performer. The physical

distance between the performer and the audience, in concert with the added artificial layer of a,

literally, performative distance between the audience and the performer creates the conditions for

performance to be analyzed, critiqued, and reviewed but not experienced as a mutual

transference of power. To give the power back to the performer is to trust the leader of our

collective space of worship, celebration, mourning, and storytelling with the power of the

unexpected, l’inattendu. The wholly present, meditative, and magical space in which performer

and audience are one and can live in the moment together as one entity.

This is particularly stunning in the sense that while the dynamics of the space have

shifted drastically, very little has changed about the nature of the performance arena itself. The

theatre is then, in it of itself, a container molded in part by the audiences it holds. To be in a

seated, silent position, receiving performance, means to be in a position of power or dominion

over the performer before you. When the comfort of a white audience member is deprioritized,

the space opens up to be one of reciprocity and community. Two essential elements in the

performance and reception of drag. As Oram emphasizes this idea in regard to pedagogical

strategies orientated toward decolonizing vocal training; he argues that,“..actors will be able to

adopt an authentic accent and/or dialect without skewing it in favor of the dominant listening ear

if the focus on performing a specific variety of linguistic intelligibility has been decentered.”24 In

24 Daron Oram, “Decentering Listening,” (8).
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this mode, power dynamics in the space are meant to flow evenly, responsibility of

understanding and acceptance shared by both audience and performer alike as opposed to leaving

the burden of proof, or even, truth, on the performer. In predominantly white institutions,

knowing a performance will be received by a majority white audience changes the space

fundamentally. Crafted by the bodies present, the stage and the theatre space itself becomes

shaped by whiteness. Performers of the global majority are then asked to not only perform their

pieces on a literal level but also engage with and negotiate how they are being received on stage.

Despite the spectacular entrance of nightlife into the building, a queer club’s jovial and

communal atmosphere was far from replicated. Tabs are not waiting to be closed out and pushy

bouncers are not ushering audience members out of the door–they are taking themselves.

Stretching, gathering belongings before noticing the night’s performers on the stage. The

excitement the energy of the performers gave to the room has not decreased in enthusiasm but

has shifted away from the stage, slowly dissipating. Attention is drawn away from the dance and

rhythm of the night and back to politesse of après show niceties, making the ephemerality of the

performance even more biting. Synth spilled not into the streets but instead spun and was sucked

up into the sound system of the emptying auditorium. The house lights came up and the audience

was once again plunged into the nearly empty cauldron of the whiteness. In this moment, a

crucial note about the space and how it is changed by performance jumps out at me from the text

Ishtyle: Accenting Gay Indian Nightlife, Khubchandani writes that:“...Nightlife isn’t for

everyone, but for some of us who feel estranged from dominant forms of life, it offers

improvisatory, unpredictable, and risky opportunities to find intimacy with other strangers and

with our own strangeness, to hear our own accents sung and danced back to us in

(un)recognizable ways that “transform the body, transform the spirit” and give us the capacity to
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dance a little longer.”25 The theatre had the potentiality of being transformed into the club space

if not for the strict social and cultural mandates governing observation and participation in and of

performance within the confines of the theatrical discipline.

In my interview with Dr. Kareem Khubchandani, DRIP’s host as well as author of Ishtyle

and Tufts Professor, spoke on their relationship to teaching and performance. As a drag

performer themself, Khubchandi spoke about the power of the voice within the drag context. For

Khubchandi, the voice can be understood as a “metaphor for people’s agency… where people are

able to articulate themselves on their own terms.”26 In this sense, drag performance offers a

unique opportunity to amplify and exaggerate while still maintaining bonds to the audience.

Even in the midst of outrageous glamor and audacious performativity–with a capital P–the drag

persona is rooted in the same fundamental acting techniques that undergird classical stage acting.

However, the idea that drag performance is somehow misguided in its attempt to replicate the

performance of daily life is false. The interconnected elements of a drag performance come from

a loving, abundant, and generous place of cherishing and honoring Self. Whether choosing the

music or costuming their persona by their own hand,27 the drag persona originates from an

organic knowing of one’s Self. This knowledge, while not as readily seen as“socially fortified”28

as that of Yancy’s white students’, speaks volumes. The outrageousness of drag in the theatre

space refuses silence and censure. This censure is in direct connection to the believability, or

sense of belonging, Black, Brown, Indigenous actors navigate as they are actively being received

by white audiences. This reception, can move in one of two ways–as Byrd delineates:

28 George Yancy, “Look! A White,” (54).
27Jennie Livingston, “Paris Is Burning,” 17:55 to 18:03
26 Khubchandani, Kareem Interview”
25 Khubchandani, Kareem, “Ishtyle,” (190).
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“Failed reception can certainly mean a complete lack of reception, that is,a relegation of

subaltern subjects to silence, absence and non-recognition. But perhaps more invidious

are forms of partial and distorted reception:reception that fails to acknowledge an

incommensurable relation to the source of the message, an incommensurability that is not

a ‘natural’ product of cultural difference but derives from established power

differentials.”29

For cis, white, able-bodied performers, the consequences of being unabashedly brave or

unapologetic in their full self imperfect identities often begins and ends with embarrassment.

This is not to discount the emotional and cultural risks performers who hold dominant identities

take in order to access performance opportunities but rather to say that their social capital will

not be diminished as a consequence of their racial, sexual identities as well as their abilities. For

performers of the global majority, often in direct connection to their voices, bodies, and

identities, one of the most consequential outcomes of their performances-if not direct violence-is

censure. Censure and the violence issuing from its limit on the freedom to express in the face of

white policing, endangering our fundamental sense of safety and Self. These dangers to freedom

of expression and safe performance space take hold in the legibility and politics of recognition

that Coulthard encourages the global majority to resist.30 The ‘failures of reception’31 also

provide opportunities within which to subvert the pressures of “acting white.”

When asked about their inspirations in performance, Khuchandani spoke of ideas related

to “maximalism” and “excess”–stating that their work came partially from feeling uninspired by

New England living. Aesthetically, their drag persona, “LaWhore Vagistan'' responds with

fervent gestures, passionate performance, and bright colors to the contrasting–albeit a touch drab

31 Glen Coulthard, “Red Skin, White Masks,” (246).
30 GlenCoulthard, “Red Skin, White Masks,” (246).
29 Jodi A. Byrd, “Between Subalternity and Indigeneity,” (6).
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and egregiously gentrified–landscapes of the metropolitan coast surrounding her. Gesturing once

again to Ahmed, Khubchandani points to how the voice works beyond the body, extending its

container to spaces where the body is barred access. In removing the voice from the body and

borrowing another, as is the case in drag culture’s quintessential lip syncs, the body is projected

beyond the stage. The audience, therefore, does not presume the performer they will encounter

on-stage is anything but that, a performer moving at once in conflict and in harmony with the

story they are telling. Without this additional layer of supposition, the magic of the performance

lies in its unfettered access to the performer as Self, the vulnerability of which is mitigated

through the drama of drag make-up and costume. While beautiful and playful, it is crucial to

point out that the spell a drag performer casts over a crowd is not at all unrealistic but rather

invested so gorgeously and intimate in the reality of their personhood, all in costume, make-up,

and imperfection–threading performativity and reality in a one fabulous, reflexive and reflective

garment.

The audience is agreed that the performer they see on-stage may be inspired by the pop

diva they choose to honor and embody but will ultimately fail to reproduce wholly on stage.

Nevertheless, in that contract, in that predetermined sense of failure, the viewer is able to

suspend disbelief and accept the lived reality of the performer in front of them in their fullness as

a person. What I mean by this goes beyond basic empathy or capacity to relate. The honesty of a

drag performer allows performers to demonstrate the inner workings of their transformation into

a persona incredibly distant from themselves as people–think figures such as Beyoncé, Mariah

Carey, or Chaka Khan–but close in relation to their individual stories–divas that have amassed

large, queer and BIPOC fanbases. This transformation allows the audience a point of entry into

the drag performance itself. Understanding this relationship between audience and performer in
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points of access unlocks the connection that is so integral to transgressing this “fourth wall,”

preventing direct interaction between the audience and the actor. Perhaps more aptly known as

“fifth wall” for actors of the global majority, the additional barrier to comfortable reception on

stage in the PWI is broken when actors are able to represent themselves and their histories

truthfully and wholly while performing with no interruption to their testimony or burden of

legibility.

The fantastical color, lights, and sound give drag performers access to a surreal level of

identity. Outlined by Miller in Afrosurreal Manifesto: Black is the New Black, “Afro-Surreal

presupposes that beyond this visible world, there is an invisible world striving to manifest, and it

is our job to uncover it…Afro-Surrealists recognize that nature (including human nature)

generates more surreal experiences than any other process could hope to produce.”32 Drag and

Afro-Surrealism are practically and conceptually able to hold the conflicting experiences baked

into fluctuating states of stable recognition and existence in the perception of BIPOC performers.

Watching the Queens of DRIP capture the attention of audiences in Balch transformed my

understanding of the theatre I had come to know so well through my four years at Tufts.

Suddenly, I was in a space of safety and comfort à la Ahmed and Khubchandani. Unlike the

night club venues I have found resilience within as a QBIPOC individual, traditional theatre

spaces had up until this moment served as sites of education. Finally, in watching the room come

alive with laughter, cheering, and unapologetic queerness, I was transfixed. Transported, the

scene was a glimpse into the future of inclusive, diverse theatre spaces moving forward.

The culminating performance project of this research offers an opportunity to reimagine

power dynamics throughout the rehearsal process. Evident in the final presentation of the

collaborative non-hierarchical production process of Shakespeare’s Macbeth, the implications of

32 D.S. Miller, “Afrosurreal Manifesto,” (3).
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theatre as a caring and loving space aim to improve the conditions under which actors construct

and advocate for their characters. Alongside fellow Tufts seniors Abigail Steinberg, Caitlin

Morley, and Margaret Parish, the rehearsal process I was involved in was an experiment in

horizontal leadership. Eliminating the role of the director, our production sought to relieve the

oppressive nature that a traditional theatre structure–with leadership operating in a “top-down”

structure–engenders.

With a shortened cut of the script, the aim of our abridged production was to center the

show around the characters of Macbeth, Lady Macbeth, and Macduff through an understanding

of the Witches as the “puppeteers” or the vehicle through which power and control manifest on

stage. For us, the core of the production focuses on care as a response to the damaging influence

of hierarchy. The successes of the process were evident in our collaboration with designers as we

conquered the technical elements of the show as a team of theatremakers, supporting one another

to make bold and creative decisions autonomously. Conversely throughout the rehearsal process,

our acting team of four struggled with the necessary push and pull of decision making, agonizing

over cuts and adapting to textual problems as they arose in the space. As a result, the four of us

split the titular character of MacBeth four ways, each of us taking on a specific act and taking on

additional roles within the story to complete our retelling. By taking on the responsibility of the

protagonist, each of our individual artistic approaches was reflected in the main character. This

meant that our respective acting prowess crafted the character of Macbeth organically throughout

the piece, embodying the essence of the text’s Macbeth–flawed and mutable as any person.

Throughout Act 1 and one excerpt of Act 2, I took on the role of Macbeth. In the rest of

the production, I play as Lady Macbeth, Ross, Murderer and Servant. The heaviest loads of lines

were of course distributed throughout my time as Macbeth and Lady Macbeth. Both roles carry
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hefty weight in one of Shakespeare’s most highly recognized and cursed productions. Rather

backwards in my understanding of the character or arguably apropos, I felt as though the role of

Lady Macbeth often took me to task as I set out to play her. The Four–as we came to call

ourselves–decided that the driving force behind Lady Macbeth’s obsession with Duncan’s crown

finds roots in her distaste for monarchy. Lady Macbeth, unlike her husband or Malcolm, strives

to harness the power and property associated with social and monetary privilege back to the

people of Scotland. Using this motivation as fuel for my characterization of the famed femme

fatale, I struggled to justify this context in the text. Lady Macbeth speaks with grandeur and

ambition, lustful in regards to her desire for eminence and recognition. Serpent-tongued and

clever, Lady Macbeth advises Macbeth to maintain his composure, remain steadfast and

confident in their decision to murder Macduff, “Things without all remedy Should be without

regard. What’s done is done.”33 Earlier in the play, Lady Macbeth marvels at Macbeth’s

inconsistency, marveling at how uncertain he could be in the face of what she feels to be not only

ideal, but fated conditions for Duncan’s ruin. Playing at various tactics, I attempted grounding

her fire in ruthlessness but in the heart of a story retold to speak about compassion and

community, this “sticking point”34 did not square.

While the role of Lady Macbeth is traditionally and historically conceptualized as white,

my identity was wholly encompassed by that identity. So, what next? Revisiting Black Acting

Methods, I remembered that “...actors of color must mold themselves into the shape of White

people under the pretense that they are 'just a person.'”35 Finally, a point of access. The Rosetta

Stone, the key to the white world I craved, was buried in my own fraught experience underneath

the larger umbrella of a PWI. Taking Lady Macbeth’s embodiment directly from my lived

35 Sharrell D. Luckett, “Black Acting Methods,” 95.
34 Shakespeare, Macbeth, Act 1 Scene 7
33 Shakespeare, Macbeth, Act 3 Scene 2
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experience as a racialized subject, her strategic mind and passionate spirit was made clear to me.

In Lady Macbeth’s own testimony as a woman and a person of color, she was made to be the

Other in the eyes of white men with power. While no cisgender men were present in our acting

company, the lineage of the roles within the show find roots Shakespeare’s classical acting

troupes, comprised of all men.36 This shadow, as well as a majority white cast informed my

understanding and eventual portrayal of Lady Macbeth as a resistor to white, colonial logics. She

is at once inside and outside, a player in the royal game by consequence of marriage but a

stranger to the ease with which her white counterparts conduct their “bloody business.37” Much

like my experiences in all-white rehearsal spaces, Lady Macbeth is charged with dissatisfaction

at the overlooked and underrepresented potency of her own voice. Rather than watch idly by as

her testimony as a leader, community member, wife, queen, and childless mother, Lady Macbeth

uses her proximity to the crown to ultimately seize control. Though her candle burns briefly, it

burns brightly and lights a fire within me, her conduit, to tell her story with the just care and

support she deserves as an advocate for her own needs. The question our production sought to

answer was why this story of Macbeth is told time and time again. In reply, I believe that Lady

Macbeth carries with her the stories of actors like myself, whose testimonies were erased,

recorded over, dismissed and at times, vilified while white stories were affirmed and verified in

their place.

Through my experience as an audience member at DRIP and an actor in Macbeth, I found

methodologies for survival as an Indigenous student as well as strategies for growth and

liberation. In viewing Afro-Surrealism and the high-octane level of personality in drag as modes

of resistance, I turn to the work of Nick Cave as a visual demonstration of this feeling. “Visually

37 Shakespeare, Macbeth, Act 2 Scene 1
36 Bart Vas Es, “Shakespeare in Company,” (79.)
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musical but physically silent,”38 the Soundsuit artwork of Nick Cave offers a similar refusal of

testimonial restrictions in predominantly white spaces. Situated in Toronto, Cave’s artistry offers

a queer, Camp lens through which to view the Self.  By obscuring the identity markers such as

the face and hair of his corporeal sculptures, Cave draws attention to the linkages between

identity and the voice. In removing a viewer’s opportunity to classify and categorize the figure

they are viewing, Cave draws upon Afro-Surrealist interactions with the incommensurability of

being at once hyper visible and invisible as a person of color.  Just as Cave takes up drag

sensibilities in his work, the sculptures viewers behold are not a reflection of the artist personally

and intimately-though admittedly any artist’s work is in someway always is a reflection of such

things-but rather his experience of being perceived in white society, as a spectacle or a revolution

or “too outspoken” or “too loud” or “too brash,” that within the cacophony of stereotypes out

comes the sound of an fantastical, surreal sense of self that defies description but contains a

plethora of experience, knowledge, cultural and history.

My own disillusionment with my identity has born this hybrid sense of self that Cave and

Miller explore–depersonalization on the basis of disparate states of being, ebbing in and out of

white society. As movement towards a reimagined future of theatre, the possibilities feel infinite.

Freeing as this word suggests, infinity, when reality feels so intensely bifurcated, can drudge

feelings of dread and hopelessness. How can theatre serve as a site of healing and community

when the performances it houses and inspires perform and replicate whiteness? Answering the

question, “What is Black Theater?” Amiri Baraka offers a perspective orientated around a

successfully integrated Self, providing the audience with care and connection across the stage:

“It is up to the so-called artists, artists/nationalists, to see that the theater is totally in tune

with the people themselves. There can not be any separation because the artists

38 James, Sanders. “Nick Cave: Soundsuit Serenade.” (11).
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themselves must be in tune first. …Theater should be as necessary to the people as

anything else,”39

As Baraka demonstrates, the innate humanness of story-telling within the theatrical mode is

paramount. The people are the center of the project. Thus, any project that troubles the safety and

artistry of the people cannot succeed. Per Aimé Césaire,“...and I say that between colonization

and civilization, there is an infinite distance: that out of all the colonial expeditions that have

been undertaken, out of all the colonial statutes that have been drawn up, out of all the

memoranda that have been dispatched by all the ministries, there could not come a single human

value.”40 Fundamental to the process of colonization is the dehumanizing of the racial Other in

such a way that the voice of the colonized are ignored. This dismissal manifests in the

amalgamation of racial stereotypes that follow actors of color into every rehearsal room. Stories

of genocides and racial violence haunt the language of the theatre to this very moment. In

restoring the stolen voices of minoritarian subjects, performance can be utilized as a tool for

agency and autonomy, thereby a tool for resistance. To return the human to the body and the

voice of the actor is to lead and honor the truth of Indigenous performers by way of listening to,

supporting and amplifying their voices.

Even outside of the panic and uncertainty of a global pandemic, the current state of the

theatre is compromised by its lack of accessibility to populations that have historically been

underserved by it. What does this do to the audience-spectator relationship? Spurred by the

national push to online mediums, artists have turned to digital theatre as a means of troubling this

“fifth  wall” of access. Mihaela Drâgan, Romani theatre maker writes in her article for

40 Césaire, Aimé  “Discourse on Colonialism,” (34).
39 Amiri, Baraka, “Conversations with Amiri Baraka: What is Black Theater?” (96).
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Howlround’s Reimagined Future series,  “When Theatre Will Become Fully Itself: Digital

Supratheatre and the Fight for an Inclusive Future.”

“We’ll infect the perpetration of European cultural colonialism with our occult malware.

We’ll shut down a system of ideas that impose the superiority of Western culture and

civilization against Indigenous or minoritarian ones, and ones that also minimize the

contribution, expertise, and knowledge of non-Westerners. We are the future of theatre

and we’ll make sure that cultural pluralism will put an end to the dark age of Western

cultural supremacy. We’ll invoke the internet as a collective spirit to serve our mission of

digital justice—i.e. turning the online world into a safe space for those of us who are

subjected to the replication of violence we receive in real life on the web.”41

Using digital theatre as a vehicle for uninhibited expression, the call for online play

readings, professional recordings of new and revived theatrical productions exemplifies a

movement toward connection that counteract the violences of policing and recognition. To its

detriment, however, digital theatre is of course contingent upon free, unrestricted Internet.

Without it, the exclusionary practices that keep BIPOC artists out of the physical theatre space

continue to abound online and off. It is because of this fact that the literal space of the theatre

must also undergo a radical transformation.

In conceptualizing how the bodies and voices of global majority actors are asked to orient

around or towards whiteness in predominantly white spaces, it is important to step outside the

realm of the theatre and ask how whiteness negotiates its relationship to indigenous land. On the

grounds of what Indigenous and First Nations peoples know as sovereign and independent land,

whiteness enforces ownership through legal jargon and the supposed cover of governmental

41 Drâgan, Mihaela. “When Theatre Will Become Fully Itself,” (1).
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jurisdiction. In the continued seizure of Native land and people, whiteness maintains a degree of

control over what is meant to be understood as an autonomous nation. Whiteness maintains a

similar–albeit less immediately detrimental or deadly–hold in the theatre space, dictating how

and when public space is utilized. This is a call to action on the part of BIPOC performers across

theatre spaces in the United States and beyond.

As Indigenous scholar Leanne Betasamosake Simpson ascertains, “...Change achieved

through struggle, organizing, and creating the alternatives produces profoundly different

outcomes than change achieved through recognition-focused protest, and pressuring the state to

make the changes for us. That is a recipe for co-option.”42Simpson calls for the production of

alternative forms of justice and expression.

While applicable in contexts beyond law, within the context of theatre, alternative forms

of accessing the natural voice look like reaching beyond the limits of theatrical architecture and

infrastructure within predominantly white spaces in order to offer counter-narratives of the story

the university tells about indigenous actors and decolonial rehearsal practices. As such, the space

of the empty auditorium should not be thought of as reserved for performance use only. It must

be reconceptualized as a site for gathering and sharing throughout the day, as a part of a network

of  public spaces–such as community centers or libraries–that serve as support systems invested

in the wellbeing of the neighborhood where it is situated.

My experience and research in the field of theatre, dance, and performance studies as an

Indigenous student moves me to ask how theatremakers across all identities may take part in

decentering the role of whiteness in the structure of theatre spaces. What does it mean to have

theatre serve as part of its immediate community? As a space for celebration and grief, as a safe

space, and an education space beyond the work it produces on stage? It is this kind of courageous

42 Simpson, Leanne Betasamosake. "Indigenous resurgence and co-resistance."
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community building that I hope to foster as I move forward in the field as both a scholar and

performer. Theatre asks the question, how do we create, or rather, re-create an accurate reality in

imagined circumstances? In other words, how do we create believability? To show up as one’s

authentic self is an act of bravery in the face of a society that seeks to dismantle the truth you

offer as a person of color.

When I first began to act, the idea of being myself, being in oneness with myself, wholly

and unapologetic felt like the furthest from the work I was doing as an actor. To be an actor was

to distance myself as much as possible from the person I know myself to be in order to be

received as the person I saw on stage in front of me. The cliché adage, “just be yourself” felt like

an impossible task in contrast to the white bodies that knew themselves and the spaces they

inhabited with a confidence and a comfort that I never felt. My “self” was the exact “self” that

theatre spaces were located in prior to my entrance. Theatre is a space to “find neutral.”

However, it is in this neutral that I must commit to erasing the aspects of my personhood, my

“self” that Neutrality demands is, in fact, an erasure. An attempt to blank slate a body marked as

the Other in my race and queerness.

Whiteness interrupts this task of self by dictating the dominant behaviors, gestures, and

vocal qualities, or timbres, through which one must perform in order to be believed. “To kill the

Indian, Save The Man,”43 synonymous with killing the indigeneity and saving the physical body.

Showing up as one’s authentic self contrasts with the make-believable circumstances of the

theatre but to be believed is an enterprise through which whiteness operates.44 So I live with

both. Colonizer and colonized. To give voice to this experience is the freedom that I seek. I

44 José Medina, “Epistemic Injustice And Epistemologies Of Ignorance,” (250.)
43 Zalcman, Daniella. “Kill the Indian, Save the Man,” (79).
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turned to theatre to find my voice and in the study of the craft, I have heard sounds of resistance,

conversations of liberation, and echoes of my past that continue to ring in my ears today.

What do we define as a “successful” performance? Beyond the set and the lights, an

actor’s work must be substantiated by the necessary grounding of the character in a reality that

effectively resembles what an audience knows as true to life. This means actor performances that

provoke response and attention from the audience not only in terms of their focus but in empathy

and care. A realistic staging of events on stage that resemble the everyday world must contain a

certain degree of believability. While no reproduction of actual events could encapsulate the truth

of a lived experience in the moment during which it occurs, theatremakers aspire to do so despite

the challenges. One such challenge can be attributed to the form itself. The stage does not readily

accommodate the body. In fact, staging or otherwise arranging and demonstrating the body and

its qualities is antithetical to concern the “real.” Performance of any kind on a stage for an

audience runs counter to human nature. For seasoned theatre artists, however, transforming the

staged into the real becomes second nature.

The racialized subject's position as "the Other" renders the promise of neutrality

impossible when the very construction of the racialized Other relies on the opposition to

"normal" or accepted and reified by and for the sake of whiteness. Therefore, the movement

towards neutral is construed as a movement away from the natural, authentic self, which is

thoroughly imbricated within the racial politics of the performing body or the body doing the

performing. The fissure, then, between performing whiteness and being white lies in the

impossibility of whiteness becoming recognized in colonial logics as a performance but a

stationary identity that fluctuates only toward like dominant identities: cisgendered, able-bodied,

and heterosexual. Indigenous actors, alongside all actors of the global majority, request that their
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performance is two-fold: as their character and to be legible in the context of whiteness. How is

this duality addressed? Especially in a time where, ravaged by a pandemic, in-person connection

and gathering is precarious and at times, dangerous as well as frightening. The reality of

closeness feels deceptively out of reach. Irrespective of the barriers in place

The answer, then, for me, lies in recontextualizing the theatre space as one for community

and communal storytelling. A mutual aid network that is deeply integrated into the arts and

culture of the surrounding theatre space. How can theatre be a space to find neutral when the

lives of minoritarian subjects are anything but neutral? Bodies, voices, gestures, habits, cultures,

ideologies, all pushing against forced interactions with systematically unjust governing

institutions that dictate how space is to be utilized by performers and by extension, all people.

This is research I have been taking part in for four years. From the moment I stepped onto Tufts

University campus, I have been negotiating silence. In leaving this space, I leave wondering

where exactly the boundary between life and the theatre blurs. If the theatre space is one wherein

we may celebrate love and loss, tell stories about the human condition, and grieve our collective

grief, why must it remain empty? Why must it remain silent? The theatre is full of life and to be

living full is to embrace the performance of the everyday, fully. Here is to the art of making noise

and finding our voice.
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Graver - “Essentially, the bond between a body's interiority and exteriority must be

stronger than its bond to its environment or context. The body's autonomy from its context need

be only strong enough for the bond between its inside and outside to dominate its existence and

for a boundary to be discernible between the body and its world, (222)”45”

45 Graver, 222.

37

http://www.jstor.org/stable/4640110


“...the singers never left the space. Instead, they sat in the playing area and watched,

rising to join scenes and witnessing those in which they did not appear. The conductor, orchestra,

patrons, and performers were all seated or standing on the floor, not the stage of the auditorium.

This spatial configuration rebalanced power dynamics in the playing space by eliminating the

proscenium arch’s elevation of performers above the spectators, (403).”46

The relatable, human qualities of performance are sanitized and even removed from the

context of the performance, leaving behind a sense of incomplete story telling, a deficiency. This

absence is felt through the inherent tension present between the body and the stage. The voice, in

turn, follows the body. Without the body being grounded in ,

“A body's interior hides its unseen, volitional mechanisms, the motivating forces

that drive its observable behavior. A body's exterior presents its image to the world, but

this image is not self contained. It is marked, at least in part, as consequent in appearance

or activity upon the character or developments of the body's interiority. Finally, although

bodies exist within particular contexts and communities, they also have a significant

degree of autonomy. Thus, although the meaning of a particular body may depend on the

group to which it belongs or the environment in which it is situated, its existence as a

body depends on its separation from its group or environment on some level, (222)47.”

In such a distillation between

47 (Graver, 222)
46 Poll, 403.
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Conclusion:

“As soon as we create a sound wave with our phonation apparatus, it moves out of us. It is, at

least in a generative sense, over. But until it decays and is used up, the wave moves outward

from us. Other humans may perceive that wave; indeed, they perceive a complex temporal

sequence of waves. By the time it reaches them, it is completely ‘gone’ from its source of origin.

The sequence was fabricated by a living body and carries a unique imprint of that body. Yet it is

literally disembodied.

When the sound reaches the listener, they must infer, invent, an assumed body, linked to the

voice. The listener is left to fabricate that body within their own. Maybe there is a visual

representation of that body nearby. Maybe not, as in the case of yodeling, radio, or calling from

afar. Yet vocal sound necessarily implies the existence of a body. We hear and feel a body: a

peculiar sort of body; indeed, an archived body. But it is the vibration itself that touches us.

There is the implication of a body and a representation of a body, but no flesh. It is a vocalic

body, (75).”

Yvon Bonenfant (2010) Queer Listening to Queer Vocal Timbres, Performance Research, 15:3,

74-80, DOI: 10.1080/13528165.2010.527210
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“For white settler artists, moving beyond the appearance of allyship means shedding fragilities

and rejecting working conditions that compromise the equitable treatment of collaborators. This

privileges an ethics of inclusion, where space is held to listen and learn, (408).” Poll

“It is an embedded and interwoven spiritual, emotional, and social system of intelligence that
fosters independence, community, and self-determination in individuals. It is centered around
individuals, a diversity of individuals acting in a way that promotes and brings about more life,
and more creation. This way of living in individuals amplifies out into families, communities,
and nations. The well-being of individuals is directly linked to the well-being of collectives.
When an individual is hurt or sick or having a hard time, there is impact throughout the system,
and the community has the obligation to respond.”

“At the heart of queer theory is a playful resistance to categorical fixity, any stable naming of

difference or dependence on binary construction. Queer adoringly embraces fluidity, change, and

the process of coming to know that which one senses in the body, but cannot quite, yet,

conclusively define through language. (11-12)” Sanders on Nick Cave

quire examinations from multiple perspectives if one is to begin to grasp how Cave’s work

speaks through the multiple tongues of his African-American and aesthetic ancestry. As cultural

and fashion expressions of common folk and fairies, they represent a visual technology and

communication at the disposal of the postmodern artist. Provided one is open to willingly
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embrace and deeply probe the, at times, seductive materials and subaltern messages contained in

Soundsuits, there is the possibility of experiencing them in all their fullness. Visually musical but

physically silent, the deconstructed beaded and sequined thrift store garments featured on the

cover are a part of his larger Soundsuits Series–an ever-expanding, career-long project that began

in the late 1980s with wearable suits that spoke to us through the dancer’s incitations. Earlier

works included garments made of wooded twigs wired onto afghan grounds–each click clack

clattering their stories through a wearer’s movements.

a. Decentering Listening, Oram
i. (7) “I adopted the term “somatically othered” to describe students within

training who are othered because their intersectional identity does not
conform to theatre’s dominant norm. In that article, I demonstrated how
the use of speech standards as part of foundational actor training
negatively impacts somatically othered students and I proposed a new
direction for anti-discrim
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