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11 The Changing Ethnic Landscape
of Norwegian Theater

Baron Kelly

The island, named Utoya, pokes out of a glacial lake called Tyrifjorden 25
miles west of Oslo. This tranguil landscape, which many have described
as “a piece of heaven on carth™ was changed on the morming, of July 22,
2011 The white supremacist, Anders Behring Breivik, shot 69 people dead
at a Labor Party youth camp, littering the camp grounds with the resuleant
carnage. Just two hours before, Breivik had killed another eight people with
a van bomb amid government buildings in Oslo. Intervening in the political
process, lar-right exeremists whose voices fell silent righe after the atracks
are now back on blogs, peddling their hate. Although the anti-immigration
Progress Party immediarely condemned the actions of Breivik, who left their
ranks in 2006, ir lost a third of its support at municipal elections in 2011,

Antiracism campaigners say society failed to mount any real challenge
to cheir views after Utoya, preferring to blame a lone fanatic racher than
examine some of the more mainstream prejudices thae shaped his world
view. Thar Norway failed to turn a corner after Breiviks massacre is a dis-
appointment to many of his intended victims. In the months that followed
the artack, it looked like the impact on the political debate would be pro-
found. Contrary to the expressed desires of national governments, there is a
public distaste in the Luropean landscape towards the idea and policies of
multiculeuralism. This is evident elsewhere in Europe, which has seen cer-
tain frictions, c.g. the furor in Denmark during 2008 over Jyllands-Posten's
publication of the Muhammed cartoon and the attacks on Muslims in the
aftermath of che July bombings in London.

The popular belicf—thae such conflices represent a secularist backlash
against the rising tide of religious fundamentalism {(in the above cases, a form
of Islamophobia), with or withour racist undertones—needs to be examined.
Often the social majority simply feels threatened by the changing landscape
of minority ethnic citizens (Black or Asian), leading to an irrational fear—
somerimes compounded by near-hysterical reporting in the media—thar the
country’s values and raditions are somehow under artack and in danger of
being eradicared. There remain pronounced existential fears thae far-right
parties across the sparsely populared north of Europe exploit: a perception
that traditional Scandinavian values of liberalisin and Christianity are under
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threa, in particular by radical Islam, despite a tiny minority of people airing
such views, NMorway is not alone. An anti-immigration party frequently polls
as the third most popular in Sweden.

In theory, Norway should be immune to some of the more inflamma-
tory rhetoric aimed ar migrants elsewhere in the European landscape, where
high vnemployment leaves locals looking for easy scapegoats. The vase oil
reserves discovered in the 1960s have transformed NMorway into one of the
richest nations in the world, with generous stare benefits and cnough jobs
o go around. Bur can this marerial wealth address the question of how
multicultural cheater in Morway can stand as a positive example of social
inclusion with regards o promoting full citizenship, both for the artists
themselves and for the wider sociery? Unfortunately, for artists of colar in
Morway, and for the wider socictal landseape, no visible change has yet been
ohserved.

As Morway passed the century mark after Henrik Ibsen’s death (2006),
it could be said that The Master is very much present in Norwegian thoarer
That which threatened for years to become a hollow tradition and a muscum
has been turned into an exhilarating development of drama. The impulses for
these developments come from abroad, creating new, less tradition-hound
generations of directors. With these new impulses, a phenomenon has
appeared in the Norwegian thearrical community. Thar phenomenon is the
appearance of Nerwegian actors of color. Flow will these acrors of color fic
into the Ibsen realist tradition that is perperoated in Norway?

MNorwegian theater still acknowledges and depends on lhsen’s grear-
ness as a dramatise. Between 1982 and 1992, Ibsen’s works constitured a
remarkably high percentage of picces being performed in Norway. A survey
of these years shows thar “Norske insticusjonsteatre har hate hele 18 av Ihs-
ens dramaer pd repertoaret™ (“Pa Norske Scencer 1987/857 20) |Norway's
institutional theaters have included a rotal of 18 of Ibsen’s dramas in their
repertoires]; in other words, 70 percent of his rotal works. This speaks for
the Morwegian thearers” and the public’s strong interest. But ar the same time
it has been and srill scems to be necessary for NMorwegian theater to eman-
cipate itself from his impacr, regarding the wriring of plays and the style of
acting and staging. The negartive understanding of the “Ibsen tradition™ may
be prevalent among people in the NMorwegian theater today who see it as an
clement that has rerarded and inhibited the development of their theater

MNorway is still a land of conservative theater, and this affects not least the
small but interesting sector of young dramatists who have been completely
cut adrift from the psychological realism line. As in Hedda Galder, the pater
farnilias, in this case the long-dead dramarist, is omnipresent in Norwegian
theater. Although the sicvation is no longer comparable to the period when
anything that did not bear his invisible stamp was rejecred, Ibsen's spiric seill
hovers over Norwegian theater, Although the free thearer groups have a few
stages in Oslo that welcome their experiments, success varies. An unsuccess-
ful venture can bring a theater crashing to the ground. Professor Knut Ove
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Arnrzen states that “a new hybrid form of theatre has arisen where realistic
effects are paired with modern dance, stylized body language, theatrical
procfo m technigues, and o dramaturgy which owes noching o Aristurl.c
Tllu: theatrical expression is inere ngly stylized in the direcrion of d:m.:c‘:
{*Pa Norske Scener 198 /88" 20). In the 19905, the watertighe bulkheads
between the free theater groups and the insticutional chearers have piven
way to co-productions between the two types of chearer,

The psychology of the Norwegian peaple is linked with their political
and culrural life. Connection 1 the land plays a very imporcant part in the
psychology of Norway: the Norwegian peographical local iry is an embodicd
ptn:w:lm: in the plays of Ibsen as in the plays of Yeats and Beckere, Marker
Sbates:

Ibsens concerns were that staging reflect cry
n thar everything s real and thar one s sittng and warching
hing thar s actually taking place in life. The drama of Ibsen and
o was regarded as the foundanon upon which a re-viralised
wetively Norwegian theatre culture should build. (173)

hfulness to nature. The

The dben realist tradion has clearly influenced Norwegian theater. The

word ‘realism’ should be used cautiously when applicd ro Ibsen, He never
copied realiny. He was nor inrerested in the raw matcrial of life a5 a recorder
of taces bur only as a creanive ardse, The purpose of Thsen's realism is nor
merely to mirror the real world,” bur also ro demand thar we scrutinize and
judge .th“ details we often ignore because of their surface reality. Ibsen i‘n.:g"m

0 write in a way rhar audiences accepred as “rrue o life” N:.-w:n'hclc.ss
every impartane playwright and every thearrical era muse find a straregy for‘
tailoring thac ice o seem as real as possilsfe, .

) Dyama, wia ing, and acting style have been dominared by realvim, and
several generations of dramatists and producers have attempred o ll:llail:ll
up, renew, or break away from it. They have only been parcly successful
and realism continues to dominare rhe major stages of che insticuti mi th-,-:
arers. Norwegian playwrighes oryimg means of deamatie CXPression v
from those of the “Ihsen style” have complained thar their plays have been
refused by the chearers or given bad reviews. It seems thar dircctors have o
rendency o become tangled up in an Ihsen convention, expanding on what
already exises rather than developing a new negotiation of terms such as
space and place in the Hsen teadic m. They appear 1o have rrouble Frovimg
themselves from a strongly realistic interpretation of lbsen. Therefore, new
pmdm.‘t@um.- are directed according to an established and eradirional ilv "
convention. Among Norway'’s dircctors, Ihsen is obviously given priority
and valued as an iner g dramatist. In addition o garnering the pros-
tipe and status afforded a recognized master of the dramaric world, ihsen
productions challenge a director’s creanive skills, Some direcrors Llis‘p]:l}' a
desize and inclination to reinterpret Ibsen, but “ourright revolutionary and




168 Harun Kelly

innovative Ihsen productions have hardly appearcd on Norwegian stages
during the past decade”™ (Arntzen interview).

Modern drama, it should be remembered, was emerging at the samce time
that Sigmund Freud was developing a psychoanalytic treatment thar asked
patients to speak in their everyday voices unril they unwittingly revealed
their unconscious feclings. Ihsen and his contemporaries exploited a similar
insight. They created dramatic-sounding dialogue that divulged the cruch
abour characrers as surely as, and more ‘realistically” than, an explicitly
self-revealing soliloguy. Every hesitation, every slip of the tongee, every
cuphemism for lbsen, as for Freud, has profound meaning. Norwegians
consider the birth of modern thearer as the *lhsen Tradition,” which means
a way of acting, staging, and playwriting that is basced in ‘concrete reality.
Krnut Ove Arntzen stares that “the realist and natwralist convention of illa
sionist acting is partly founded on the discovery of the ninereenth century
Stanislavski method of acting.” Staging conventions were influcnced by the
“prowth of naturalism, with 1ts emphasis on the interaction of character and
environment. Theater production endeavored to follow both the explicit
and implied directions of the playwright to the letter”™ (Marker 164},

Theatrical realism in Morway is a conservative convention where the
audience agrees to a set of conventions that precede the performance so that
whar is done may be accepred as a formal or definite process. The casting
of an cthnic performer, where race or cthnicity is not germane ro the char-
acter's or play’s development, has never been done in a Norwegian theater
production.

In the context of the thearer {theaorical landscape), the Scandinavian
countrics and Finland have been accused of denying their *actors of color
{ethnic minority artists) the opportunitics they afford other citizens. Using
Norway as an illustration, let us consider why rhis mighe be. Iv is only in the
past 15 years thar che ‘issue’ of echnic minoritics has appeared on the agenda
in Norway. Up to the late 1960s, there were few immigrants in Morway
from countrics ourside Europe; now there are (the landscape has) more than

100,000 such immigrants, and they constitute 2.5% of the population. In
comparison with Sweden and the UK, NMorway has few immigranes, bor
immigration and the new, multi-cthnic nature of the community have never-
theless occupied a central place in popular debare. The building of Norway
as a nation, and the development of the welfare state in the twentieth cenrury,
placed grear emphasis on cultural equality as the national cornerstone, Many
helieved thar it was not citizenship as such, but a common history and origins
thar defined the national fellowship. Wich this in mind, an immigrant com-
munity poscs many political and social challenges. While Norway has looked
to the UK as an example of a society that has tried to implement policies of
cultural diversity over longer periods, there remains a lack of an integrared
arts strategy that mighe promote, and reflect, such cultural aliernatives.

In Scandinavian theater, ethnic diversity (mcaning the integration of
black people on the stage) is now srarting o be included in the pulilic
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discourses of multiculturalism. The success of multiculturalism lies in seeing,
‘equal opportunity” as a chance to generate genuine change within organi-
rations and institutions rather than viewing it as 2 bureaueratic hurdle or
constraint. In gender issues, Norway has shown suceess and eommitment o
promating the importance of women’s representation in politics and orher
sectors, yer thas cquality principle rarely seems o affeet ethnic diversity in
the theater.

Mo discussion of actors of color on the stages of Norway can exclude
the career of Earle Hyman, Hyman is a distinguished African American
actor who has been knighred for his work in Owbeffo and his portrayal of
Brutus Jones in Eugene O'Neill's The Emperor Jones, He is best known for
his television portrayal of Grandfather Caosby on “The Cosby Show™ {larer
1980s-carly 1990s). His love of the works of Ibsen first fed him o Norway.

To an earlicr generarion, here was a "real™ black man whao could Jend
authenricity ro the black roles he was performing. The conundram was that
he was lauded as a great actor and embraced as a good friend of Norway,
bur the bulwark of conventional theatrical realism in Norway prevented
him from performing in a non-traditional role in the work. of his beloved
thsen. Hyman began to perform in Norway, speaking the two official lan-
puages used in che thearers of thar country. He appeared also an the SrAges
of Sweden and Denmark, where he spoke Norwegian while the rese of the
players spoke their native tongue. Hyman's firse Norwegian performance
was Orhelle for Den Mationale Scene in Bergen [(1963), With Othello,
Hyman made Norwegian stage history by being the first American o per-
form in Norwegian.

In .'h"' more than 50 years since Hyman firse appeared on stagein Norway,
questions of multiculturalism and non-readitional casring in Murway looam
large. Majoran Vivekananthan, Advisor for 2008 Year of Diversity, says
“the theatre leaders don't want change because they are concerned abour
their culture™ (Vivekananthan ntervicw).,

. The appearance of Earle Hyman on the stages of Norway preceded the frse
immigrant arrivals. Afrer the late 1960s and during the 19705, mimigrants
became more visible in Norway, and in the carly 1970% the immigrants were
abviously not going home. Many Norwegians felr that ‘the stranger” was
nuw within the city walls. There was a moral panic, New frameworks of
identity were coming into question. There was a feeling thar the pation was
slipping away. Even though Norway sill acceprs refugees today, the lon-
vandring Stopp bill came about in Stortinget [Parliament] in the mid-1970s
o stop the flow of immigrants. As the 1980 progressed, it becaime clear
that Norway had a permanent minority population of non-Euronean back-
groundl. They looked different from ethnic MNorwegians and, in-mnny very
important arcas, they were culturally different. Consequently, an ntCgration
policy was formulared. Integration” means thar ming ity Eroups participace
i the common activities of the community—waork, sehool, and politics—
bur reserve the right to remain culturally separate from the majority,
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In Morwegian theater training, the policy of non-integration is quite appar-
ent and hardly surprising.

In 1994, the Nanwonal Theater did nor even bother to look for a black
actor to play the role of Belize in its production of Tony Kushner's Angels
e Ameriea. A white actor was cast in the rele and used brown makeup o
darken his skin just enough so thar he could give che appearance of being
non-whire, The casting of 2 white actor in the role set off a flurry of debare
in the Norwegian press. Deputy Chairman of the Norsk kulturrad [Norwe-
gian Cultural Council] Khalid Salimi stated in a Dagbladet article

The Mational Theatre ikke fant en svart skuespiller til <Enler § Amerikas,
er ingen stor katastrofe. ... Problemet er ikke ag en hviv skuespiller ikke
kan spille en svare rolle, selviolgelig kan han det. Eller ar problemstill-
ingen har noe med rasisme a gjore. For debamen dreier seg om horvidr
norsk tearerliv har gjort sier for a reflektere mangfolder i samfunner.
(Saliom, Dagliadcr)

That the National Theater did not find a Llack actor for Augels in
America is not a huge catastrophe. ... The problem is not that a whine
actor cannot play a black role; of course he can do that. Or thar the
issue has anything to do with racism. The debate is about how much
Morwegian thearer life has contribured in reflecting diversity in socicry.

Salimi's point was thar the National Thearer's failure to recruit a black actor
does not reflect the diversiey of Norwegian society, and this error in casting
is where the faule lies.

Starens reaterhopskolen |State Theater Academy| bas only aceepred three
studenis of color in the whole of its 60-year existence. Typecasting in accor-
dance with the realisim principle, then, nawrally, considers acrors® skin color
as of decisive importance. Viewed i this way, realism is part of institutional
racism in the feld of stagecrafe. With issues of multiculturalism ar the fore-
frone of a changing NMorwegian seciety, how will actors of color in Narway
claim a picce of the artistic landscape?

In 2008, Morwegian Minister of Culture Trond Giske arranged an inter-
view for me with his head of staff, Ms. Beare Moller, for the celebration
and implementation of the 2008 Year of Multiculturalism in Norway, Ms,
Muoller stated unequivocally that Mr. Giske believed in the sustainabilicy of
multiculturalism in the arts. After my meeting, | wondered if it was indeed
passible for the character of Solveig in Peer Gynt to be cast with a black
actor in the role at a Norwegian institutional theater and for people to
ipnore that fact. I came to the conclusion that it would take a brave theater
director to cast a black actor because Solveig presents the local hometown
girl. She is the place.

Lavieon Kaur, who is of Indian descent and was poised to be a major
star, could have been the actress to appear as Solveig, bur because of various
obstacles has disappeared from Norway’s thearrical scence, Born and raised
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in Norway, she worked for many years as a dancer, choreographer, and
actress. During 2006, Kaur was presented in Morwegian media as Thsen's
hra_-r lady because of various new ethnic interpretations of lbsen thar were
being staged during that cime in Norway. During the Ihsen year, 2006
Kaur played the leading roles of Nora (A Dodl's Howse), Hedda (in Hcdch;
Gabler), and Ellida (in The Lady from the Sea) for the Ceneral Thearer,
|_l||t:€l'l.'ﬂtl‘l:[ [Norwegian Touring Theater), and the National Thearer, ﬂ:spm:—’
tively, Despire being hailed as Ibsen’s first lady, it is my apinion that she was
unable v make a successful carcer in the theater. As of 2011, she was a PhD
candidate in the Department of Criminology and Sociolegy of Law at the
University of Oslo. Unsurprisingly, Kaur's rescarch investigates the inregra-
fion 1 noriries in Norway.

Although there may be a handful of Norwegian actors of color today—
some trained in England—the brick wall of stereotyping in racially specific
roles is the dominant rule. Actors recruited for the Stare Thearer Schoul
coime from white, upper-middle-class Oslo West. The audignce and the
actors an che insticutional theater are made up of the culraral clite, thus
elitism is played out in the theater, If productions of Ibsen from Caracas,
Tokyo, or Berjing are performed at the Ibsen Festival, this is a reaffirmation
of Norwegian cultural greatness. If actors of color are casr, they are hired
based on their ethnic characteristics for a specific show and nor part of
the resident acting ensemble. Actors of color are almose always employed
ineolored roles'—for example, Pakistanis play Pakistanis—awhile dassical
theater roles are the preserve of whire Norwegian actors, I
_ Oune of the principle rensons foe this, in purely arristic terms, is that real-
ism dominates Norwegian stages (and films). It is. for example, unrealis-
tie for Ibsen’s character of Sulveig to be black, Typecasting in accordance
with the realism principle then, naturally, considers acrors® skin color to Inee
very mporrant. Viewed in this way, realism is part of institutional racism
in the ficld of stageerafr. Norwegian-produced soap operas and crime series
have had a far higher representation of actors of color than the theater. In
the television serics Fox Gromland (20001=2003) on TV 2, the principle of
race-specific roles was also broken, Actors of color played various partss—an
unthinkable situation in a Norwegian production on the main stage ar the
Mari Theater. Television casting is an example of how the more highly
cultural and serious the are form is, the more merciless the insricational
racism., ’

Norway is a sociery that has changed drastically since Hyman began per-
forming on the Norwegian stage. In a marginalized European culture thae
has prided ieself on o coltural elicism founded in the natonalism created
i the lirerature of Bjornstierne Bjornson and Thsen amony others, issues
of multiculturalism and diversity are anly now beginning w enrer into the
political vocabulary in the twenty-firse century. Whar does the audience see
with regard 1o race? How does the audience make sense of e And how does
the audience interpret it within the large scope of the theatrical visit when
an actor of color is employed in nonraditonal casting? Colorblind casrine
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assumes one can and should be blind to race. It also assumes that thearer is
a locarion thar can enable a society to change long-held views of race. As a
maodel that prides itsell on its meritocratic roots (the best actor for the best
part}, colorblind casting assumes that an actor’s color has no semintic value
onstage unless it is vested with one by the direcror

Many issues that are currently being debared in European socicties and the
media are particularly relevant for the arts. The debates about migrants and
{cultural) citizenship in general have led to 2 number of intercultaral strat
cgies and programs in the arts and cducation, most of which are more con-
cerned about integration and social cohesion than about an open exchange
of different values and world views. The introduction of “narional culeural
canons” can also be seen in this context, as well as inereased concerns ahout
protecting national heritage. There have also been intellectual debares on
freedom of expression and “European values™ that have heen inspired hy,
for example, threats against writers and intellecruals; the murder of Theo
Van Gogh in the Netherlands and Anna Politkovskaya in Russia; or the
“Danish Caricarure Conflict,” which caused mass demonstranons and arson
when the Propher Muhammed was depicted in a series of sairical cartonng,
The Danish cartoon rurned into a symbol of the struggle over European val-
ues of roleranee and freedom of the press. There is a perceived new role of
Islam andfor Islamist radicalism in Europe and immigration trends during
the past three decades. Positions thar are taken range from cosmopolitanism
(mainly by intellectuals in Netherlands, France, and Germany) to multicul-
turalism {e.g. Sweden, UK.

In'the past decade, an old arpument thar came from institutional theaters
was a claim that actors of color are not wrained or professional enouph and
thar they cannot speak the language. The theater leaders tey 1o impaose their
limited views of the issucs relared to a multicultural sociery. In November
2007, Oslo Nye's Arcistic Director Svein Sturla Hungnes unintentionally
came off as quite patronizing in an Aftenposten article when he discussed
the dilcmma of not being able to find an appropriatc cthoic talene pool
when looking for acrors for his theaters production of Elebtra. Hungnes
continued to state the difficulty of casting uptions from a small talent pool
when he said, “they are a bit more reserved in their expression and more
refined.” The word “they™ appears to stick our condescendingly, It appears
thar Hungnes is saying thar the quality of the casting pool is too low and
that “they ™ cannor act *unrefined” enough. Subsequently, the role was given
o white Norwegian actress, Pia Ticlea. Did Tielta win the part because she
was able to act “less refined™? Hungnes went on to say that “we found no
one else like her” (Aubert, Aftenposien). | would have to ask where was
the beautiful and talented Lavicen Kaur who garnered rave reviews in the
Oslo Nye's previous production of * Bollywood Ibsen?” On second thoughe,
I would have to say Lavleen would have been “too refined.”

In many ways, the non-iraditional casting of actors of color should et
be an issue at all. How can thearers agonize over whether ethnic persons
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can particapare fully in productions when they arc a full, acove, and mfluen-
val pare of the Norwegian socwry? The stare of Norwegion theater is such
that producers worry abour whether non-traditional casting will violate or
change a play or will make o “pulitical™ statemenc. Bur isn’t a play with an
all-white Norwegian cast (which isn't about race issues or a specific culeure)
also making such a statement for the contemporary Norwegian socicty? Are
plays thar don’t deal with race or ilar isswes so fragile as to be unable o
accommaodate artists of all ethnicities, physical capabilities, or genders? It is
quite an indicement of the fraiiness of Norwegian creativity if they canner,
I'would also argue thar if oppormu i fur actors of color opened up, these
upport s could well make a significant impace in Norwegian cultural life,

The feeling that is perpetuared by the thearer leaders is thar audiences will
be offended by the idea tha a classical Norwegian drama—for mstance, nne
by Ibsen—rhar features non-whie particular roles might be offensive
to their avdiences. From an American paine of view, the problem 1 always
had with this /s thar it makes an assumption about the intelligence level of
the audience rhar is noe always borie out. It appears that casting decisions
are made from a business standpoineg, and a pereeption has been allowed
£ exist thar assumes that because the majoricy of peaple who subscribe to
these institutional cheaters are white Nuorwegians, they will be offended by
such casting,.

Itis very important to look ar the role of theater and arr in Morwegian
culture, where the creators of the marerial perceive themselves as seRving
and maineaining tradition, or serting an agenda for the community based
on their analysis of the its present condition. Within thar contexr, it is very
important for the Norwegian theater ro move to a place where people can
rehearse the reality thar MNorway has become a very complex demographic
spread of peoples. There is no better place for this work to ke place than
in the theater. T am not talking abour where one goes 1o the thearter and
L one actor of color in an all-white ease, | say, what is thar? Tokenism!
Itis a big job to do, bue if Norwegians are to have a chearer thar truly rep-
resents Norway, an aggressive policy of perting an avdience to the thearer
that is going to respond i reguired. Withour a multiculeural audience, it
is really hard to ger a multiculoral theater o look like anything bur a
novelry acr,

The institurional theaters of Morway should take the responsibility 1o
prepare and crain the cultyre, Norwegian artistic directors have the respon-
sihility to bring their audiences to Follow a vision, that is, the choice of
plays, the way they are done, whether they are realistic or not. There showld
be more experiments thar will stand sulidly on their feer and say 1o preer-
ple: don’t be afraid, The audience comes ti the theater to pre . 1o make
believe, They don't really believe ehar thar guy up on stage is a Medieva)
Danc who happens to speak blank verse English.

Why is it not a goal in Norway to develop more inclusive theatrical
visions? There are those who would say that in the Norwepian characrer.
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the unofficial culturally embedded law of Janteloven promotes the middle—
mediocrity. Every Norwegian is well familiar with Janteloven. Janrcloven
IJante Law]| was a concept ercated in the carly rwenticth CCNTUry [0 preserve
social stability and uniformity in the cormunity. A citizen is not to be too
high above or too far below others socially and economically. Looked ar
another way, Janteloven can be contagious, preventing Morwegians from
fulfilling their potential and relegaring their brightest to second place. Nor-
way is at the forefront of progressive acitudes towards an array of social
matters. Yer, the Jantcloven mentality exists as a reactionary force that
appears to be the natural opponent of this.

In 2001, the debate about casting to reflect the diversity of Norwegian soci-
ety was continued and pressure was put on the Morsk kulturrad [Morwegian
Cultural Council] 1o investigate the mares In February, a conference was pre-
sented by the British Council in collaboration with Morsk kuleurrad and the
Arts Council of England. This confercnce, New Stages, was a joint Initanye
to address the need to re-visit and revise policy and practice within the per-
forming arts scene in MNorway with regarcs to devcloping projeces o explore
cultural diversity. Before the conference, Khalid Salimi stated that “seeking
diversity in art in itself is neicher new, nor should it be astonishing. But since
“diversicy’ has happened to be synonomized with ethnicity and colour, the
cussion, unfortunately, has become racialized” (Brahmachari 5). Using Britain
as a madel, questions were raised and debared about the casting of actors of
color in Norway, and not least what the consequences and responsibilities
resulting from the conference should amount to. Again, unfortunarely for the
artists of color in Morway, no visible change occurred.

Another controversy concerning actors of color on an institutional srage
in Norway occurred in December 2001, Mellika Melani, a bi-racial Swedish
actress of Moroccan and Swedish parentage was cast in the role of Viola
in the Nanonal Theater's production of Shakespeares Helligtrekonger-
aften [Tuwwelfth Night]. In the newspaper Morgenord Ruth Krefting Enger
wrote, “The National Thearre har aldri bruke innvandreer | hovedroller in
anner en gjestespill. Mellika kan bli derasner bade pa National og generclr
i morsk teater” | The National Theater has never used immigrants in lead
roles other than in guest performances. Mellika can open doors both at the
MNational and in Morwegian theater in general.”] When asked if she was
uncomforrable because of this responsibility, she responded, *1 feel like | am
under a microscope in Norway, In Sweden, we do not have issues of discrimi-
nation against immigrants in the theatre. When | was in thearre school, there
were three students of color in my class. There are many opportunities wich
different kinds of theatre groups in Sweden. Actors of color are emplayed by
Drramaten |Royal National Theatre| and other theatres in Sweden™ YWhen
Melani was cast in Helligtrekongeraften, her cthnie characteristics were
used to highlight the fact thar Viola/Cesario was a furcigner in a strange
land. When Viola is washed up on shore after the shipwreck, she is accosred
by immigration autharitics and questioned abour her ethnic heritage. Many
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of my Morwegian colleagues thoughe thar the avdience was hit over the
head with this theme of inmigrarion throvghout the entice production.

Nordic Black Theater {NBT), established in Oslo in 1991, is parncularly
directed at Third World and immigrant artists. Nordie Black Theater’s mis-
sion s o make artists of color visible on s stage. The stodents are a mule-
cuttural group thar focuses on alternative forms of thearrical expression of
&, dance, and voice. Av the end of their owo-year rraining at NBT,
ceeive a certificare. The carch is that the institational theaters do
not recognive NBT's training as legitimare actor training. Nordic Blacks'
Artistic Direcror, CHFF Moustadhe, has repeatedly been gquoted saying, “The
Norwepgian theater community should not complain about the small talent
pool if thar talent poal is nor properly cultivated. One has vo ask why Statens
reaterhogskolen |State Theater Academy| has only accepred a few students
of color in the whole of its fifty yeary existence?”

From 1991 to 2001, NBT has presented a total of 30 professional pro-
ductons, Professor Anne-Britt Gran arguoes, “these performances have been
tora ly ignored by the critics. One of Norway's largest non-subsceiption
newspapers —Dagbladet—has never reviewed NBT. The other newspa-
pers have only reviewed berween one and five productions ot of the 30™
(Gran 94). A principle impression is that the critics expect black actors w
be able to dance and sing brilliantly. Moustache commented that “crirics
use erims such as: astonishingly multicultural, strange and vil, beautiful
dancing, colourful, hypnotc rhychims, o categorize performances ar NBT
to confirm the stercotypes of the black as the dancing, playing, authentic,
energetic and colorful person™ (Gran ibid), Gran soes, “these reviewers
are aot necessarily intentionally racist, On the concrary, they are written
with a supportive and sympachetic arcitude towards che NBET performances.
The problem is thar the performances are judged on the basis of Western
stamdards of arr and different cultural expressions are viewed through West-
erm stereotypes™ (Gran ibid ). The pubbic experiences these performances as
exonc, and i s only “difference™ that is appreciared.

For a century, the argument in the Minsstey of Culture has been char
what is spent on culture is spent o protece NMorwegian identity. In reteo-
spect, it can be said rhat Earle Fyman was a grear world artist who was in
MNoraay before immigrants were threarening. Some of the same generarion
thar acclaimed Hyman probably complain about the Vietnamese neighbors
and how they don't tidy up their gardens!

Morwegian socialism an the ares has tarned into the ugly patronizing of
people of colour. Actors of colar are put intn maolds by the powers thar be.
Hannah Kvam, member of the theater group Queendom, says these molds
are “a limited view of the issues in deabing with a multicultural society In
the theater, as in everyday life, it is the actual color of a person’s skin thar
is the basis for exclusion. The challenge i for the imagery of the stage, filin,
and wlevision o educare Norwegian people abour differenr culrures anad
cthnicities. In my view, that challenge is essenmal.
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Certainly, the initial cfforts to incorporate non-traditional casting and
disenfranchised artists fully into the Norwegian performing arts will seem
highly conscious. It is a new way of thinking. When the cultivation of play-
wrights who write parts, perhaps deliberacely, for all kinds of ethnic or
mixed groups begins, then finally a point will be reached where the best
ralent can play any part. Bur as these artists become pare of the fabric of
Norwegian theater, film, and television work, such conscious decision-
making will fade away. These artists will have become an established, pro-
ductive part of the culture, and they will be recognized as artists Arse. bn so
doing, the Norwegian performing ares will have been transformed and the
next level of creativicy will beg

Traditionally, Norway has managed to project an image of being a toler-
ant, liheral, and humane society. It has projected this image not only to the
world, but to its own people, constantly propagating its own humanism and
virtues, The support ic has given to suffering people in the Third World, the
international movement for solidarity, the fight against apartheid in South
Africa, and the condemnation of the Viernam War and the USAs unjust
and discriminatory treatment of blacks has won it world-wide respect and
recognition. An example of this countey’s humamrarianism s the Nobel
Commirtee’s selection of Laurcates to receive the Nobel Peace Prize. Flow
can a country thar is known for such humanmarianism deny the develop-
ment of its artists of color the changing cityscape?

Norway is a young, independent nation-state and a late comer in artract-
ing immigrants from countries ourside of Europe. Norway was originally
colonized by Denmark; it then became pare of Sweden, unel it gained irs
independence in 1905, In contrast to migrants to older European countries
such as Great Brirain and France, the immigrants wha started coming ro
Norway in the late 19605 had no colonial relationship with che councry.
Norway was more of an accidental choice where people could hope to bet-
ter their economic situation.

Ewven though the growing presence of people of color has oceurred within
the past 40 years, injustices and discriminatory practices against ethnic
minoritics have been and are still a parr of Scandinavian history. In the
aftermath of Anders Breivik's rerrorist arcacks, which lefe 77 vicei

ims dead in
Oslo and Utaya on the afternoon of July 22, 2011, many envisaged a now
and more positive debate on a multicultural sociery shaping the new cen-
tury's cultural landscape in Norway. The Morwegian prime minister’s plea
to meet the terrorist’s acts with more decency and openness was televised
world wide, and he was praised for urging people not to respond 1o violence
with violence.

Before the prime minister and minister for justice officially revealed that
the terrorist was a whire Christian Morwegian, a terrorism rescarcher had
sugpested that Islamic terrorists were behind the artack, and reports of Mus-
lims being harassed in the streets of Oslo spread through the Interner. Mor-
wegian Muslims interviewed in the following days rovealed that they had
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been wernficd by the thought of what would happen in Norway if lslamises
had been behind the terrorist acts,

Mow, more than four years later, it is difficulr ro say whether the terrible
events of July 22 have contributed o an enduri e change in oruse levels in
Norway or to gauge the extent o which they have influenced the Morwegian
debate abour immigration, reli 1 integration. The Norwegian mask of
decency and humanism has been pulled off by the presence of nom-European,
non-Christian immigrants and refugees, Whar we sve now is the ugly face of
racism, the growing popularity of right-wing movements. Afrer July 22, the
image of Norway as innocent and different in a broader European contexr
was put under scrutiny. Breivik's manifesto and his contaers with racist and
Islamophobic networks across Europe were evidence of the transnational
adherence to such ideas. The wervorist aces brought o the surface the exis-
tenee of tew transnacional networks fostering nationalist political ideologics
in which Muslims, multiculouralisn, and polic woseen as advocating mul-
ticulturalism were depicted as the main enemies,

Many of those who were born of immigrane paremts and grew up in
Norway are now young adults. Several of them have made pOsitive coneri-
butions to socicry as politiciany, debaters, writers, program leaders in tele-
vision, and so on. These youny people speak MNorwegian without an accent
and, consequently, can scarcely be considered as members of an alien culture
who “ean’t speak the language™ by those who oppose immigration.

As of Januwary 2001, immigrams {including the second generation) come-
posed 12.2% of the Norwegian population, and 28% of the people of Oslo
were immigrants. The Pakistani minority, which was amaong the fArse and
tarpest of the groups o arrive in the late 19605, has the largest contempo-
rary group of sccond-generation youth (Statistics of Morway).

The theater arrist of color in Norway must he granted the same artis-
tic freedom as the white Norwegian artist. In 1996—1997 Nuorsk ku rurrdcd
remitted o repore to the Norwegian Parliament [Stortinger] to *promore
multicultural expression under previously established schemes in arr and
culture, and to enhance opportunities for minorities o develop and parric-
ipaee in artistic and cultural life, on their own rerms® (Brahmachari 7). in
the next five to 10 years, we may see now MNorwegian playwrights of color
whose voices start to be heard from the institutional stages of Norway, The
legacy of Earle Flyman must not be forgorten.

How can a country that propagates its own huma
projects an image to the world and it people of b a tlerant, Lib-
eral, and humane society deny the development of its arisis of color? The
physical landscape of theater is the place ro explore such issues—a space
m which the very nature of rdentity and multicultural citizenship can be
examined by artists. Mulviculeural theater within a changing Morweg
cthnic landscape opens up avenues of cthnic and cultural diversity as
demands of the avdience thar oh possibly re-chink their socially condi-
tioned ideas of what constitures their landscape of identity, the way they

ism and virtoes,
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live their lives, the ways they understand the world, and the ways theorer
can potentially intervenc.

The new landscape in the production of ncw work or in the revisioning
of classic work can facilitate an artistically productive negotiation with the
puower of place. Indeed, the very nature of who we are muse surely be judged
by the changing cthnic landscapes.
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