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“Diplomatic 3 nterventions: Aboriginal Performance on the International Stage in the 21st Century”
Helen Gilbert

This presentation examines the workings of cultural diplomacy in the arts by canvassing recent Aboriginal
Australian performances that have been staged in international venues in connection with festivals,
exhibitions and other cross-cultural initiatives. It explores not only the ways in which indigenous embodied
arts have been harnessed to celebrate Australia’s achievements (at home and abroad) while promoting
particular institutions and events, but also how Aboriginal performance-makers strive to shape their own
cultural and artistic encounters with diverse audiences. Case studies to be discussed in brief include Big
hArt’s presentation of Namatjira in London in 2013, Marrugeku’s tours of Gudirr Gudirr to Europe (2013—
14) and Toronto (2015) and the staging of Jack Charles V the Crown in Shizuoka (2017). Keeping in view
the limitations of the ‘culture-as-resource’ model (Ytidice) in promoting cross-cultural dialogue, I consider
the performances at issue as making compelling invitations to their audiences to see, sense and understand
the challenges facing indigenous societies today and to acknowledge their root causes in European
colonialism. Such invitations can be seen as part of an emergent trans-indigenous public sphere where (soft)
diplomacy is being reimagined as a grass-roots activity. At the broader level, my research seeks to illuminate
ways in which performative acts and aesthetics sustain indigenous cultures within, against and beyond the
forces of the neo-liberal market place.

Helen Gilbert is Professor of Theatre at Royal Holloway, University of London, and author/co-author of
several influential books, notably Performance and Cosmopolitics: Cross-Cultural Transactions in
Australasia (2007) and Postcolonial Drama’ Theory, Practice, Politics (1996). From 2009-14, she led a
transnational European Research Council-funded project on indigenous performance across the Americas,
the Pacific, Australia and South Africa. Her many edited books include Recasting Commodity and Spectacle
1n the Indigenous Americas (2014) and In the Balance: Indigeneity; Performance, Globalization (2017). She
recently completed a fellowship at the Rachel Carson Centre for Environment and Society in Munich,
supported by a Humboldt Prize, and is currently the visiting Chair of Australian Studies at the University
of Tokyo for the 2017—18 academic year.
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