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Viking DNA Pillages Traditional Casting & Conventional Storytelling 

With our world on pause and with our industry taking a step back to visualize 

how we move forward, this is our opportunity to mold a more inclusive union between 

art and community. To really see the diversity our communities are founded upon and 

realize new ways of telling our stories that will allow all walks of life to see their 

reflection. It all comes down to which stories we choose to tell and how they are told.  

Are we trying to reenact well-known classics for the sake of patronage, or are we 

constantly looking for new ways to tell old tales so as to include everyone? 

  How are we supposed to tell our stories? Are there rules of engagement we 

must consider before charging head on into our artistic neuroses? Do we respect the 

art form, the story being told, the community within our stories, and the communal 

society at large enough to portray a depth of truth within the stories we tell so that our 

representation of the vastly diverse cultures around us bridges the gaps of 

misunderstanding that plague our daily lives? How do we encourage more people to 

tell their story so we may hear new voices? Do we cast traditionally? And what does 

that even mean in this day and age of DNA testing and genetic technology that is 

shedding light on our ancestry all over the world? Let us take for example new 

findings thru genetic tracing in the Viking Age. 

 A study  published in the Nature Research Journal concludes that the Vikings 1

were not the blonde-haired, blue-eyed dominated population that we see portrayed 

in history. Sarah Wells breaks down the technical aspects of the Nature Article, and 

explains “in the largest genetic study of Viking DNA ever, scientists have found that 
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Vikings — and their Diaspora — are actually much more genetically diverse than we 

may have thought and were not necessarily all part of a homogeneous 

background.”  Basically pre and during Viking era Scandinavia many diverse peoples 2

visited and/or were moved to and from the region.  This makes sense as we are 

historically a migratory nomadic species willing to move in order to adapt, preserve, 

and flourish.  

 If we look at the Great Civilizations of our time, for instance in the widely-spread 

Persian Empire, we can see a vast dispersion and commingling of culture and blood 

lines who all considered themselves as part of one tribe. Many different languages 

spoken, a number of dialects within each region, and yet we still to this day have 

Kabob as a food staple from Afghanistan to Israel and on thru to Macedonia.  Pass 

the sumac spice please! 

 We can find numerous examples if we really need to justify an atypical artistic 

vision. We don’t even have to touch colonialism or slavery. Is there a rule book? Well, 

not really. It all comes down to the vision of those who are in positions of power who 

are willing to take risks in hopes of attracting a more diverse audience. The greater 

entertainment industry at large has always been predominantly white-washed. From 

production all the way down to patron. So they decide what they want to see and 

how they want to see it. It always comes down to money. So if the majority of an 

audience is only willing to shell out top dollar for Oklahoma or Our Town set in its 

traditional context… and pigmentation, then that is what will be produced. And 

apparently nobody will bat an eyelid at the audacious level of brown-facing that is 

done to my beloved Persian Peddler, Ali Hakim. 

We do have this thing called Political Correctness now though. This is a good 

thing as it might sway producers from using black or brown face, unless warranted in 
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a disarmingly-witty story.  It is one thing to re-envision Romeo & Juliet to be set in a 

retirement home and cast more seasoned talent to tell a new tale since the story itself 

can be seen from any cultural or geographic perspective. And at the other end of 

the spectrum, as my good friend George Jahanbani said: “There is no correct way to 

do a color-blind production of Porgy & Bess!”  3

 At the end of the day, we have to challenge our audience to think broader 

and be more accepting of new and different stories being told. This not only expands 

the cultural awareness of our audience, but it also welcomes a diverse demographic 

who may not have seen themselves on a stage or the big screen before. 

 So the next time a theatregoer at your talk-back asks why you sung all those 

songs in Spanish, tell them: “The Vikings. That’s why!” 

  Hossein Forouzandeh – CTG Member, classically-trained actor, & proud 

member of AEA. 
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