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Abstract
 When considering the efficacy of modalities of actor training it is unproductive to consider them as 
abstract theories applied to generic actors. A meaningful evaluation must take into account the 
cultural milieu in which the training takes place, and the manner in which acculturation has shaped 
an individual actor’s sense of self prior to entering training.

Achieving optimal levels of creativity and authenticity in co-regulated relationships between actors-in-
role, can be achieved through a process of stripping away an actor’s blocks. Such a process is often 
characterized by patterns of resistance that can be traced to: reified beliefs regarding the hierarchical 
bifurcation of body and mind; the nature and function of emotion; an actor’s familial history; the degree 
to which an actor perceives deep transformative learning as threatening; and the climate in which the 
learning process takes place. 

By adopting perspectives drawn from evolutionary biology, emotions are reconceived as functional 
and adaptive, a perspective that reframes an actor’s resistance to their experience of transformative 
learning as a plausible, rather than pathological, response. In this paradigm, psychophysical 
approaches to actor training must address both the physical and conceptual dimensions of an actor’s 
sub-optimal behaviors. Enhancing an actor’s emotional intelligence and self-efficacy beliefs is central 
to this process.

Transformative learning spaces are learner-centered rather than teacher-centered; dialogic rather 
than didactic; cooperative rather than competitive; and compassionate rather than coercive. Such 
spaces place an emphasis on learning through the relationship between actor and trainer, and 
between the actors themselves. Transformative learning spaces foster learning through cycles of 
experience and reflection. In so doing, transformational learning diminishes social comparisons, 
competition, perfectionism and anxiety, and promotes mutual trust and responsibility, risk-taking, and 
a capacity to tolerate the uncertainty inherent in an improvisatory approach to co-regulated 
relationships between on-stage characters.
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Glossary

Bodymindset -  For Nagata  (2009:228), the bodymind “is a  term  for the  totality of self, encompassing all physical, mental, 
emotional, and spiritual functions.”  Bodymindset indicates an actor’s current sense  of being-in-the-world that encompasses 
not only conscious abstract beliefs but the visceral totality of self.
Char-actor - the  term is  used to suggest  that the persona embodied in the mise-en-scène  is a synthesis of the  creation of the 
playwright  (character), the  actor and potentially the  director. Adapting Berne’s  (1964) model of the psyche (which is 
conceived of as being constituted by three interdependent facets of the self: Parent  -  Adult -  Child), the  char-actor can be 
seen as a  triumvirate: the  Person -  the  Actor - the Character (Ananyev cited in Merlin, 2001:81). The  Person represents the 
mediator of the connection between the Actor and the  hyper-creative part of themselves;  the  Actor represents the  craftsman 
or technician; “the combination of Person and Actor [holds] in its hand the Character“ (ibid.).
Discovery process -  in contrast to  the more usual term  rehearsal process, which denotes a practice or trial performance 1 
whose focus is  on the product that  will materialize in the future, the  discovery process implies a focus on the  creative  process 
as it exists in the transient now. It also implies that the actor is at the center of the creative process.
Facilitator of Learning (FoL) -  This project is founded upon Freire's (1973) notion of dialogical education and 
Rogers’ (1951) concept  of person-centered learning. As Rogers (1951) argues, “We  cannot teach another person directly;  we 
can only facilitate his learning.” (1951:389 emphasis added). 
Flow state -  when capitalized, Flow denotes the heightened state of consciousness espoused by Csikszentmihalyi (1991, 
1996). “Flow represents the  ultimate  in harnessing the  emotions in the service  of performance and learning. In Flow, the 
emotions are  […] positive energized, and aligned with the  task at hand.” (Goleman,1995:90). Flow is considered to  be 
synonymous with Stanislavsky’s concept of experiencing (Carnicke, 1998; Silberschatz, 2013). 
Wide focus  (Milner, 1983) or soft focus (Bogart, 2005) are characteristics  of Flow. For Milner, wide  focus is characterized by an 
intensified body awareness and a  letting go  of the  narrow focus of everyday discursive thinking (Glover, 1998). Soft  focus is 
the “physical state in which we  allow the eyes to soften and relax so  that, rather than looking at one  or two things  in sharp 
focus, they can now take in many. By taking the  pressure off the eyes  to  be  the dominant and primary information gatherer, 
the whole body starts to listen and gather information in new and more sensitized ways.” (Bogart and Landau, 2005:31). 
Flow state is necessary in order to manifest motility (see below), but is not synonymous with it.
Material of learning -  As  Moon notes, “we are not  easily able to articulate that  the material that is learned by the learner is 
not the same as  the material that is produced by the teacher.”  (Moon, 2004:13). As Lecoq (1995), asserted, there  is no  such 
thing as the ‘Lecoq Method’, for each participant in Lecoq’s  training takes something different from the  work. Thus, as  a 
trainer, they transmit something different  to those  they train. When a  material of learning is  encountered by a learner, it 
becomes transformed by their prior knowledge of themselves  and the world, while  that  prior knowledge, in turn, becomes 
transformed .
Motile -  While  motile, in the psychological sense, typically connotes  responses characterized by muscular sensations 2, here 
the idiosyncratic use  of the  term implies an actor who experiences  and expresses a  complex phenomenological sense of 
being-in-the-world, characterized by emotionally authentic, co-regulated, alive  communication 3. Alive  communication 
“focuses  on the  dynamically changing aspects  of communication.”  (Fogel & Garvey, 2007:251). In a  motile actor, “[i]mpulse 
and action are concurrent” (Grotowski, 1969:16). The  motile actor in the  presence of a  spectator, is characterized by a quality 
of “non-performance in performance” (Nagatomo, 2006).
Potential Space  -  When capitalized, the  Potential Space  refers  refers specifically to my practice. The  use  of the lower case 
potential space refers to Winnicott’s (1971) original concept. The  multifaceted notion of potential space can denote, by way 
of example, the  ‘space’ between mother and child or between individuals or “an intermediate  area of experiencing that  lies 
between fantasy and reality.” (Ogden, 1985:129)4.
Self-efficacy - The concept of self-efficacy differs from  the colloquial and generalized term self-confidence. Self-efficacy is 
specific to a  given sphere  of endeavor. As a consequence, an actor (or trainer)  may have high self-efficacy beliefs  in one 
aspect  of their work or training but not in another. Self-efficacy theory is concerned with the determinants  and mediating 
processes of an actor’s self-efficacy beliefs, as they pertain to the disparity between what it is an actor can objectively do, as 
opposed to what they believe they can do (Bandura, 1977, 1997).

1 (“Rehearsal” Oxford Dictionaries, Oxford Dictionaries , retrieved 12 Sept 2014, https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/
definition/rehearsal)
2 (“Motile.” Oxford Dictionaries, Oxford Dictionaries , retrieved 10 Mar. 2008, https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/
motile)
3 (Fogel & Garvey, 2007; Fogel, 2013:15)
4 (c.f., Chapt. 1:4)



Transformative & Deep Learning -  Derived in part from the  theories of Freire  (1973), transformative learning theory holds 
that actors  entering training “have acquired a coherent  body of experience — associations, concepts, values, feelings, 
conditioned responses — frames of reference  that define  their life world.”  (Mezirow, 1997:5). An actor who takes a deep 
approach to  learning seeks to question assumptions, understand underlying principles, and to  relate new material to 
previous  experience  and knowledge (Moon, 2004:59). It follows that the  goal of transformative learning is to surface, 
challenge and transform  conditioned habits  of bodymind that no  longer serve an actor, while fostering those that are 
facilitative of her/his autonomy, positive self-efficacy beliefs and current goals. 
Via affirmativa - The  via affirmativa is conceived of as a  counterpoint to Grotowski’s  (1969)  notion of the  via negativa5, the 
process of stripping away the blocks  derived from acculturation that  occlude an actor’s potential. ‘Affirmation’ denotes both 
emotional support or encouragement, and actions or processes  that declare something6. Thus the  via affirmativa offers an 
actor the emotional support and encouragement to openly declare — i.e., manifest — their creative, motile self.

Format

Boxes - are used in addition to footnotes in order to illustrate  the dynamic link between theory and practice. In a  box, a 
theoretical perspective  may be  illustrated by practice, or an aspect of practice illuminated by theoretical research. Boxes 
should be read alongside the text in which they are embedded, rather than independently. 
Video links  -  hyper-links (e.g.: http://bit.ly/2yH7dOp) indicate a  link to on-line video documentation which is available  to  be 
streamed.
The r icon indicates  key videos that the  reader should view. It is  intended that longer video clips should be viewed in part 
or in their entirety. Other videos constitute supplemental documentation. They can be viewed at the  reader’s  discretion as 
further illustration of practice, or as material that supports observations made in the text. 
Practice chapter and appendices  -  The content of Chapter 9  and Appendices  B, C and D is  spread across two facing pages. 
When viewing an electronic version of the document, the .pdf reader/software should be set to show facing pages.

5 (Grotowski, 1969:16)
6 (“Affirmation.” Oxford Dictionaries, Oxford Dictionaries , retrieved 12 Sept. 2014, https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/
definition/affirmation.)



Anthony Sher1, in the form of Richard III, shuffles to the fore stage, dressed all in black, his back 
hunched, two black crutches preceding his twisted body in an awkward gait, making him appear like a 
spider. He surveys us, the public. Making eye contact, with charm and grace, he addresses us directly:

But then I sigh, and, with a piece of scripture, 
Tell them that God bids us do good for evil:
And thus I clothe my naked villany 
With odd old ends stol’n forth of holy writ, 
And seem a saint when most I play the devil.

two Murderers enter upstage of him

But soft! here come my executioners.
How now, my hardy, stout resolved mates!
Are you now going to dispatch this thing?

(Richard III, 1.3.340-348)

With a twinkle in his eye and a mischievous smile floating around his lips, he almost certainly saw 
shy smiles reflected back at him from many faces. There was a sense of communion amongst those 
watching, an uncanny sense of being as one. We were seduced. And as he turned and moved up-
stage to parley with the murderers, to whom is to be entrusted the death of the child Clarence, 
unease spreads like a subtle contagion amongst the watching throng. In the act of remembering, it 
seems to me that in this moment comes the realization that we too have been gulled, and together 
we suffer a twinge of guilt at having been so beguiled. 

If not at that moment, then at some point very shortly afterwards, there is another feeling for me: I 
have the sense that I am seeing a virtuoso performer at the peak of their powers. This is ‘It’2. As 
Jacques Lecoq contended during a summer stage at L’École Jacques Lecoq3 in which I participated, 
“The public always knows”: as observers of a theatrical event in performance (or in rehearsal), we 
know ‘It’ when we see it4. 

Presence, Chaikin suggests, “is a quality given to some and absent from others […] It’s a quality that 
makes you feel as though you’re standing right next to the actor, no matter where you’re sitting in the 
theater.” (Chaikin, 1972). Kelera (1965) writes of another much vaunted performance5  in similarly 
imagistic terms, suggesting that a “sort of psychic illumination emanates from the actor. I cannot find 
any other definition.” (Kelera qtd. in Goodall, 2008:37). It appears to Kelera that “[a]t any moment 
the actor will levitate…He is in a state of grace.” (ibid.). While expressing an impressionistic account 

1 In the 1984 Royal Shakespeare Company production of the Shakespeare’s Richard III. Sher went on to win the Laurence 
Olivier and Evening Standard Awards for best actor for his performance of the role. His preparation for and rehearsal of 
the role is recorded in his book The Year of the King Sher, 1985
2 (Roach, 1993)
3 (Lecoq, 1995)
4 Throughout this dissertation, the term ‘motile’ is used as a synonym for ‘It’, a quality that occurs when an actor is working 
in a state of Flow (Csikszentmihalyi, 1991; 1996) or experiencing (Carnicke, 1998; Silberschatz, 2013)
5 Ryszard Cieślak in Grotowski’s 1960 production of The Constant Prince

Prologue
———————————————
A Personal Context for My Practicei



of the manner in which an audience member experiences ‘It’, both accounts leave open to question 
the precise nature of ‘It’?

In somewhat less auspicious circumstances, as a teenager, every other Friday evening for three years, 
I would sit on the hard wooden benches in ‘the gods’ at the Royal Theatre, Northampton. The 
experience of seeing largely the same company of actors over many productions sowed the seeds for 
what was to become a profound appreciation of Sher’s embodiment of “the supreme attribute” — 
‘presence’ (Pavis, qtd. in Goodall, 2008). 

Like Barba (1993), I became curious as to why, “...when I see two actors doing the same thing, I get 
fascinated by one and not by the other.” (qtd. in Watson, 1993). As a consequence of an unconscious 
process of comparison, it became apparent that there were those actors that I truly ‘believed’, and 
who engendered strong feelings in me, while there were others whose portrayals I ‘understood’. 
That is, I comprehended their performance on a cognitive/conceptual level, but did not find it 
emotionally authentic6 or moving. 
Years later, as an early career director in Chicago, I attended the large city-wide general auditions 
which attract young actors recently arrived in the city, drawn by its reputation as a thriving theatre 
town7. Most were recent graduates from college acting programs all over the USA. On some 
occasions I would call back those that appeared most capable to audition for specific productions I 
was directing. During call-backs, some revealed much greater potential than their initial audition 
suggested. But others performed their audition monologues well — and little else. It appeared that 
they had been coached extensively in that one monologue, but did not have a grasp of the work of an 
actor they could generalize. Seeing hundreds of actors, from scores of acting programs, over a number 
of years, all with degrees in acting, I began to question the nature of the training they had undergone 
that appeared to have ill-prepared so many of them for entering the professional world of theatre.

The genesis of this project lies in these early experiences as an audience member and neophyte 
director, but it was a subsequent sequence of disorienting events8, over a number of years, that led 
to a questioning and transformation of assumptions and perspectives, both personally held and 
prevalent in the wider culture, that have inspired the evolution of this practice-based project.

Personal Transformation and the Experience of Acting
As an undergraduate, I sensed that I was, what I would now describe as, a ‘heady’ actor. Upon 
graduation I chose to teach drama and theatre arts rather than pursue a career in theatre. The first 
significant transformational experience was wrought by my encounter with neo-Reichian bodywork 
psychotherapy. It was Reich’s belief that our emotional histories exist in habitual patterns of muscular 
tension or armoring9. Reich developed techniques that loosened muscular contractions and allowed 
the experiencing and expression of long suppressed emotions (ibid.).

Prologue  ii

6 In the context of performance, authentic is used throughout this dissertation to denote that which is experienced as 
genuine, a faithful and accurate reflection of human behavior and existence. (Varga & Guigon, 2016)
7 The rise to prominence of the Steppenwolf Theatre in Chicago, from its inauspicious roots to an internationally 
recognized theatre, has spawned a theatre community of some magnitude. At any given time there can be as many as 200 
theatre companies producing at venues that range from nationally recognized theatres to tiny storefronts. This community 
is a magnet for actors graduating from college acting programs all over the US.
8 (Cranton, 2006b:61)
9 These patterns of chronic tension in the muscles “blocks the natural flow of feelings/emotions through the 
body…” (Usem, Retrieved 3rd March, 2003).



When, after a significant break, I returned to acting, my subjective experience was qualitatively 
different from that of my undergraduate years. While this may in part have been due to the 
maturation that accompanies the passage of time, my intuitive sense was that this change was 
related to my exposure to Reich’s experiential bodywork. Subsequently, as an early-career director, I 
found I was encountering a number of actors who I perceived to be dominated, as I had been, by 
what Michael Chekhov (1985:25) describes as “the cold intellect”. As a consequence, I began to seek 
a form of actor training comparable to neo-Reichian bodywork in order to address this issue.

In March 1996, I first encountered Jerzy Grotowski's Towards a Poor Theatre, a text that inspired me 
both as a director and later a trainer of actors. The first notion that I was exposed to was that of the 
via negativa, which seemed to describe my encounter with the work of Reich. The second, was Ryszard 
Cieslak’s description of his experience performing in Grotowski's The Constant Prince":

I begin each night without anticipations. This is the hardest thing to learn. I do 
not prepare myself to feel anything. I do not say, 'Last night, this scene was 
extraordinary, I will try to do that again.' I want only to be receptive to what 
will happen. And I am ready to take what happens if I am secure in my score, 
knowing that, even if I feel a minimum, the glass will not break, the objective 
structure worked out over the months will help me through. But when a night 
comes that I can glow, shine, live, reveal - I am ready for it by not anticipating it. 
The score remains the same, but everything is different because I am different.

(Cieslak qtd. in Schechner, 1977:19)

Cieslak's description of his state of being was, and is, compelling for me. It can be encapsulated in 
Nagatomo's (1992) concept, of non-performance in performance10 . Later I would come to 
understand how an actor's (non-)performance, in being different each night, in and of itself 
constitutes a form of profound creativity. 

The desire to work with Grotowski led me to apply to the MFA Directing Program at the University 
of California, Irvine (UCI), where Grotowski was a faculty member at the time. But, by the time I 
enrolled at Irvine, Grotowski had left Southern California for Italy. It was at UCI, however, that I was 
introduced to Fitzmaurice Voicework — and Fitzmaurice Voicework is derived from Reichian 
bodywork psychotherapy.

At UCI I was also introduced to Contact Improvisation, which originated in the post-modern dance 
world of New York in the 1970’s11. As a director I began to experiment in using Contact 
Improvisation as a psychophysical means to explore scenes with actors. While at UCI I also sought 
out training with Ann Bogart and the SITI company in Viewpoints12  and Suzuki Training. Upon 
graduation from UCI, I trained in the improvisatory vocal/physical work of Roy Hart at the Roy Hart 
Centre in Malérargues, France. 

iii Prologue	

10 (Nagatomo, 1992)
11 (About Contact Improvisation. Retrieved 27 March, 2012, http://www.contactquarterly.com/contact-improvisation/
about/). “Contact Improvisation was first presented as a series of performances conceived and directed by American 
choreographer Steve Paxton in June 1972 at the John Weber Gallery in New York City.” (Ibid.).
12 Which also emerged from the post-modern dance world in New York in the 1970’s, originated by Mary Overlie 



My training and experimentation with Fitzmaurice Voicework13, Contact Improvisation, Viewpoints 
and the work of Roy Hart, vindicated my belief that experiential, psychophysical, relationally focussed 
approaches to actor training and discovery processes, can lead to an emotionally potent connection 
between body, breath and word, and to a strong psychophysical connection between actors. 

Shortly after I began teaching at the college level, however, the reflection of one actor — following a 
physical/vocal improvisation14 — highlighted an unanticipated outcome of such work: the actor achieved 
a level of conceptual understanding of Shelley’s sonnet Ozymandias, that had eluded her through 
diligent, traditional mental text analysis. It seemed that diminishing an actor’s psychophysical blocks not 
only afforded them an enhanced capacity to manifest presence and an authentic emotional 
connection with their text, but also had the potential to facilitate a conceptual understanding, a 
personalized ‘felt sense’15 of the words they spoke.

How was it, that it was possible for an actor to achieve a partly pre-verbal and partly conceptual 

comprehension of text through moving/sounding it? I came to call this the ‘Ozymandias Question’.

As a consequence of this experience, I expanded my conception of the nature of motility and the 
work that psychophysical training might do. I saw the need to develop ways of facilitating cognition 
through embodied means as an explicit, rather than implicit, focus of learning. The search for an answer 
to the Ozymandias Question led me to explore phenomenology16, and the notion that the ‘mind’ and 
cognition are embodied phenomena17. 

Further disorienting events that challenged my preconceived attitudes and beliefs came from personal 
experiences of non-ordinary states of consciousness. Grof ’s (1988) Holotropic Breathwork18 
engenders a state of ‘altered’ consciousness (Ibid.), through “accelerated breathing combined with 
evocative music” (ibid.). Holotropic Breathwork afforded me, while awake, access to what Freud 
(1900/1953) termed primary process mentation — most familiar to us in dream state or the 
hypnogogic state known to us in the transitory moments between asleep and awake — providing 
access to subconsciously held memories that were otherwise inaccessible. 

My experience of Holotropic Breathwork foregrounded and reinforced Maslow’s (1994) notion that 
dreaming reveals how creative the individual can be “[w]ith the lid taken off, with the controls taken off, 

the repressions and defenses taken off” (Maslow, 1994a; emphasis added). It made meaningful to me 
Stanislavsky’s belief that the “ocean of the subconscious” (Stanislavski, 1936:253) can be accessed 
intentionally, affording an actor the means to achieve "the fundamental objective of our psycho-
technique [which] is to put us in a creative state in which our subconscious will function 
naturally.” (Stanislavski, ibid.:281).
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(Overlie, 2000).
13 I am a certified Associate Teacher of Fitzmaurice Voicework
14 Fashioned after work I had done at the Centre Artistique International Roy Hart, Chateau de Malérargues, France 
(February 10-13, 2003).
15 (Gendlin, 1997)
16 Initially through the scholarship of Leder (1990) and Gendlin (ibid.)
17 (e.g., Johnson, 1987; Gibbs, 2006; Uithol & Gallese, 2015; Shapiro, 2010)
18 Holotropic Breathwork was developed by psychoanalyst and research psychiatrist Stanislav Grof, an early researcher 
into the therapeutic uses of LSD, and Christina Grof (Crowley, 2005), in response to the increasing difficulties faced in using 
LSD in a therapeutic setting. (c.f. http://www.holotropic.com/about.shtml)



The Dynamics of Learning
My early years as a high school teacher of drama and theatre arts were heavily influenced by the 
improvisatory approaches to creative drama developed by Dorothy Heathcote and Brian Way19. My 
early career was largely spent in economically disadvantaged, multi-cultural, inner city schools. During 
this time I pursued an undergraduate degree in Multicultural Education, with an emphasis in 
curriculum design and development. It was during these years that I first encountered the notion 
that there are elements of the world that are given (that is, they exist independently of culture), 
whilst there are elements of the world that are made (that is, culturally constructed)20. Here I came 
to understand that significant problems arise when what is made is considered to be given. I was 
challenged to confront my own axiomatic beliefs and those of the wider culture. I came to the 
significant realization that education systems covertly perpetuate untenable reified truths, and that 
notions of culture and identity are learned through profound lessons that are taught implicitly. 

I also came to grasp, through the person-centered theories of Rogers (1951) and Freire’s (1973) 
seminal account of dialogical education, that the nature of the relationship between teacher and 
learner shape learning in profound ways. The thinking of Rogers and Freire has been the keystone of 
my work as an educator and trainer.

During my training as an educator, a large part of the curriculum focussed on educational 
psychology — how learners learn and what impedes them. This gave rise to my interest in why it is 
that some individuals fulfill their potential and others do not. This interest was developed not only by 
my experiences in the classroom, but also on the sports field. My training and experience as a sports 
coach might appear an unlikely foundation for a process of enquiry into training actors, however, the 
pursuit of what humanist psychologist Maslow (1994b) describes as peak performance21, is not 
significantly dissimilar in both fields. 

This area of interest was later reenergized by reflection from college actors, which foregrounded 
that no amount of skill development could change their level of performance if there persisted a 
palpable schism between what they were potentially capable of and what they believed they were 
capable of.

The American Context

In classes and rehearsals, U.S. acting teachers and directors invoke Stanislavsky's 
name as if they knew him well. In books and articles about theatre and 
performance, U.S. scholars refer to the " Stanislavskian actor" as if the phrase 
represents a clear and transparent concept. Yet, assumptions behind these 
references are not necessarily derived from clear-sighted visions of the Russian's 
work. […] In the twenty-first century, the mistaken assumptions still hold.

(Carnicke, 2012:15)

[I]n America, acting is the only artistic undertaking that has not experienced 
generational renaissance during the past century... Acting in America looks pretty 
much the same as it did in the mid-1930’s — no other American artistic practice 
has remained so pridefully resistant to change. In its inherent conservatism, 
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19 (Wagner, 1976; Heathcote, 1991; Way, 1967)
20 (Stern, 2003)
21 (Maslow, 1994b)



American acting has held captive much of playwrighting, stage directing, film and 
television, and the ever-aging, diminishing audiences at live theaters.

(Chambers, qtd. in Konijn, 2009:8)

It is important to note that my experiences as a director and trainer of actors has largely taken place in 
America, where I lived and worked for 25 years. 

It must be acknowledged that, to some degree, aspects of this project, as it is presented here, have 
been born of frustration. In part, this frustration stemmed from my inability to understand the 
challenges faced by many actors I encountered early in my practice, rendering me unable to afford 
them an optimal learning experience. These challenges are exemplified by the case studies 
introduced in Chapter 2. The actor’s stories, narrated at length in Appendix A, represent the most 
evident manifestations of issues that, my practice suggested, were experienced by many actors to 
lesser degrees.

The sentiments expressed in the epigraphs to this section have been a further source of frustration 
whilst teaching in American institutions. In acting programs that claim to be based on the work of 
Stanislavsky, there is often an unknowing conflation of his work and that of Strasberg22. There is also 
a lack of awareness of the spiritual dimensions of Stanislavsky’s work and his seminal explorations of 
Active Analysis. 

Furthermore, there is indeed, as argued by Chambers (2009), an apparent conservatism and 
resistance to change evident in acting programs in many liberal arts colleges and universities. During 
my years teaching in the States, some colleagues have been dismissive, even disparaging, about the 
voracity and value of approaches to acting and actor training that are based, even in part, on precepts 
derived from traditional Eastern wisdom23. 

Trainers are Made

It must be noted here, however, that it is not my intention to engage in a “discourse of blame”, nor to 
pathologize individual instructors24 in the course of this dissertation. This project is founded upon the 
belief that trainers, in addition to those whom they seek to train, 

[…] are, indeed, ‘made’ […] When they come to teaching, for example, 
teachers already bring with them a history and a culture through which they 
have negotiated and — however impermanently — ‘fixed’ meanings, 
orientations and understandings about such things as how learning works, what 
school and education is for and how teachers should conduct themselves […] 
Teachers also bring, whether they want to or not, emotional, historical ‘baggage’ 
which, in the highly charged atmosphere of the school classroom, can intrude 
on practice and experience both positively and negatively (negatively when, for 
example, the classroom becomes the social space for the playing out or 
repetition of family related repressions, irresolutions and role anxieties).

(Moore, 2004:143)
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22 As Benedetti (2008) observes, in the America there is a “widespread confusion between [Stanislavsky’s] ‘system’ and the 
Method as defined by lee Strasberg at the Actors Studio in New York” (Benedetti, 2008)
23 As was the case during my first college teaching appointment in the USA
24 (Moore, 2004:102)



If it is accepted that teachers are ‘made’, then it follows that I eschew the notion of the charismatic 
pedagogue, the idealized teacher popularized in movies and the press25. The charismatic pedagogue, 
like his counterpart the charismatic actor, is thought to be born with innate qualities that enable him 
to rise above others. While there are many pedagogues who are intuitively inspirational teachers of 
acting, such teachers have themselves been constructed, through cultural and familial experience, and 
draw from a wide variety of (re)sources over time, including their own experiences of learning26.

It follows that the autobiography narrated in this Prologue seeks to foreground the manner in which 
the beliefs, attitudes and behaviors in regard to teaching and learning that underpin this project have 
been constructed. It also follows that the testimonies of actors included throughout this 
dissertation, but particularly in the accounts of my practice detailed in the appendices27, are not 
intended to confer upon me any propitious qualities of self. Rather, these actor’s words reflect on 
the efficacy of understandings, beliefs, attitudes, behaviors and strategies that have been learned. As 
such, these broad principles — that are deemed more likely, rather than less likely, to foster optimal 
levels of creativity and motility in actors — can also be learned, in their own unique form, by anyone 
who is so disposed. 

My goal in embarking on this project, through a process of reflexivity28, has been not only to deepen 
my own understanding of the processes of both social and institutional learning that shape an actor 
— and, through my own enhanced understanding, to better foster optimal levels of creativity and 
motility in the widest spectrum of actors possible — but also to contribute to a discourse that 
challenges the “hegemony of habit” (Ruddock, ctd. in Moore, ibid.:10) that characterizes much actor 
training, in the United States in particular. 

Conclusion
Given the multiplicity of methods of training and concepts of theatre, can we 
work to discover a basic common core? Can we start from certain basic choices? 
The voice useful against the voice beautiful? Free-flow dance movement against 
rigid systems? The principle that action must be released before it can be 
controlled? Anarchy preceding order and discipline? Are there basic spatial skills, 
the orientation of the body in space, which must be learned?

(Barker, 1995:107-8)

Ascertaining the common core qualities of ’It’29 (i.e., motility), and the elucidation of the means by 
which training can foster optimal levels of motility in the widest spectrum of actors entering training30, 
provides the motivation for this project. In this regard, the goal of this project is no different from that 
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25 (Ibid.:7)
26 (Ibid.:9)
27 (c.f., Appxs. B, C and D)
28 In highlighting the differences between reflection and reflexivity, Moore (2014) notes that “one of the difficulties with 
straightforward reflection is that the limits of reflection are often constrained by what is immediately ‘visible’ to the person 
undertaking the reflection. In terms of reflection on classroom practice, for example, the limits or scope of the reflection 
may be set by what occurs inside the classroom, rather than (say) the reflective practitioner looking for explanations of 
events that might exist independently of the classroom situation.” (Moore, ibid.: 149). Reflexivity, however, “moves the 
critical practitioner beyond such forms of self-evaluation towards its location […] In a much bigger picture: a picture that 
may include the practitioner’s own history, dispositions, prejudices and fears, as well as the wider social, historical and 
cultural contexts in which schooling itself is situated.” (Ibid.).
29 (Roach, 1993)
30 In both professional acting studios and college and conservatory training programs.



of the many luminaries from whose work this project gains its inspiration. This project places actor 
training in dialogue with aspects of traditional Taoist/Buddhist wisdom, contemporary philosophy, the 
emerging sciences of the bodymind, and perspectives derived from theories of learning, especially 
those pertaining to deep transformative learning31. 

In essence, in the course of this dissertation I follow a trajectory not untypical in educational 
psychology. Firstly I aim to identify and adumbrate the influences that either inhibit or facilitate actor 
learning. Based on this analysis, I address the areas in which learning must take place in order to achieve 
optimal levels of motility. Having made proposals as to the nature of the blocks and influences that 
occlude an actor’s potency, I address the necessary conditions for learning to take place. 

In essence then, this dissertation is focussed as much on the processes of learning and teaching 
acting as it is on theories of acting per se. As Lyon (2013) pointedly observes,

While I worked briefly with the White House Task Force on the Gifted in 
1968, we interviewed some of this country's most successful citizens. We asked 
them to identify what helped them most in realizing their potential. Most had 
the same answer to that question. Some person — a teacher, a coach, a 
respected adult — had stepped out of his or her role and rank, taken off his or her 
mask and status, and built an intimate one-to-one human relationship with these 
individuals — encouraging them to believe in themselves, to take risks and try 
things they wouldn't have tried without such encouragement. 

(Lyon, 2013; emphasis added)

In the context of human behavior, authenticity implies an honesty and openness with others, where 
an individual’s actions are aligned with his personal values and he is consciously aware of his 
motivations and goals32. In this context, authentic relationships in teaching, as Lyon suggests above, 
require the trainer taking off his mask of status and power. Becoming an authentic Facilitator of 
Learning “appears to be a developmental process that relies on experience, maturity, self-
exploration, and reflection” (Cranton & Carusetta, 2004)33.
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31 (e.g., Mezirow, 1997, 2009; Cranton & Taylor, 2012; Dirkx, 2007)
32 (Lenton, Bruder, Slabu, & Sedikides, 2013)
33 There is an extensive discourse in regard to teacher authenticity in education (e.g., Cranton, 2006a; Frego, 2006; Kreber, 
Klampfleitner, McCune, Bayne, & Knottenbelt, 2007, 2013c).



And I was watching Lear. Each word he spoke was fresh invented. I had no 
knowledge of what came next, what fate awaited him. The agony was in the 
moment of acting created.

‘Sir’, The Dresser (Harwood, 1981:62; emphasis added)

The softest water breaks the hardest stone
carves the block with no effort. 

(The New Thought Tao, 2006)

Nagatomo’s (2006) concept of non-performance in performance1  constitutes a defining quality of 
motility, reflecting the paradox inherent in the Taoist concept of wu-wei. A nuanced interpretation of 
wei infers to “make a show of ”2. The negative wu-wei, conversely, suggests “to do without ado” or “to 
act without acting”(Carus qtd. in Fowler, 2005). Non-performance in performance implies a way of 
working, and learning to do that work, that is characterized by a sense of ease or lightness3 and the 
spontaneity4  of an actor’s psychophysical experience and expression. Non-performance in 
performance lauds the value of arresting an actor’s self-consciousness during performance5, such 
that her actions are unforced and natural with no “ulterior drives and motives behind them” (Carus, 
ibid.). Ego-consciousness, or self-consciousness, can be characterized in simple terms as mind 
wandering, during which time an actor’s attention drifts away from the task at hand and the 
perceptual context within which she is working6, and she is beset by an intrusive degree of 
unwelcome self-focussed imaginings. In such imaginings for example, an actor may dwell on how 
favorably others might be judging her7. 

For the motile actor, optimal levels of performance are undermined by the reduction, control or 
avoidance of powerful emotions, emotions that might otherwise be perceived as unwelcome8. 
Instead, motility requires a turning towards experience, a degree of mindfulness, characterized by a 
non-judgmental moment-to-moment awareness and acceptance of both external stimuli and an 
actor’s own felt experience9.

1 (Nagatomo, 2006)
2 (Fowler, 2005: 119)
3 (Lecoq, ctd. in Murray, 2010a)
4 (Shusterman, 2008:57)
5 (Nagatomo, ibid.)
6 (Kam et al., 2012)
7 (Smallwood, Fitzgerald, Miles, & Phillips, 2009:274). Significantly, “positive and negative mood states have a differential 
effect on both the commitment of attentional resources to the task” (ibid.) while a negative mood state increases the 
“likelihood that the mind wanders to self-relevant concerns.” (Ibid.).
8 (Moore, 2009:292)
9 (Ibid.)
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In order to work towards this goal, my practice draws heavily upon wisdom promulgated by such 
pre-eminent figures as Stanislavsky, Michael Chekhov, Grotowski; Barba and Lecoq, placing these 
practices in conversation with more recently lauded modalities of psychophysical10training that 
characterize my practice, in particular: Fitzmaurice Voicework; Contact Improvisation; Viewpoints; and 
Suzuki Training. Furthermore, the lens of contemporary thinking and research, especially in the areas of 
phenomenology, evolutionary psychology, evolutionary biology and social neuroscience, affords the 
opportunity to develop a deeper and more nuanced understanding of the pedagogies of these 
luminaries, whose practice was largely arrived at through intuition and experimentation.

As the recursive dialectic between practice and theorization that characterizes this project 
unfolded, three notions came increasingly to the fore. Firstly, as Lecoq emphasizes11, there is no 
singular, definitive version of any given pedagogy which one can analyse. While there are broad 
similarities between different iterations of a given pedagogy, each instructor creates their own 
idiosyncratic interpretation12 . Secondly, any consideration of learning and pedagogical practice 
cannot be removed from the cultural context and climate in which it takes place. And thirdly, rather 
than standing outside their practice, the trainer, and thus myself, is situated at its centre. As such, during 
any process of pedagogical development, the trainer is as subject to a process of deep transformative 
learning as an actor. As a practitioner and researcher, the development of this project necessitated my 
coming “face to face with assumptions beyond which I couldn’t see at first” (Chaikin, 1972).

The process of ‘elimination’ or ‘stripping away’ of an actor’s blocks, construed by Grotowski 1968:18) 
as the via negativa is, it is argued, necessary but not sufficient to consistently foster optimal levels of 
motility in the broadest spectrum of actors entering training. It is my belief that the processes of the 
via negativa must work in tandem with a concomitant development in an actor of a positive, 
enabling, resilient bodymindset and positive perceived self-efficacy beliefs. I characterize this 
affirmative process as the via affirmativa13. In adapting this term, my aim is to denote a process that 
does not aim to teach an actor “a predetermined set of skills” nor give him a “bag of 
tricks” (Grotowski, ibid.:16). The two processes (the via negativa and the via affirmativa) are 
conceived of as interpenetrating, working in concert to nurture an actor’s inner creative nature and 
optimal levels of motility.

Such a pedagogy holistically engages the bodymind of an actor as a cohesive whole, actively refuting 
the traditional bifurcation of ‘body’ and ‘mind’14, whilst bringing about a paradigmatic shift in the 
beliefs of both actor and trainer, through actively challenging false dichotomies15 and reified beliefs.
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10 The concept of psychophysical acting was first conceived of by Stanislavsky in order to “bridge the Western gap 
between ‘mind’ and ‘body’.” (Zarrilli, 2009:8). While much is made of the psychological dimension of Stanislavsky’s work, 
especially in the US, Stanislavsky also drew upon Indian yoga in the development of his work (Ibid.)
11 (Lecoq, 1997, Workshop, École Internationale De Théâtre Jacques Lecoq)
12 (Lecoq, ibid.)
13 Mirroring Grotowski’s notion of the via negativa, in theological terms, the via affirmativa denotes “A concept of God built up 
through positive statements about his nature.” (via-affirmativa. (n.d.). Retrieved May 25th, 2014, from http://www.yourdictionary.com/
via-affirmativa)
14 (Nagata, 2009)
15 Such as the nature of the distinctions espoused between thought/emotion; the subconscious/conscious mind; or memory/
imagination. 



The Potential Space
Perhaps the most important and at the same time most elusive of the ideas 
introduced by Donald Winnicott is the concept of potential space. Potential 
space is the general term Winnicott used to refer to an intermediate area of 
experiencing that lies between fantasy and reality. Specific forms of potential space 
include the play space, […] the area of cultural experience, and the area of creativity. 

(Ogden, 1985:129)

To denote the space in which in which an actor’s learning and creative endeavors optimally take place, 
my project borrows and repurposes psychoanalyst Winnicott’s (2005/1971) notion of potential 

space16, a space that offers possibilities for transition and transformation. 

Winnicott’s concept of potential space is elusive and paradoxical17, and “remains enigmatic in part 
because it has been so difficult to extricate the meaning of the concept from the elegant system of 
images and metaphors in which it is couched.” (Ogden, ibid.). The metaphoric nature of Winnicott’s 
prose itself, however, creates a potential space between the text and the reader which invites a 
creative interpretation of his concept within the context 
of in other fields18. Indeed, Winnicott, “emphasized above 
all the necessity of making concepts one's own before 
they can be used creatively.” (Gomez, 1997:86).

The multifaceted notion of the Potential Space, as 
invoked in my practice, embraces a sense that it can be, 
at one and the same time: a relational space (i.e., that 
exists between actors and between actors and 
facilitators of learning); a physical space (e.g., a studio or 
rehearsal hall); it is a space that coexists in-the-world and 
in an actor’s imagination, a creative space, a space 
between bodymind, environment, text and meaning; a 
space that exists between char-actors on-stage during 
non-performance in performance and between char-
actor and spectator ; a space that exits over time — as 
defined by the duration of a class or workshop, or a 
period of actor learning that may last weeks, or months 
or years. The Potential Space can also be seen as a 
transformational space without boundaries, or rather, it is a 
space in which an actor’s potential and potency are seen 
as having no limits, a space in which an actor’s learning 
breaks down pre-existing constraints imposed by a self-
limiting mindset, derived from familial experience, cultural 
mores and previous educational experiences. 
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16 (Winnicott 2005/1971)
17 (LaMothe, 2005:207)
18 (LaMothe, ibid.)

Box 1.1 • Object Relations
Klein’s theory of ‘subject  relations’ marked the 
beginning of the  object relations  model within the 
context of British Psychoanalytic theory1. While 
seeing herself as  a Freudian, Klein departed from 
Freud in a  number of regards. In particular, Object 
Relations, “[r]ather than seeing the human being 
as a system of biological drives [as proposed by 
Freud…] places  relationship  at the heart of what it 
is to be human.” (Gomez, 1997: 1).
The term  ‘object’ does  not refer to something 
inanimate, rather it  refers to the  distinction, 
or ig inat ing wi th Freud, between the 
experiencing ‘I’ (subject)  and another person 
(object)2. An ‘object’ can also refer to a thing or 
idea which is “subjectively important through its 
human associations, such as  home, art, 
politics.” (Gomez, ibid.:2). Of particular 
significance to  this project  is that the  object 
relations framework sees an actor as inhabiting a 
dual wor ld o f ex ternal and internal 
relationships, both conscious and unconscious, 
that affect each other bidirectionally 3. 
While an actor is seen as remaining fairly stable, 
“with enduring structures  and personality 
styles”, it is also significant to a  process of inquiry 
whose focus is upon learning, that “these  can be 
modified or changed to some extent through 
our experience of life, particularly our 
experiences in relationship.” (Gomez, ibid.).
aaaaaaa
1 (Gomez, 2007:34)
2 (Gomez, ibid.:2)
3 (Ibid.)



My invocation and implementation of potential space reflects a current shift in thinking across many 
disciplines, from seeing persons as bounded individuals to characterizing them as relational beings19, a 
concept that has its foundation in the object relations school of thought.

Developing a Sense of Self

Initially conceived of within the framework of object relations theory20, Winnicott sought to evince an 
“area that exists (but cannot exist)” (Winnicott, 2005:107) between a baby (the ‘subject’) and his 
mother (the ‘object’) at that point in time when an infant is starting to apprehend that his mother is 
“not-me”; that is, she exists as a separate entity to himself21, 22 . It is through the invocation of 
transitional objects or phenomena, such as a blanket or a ritual, that a child develops a growing awareness 
of the dialectic between self and not-self23, 24. 

A child’s sense of self, as an autonomous individual, initially develops through her co-regulated 

relationship25, 26  with her primary caregiver; ideally this process continues to evolve, as a consequence 
of experiential learning, throughout adolescence and adulthood. Effective co-regulated behavior, it is 
argued throughout this dissertation, is a defining quality of motility. It is the process by which two 
actors “dynamically coordinate actions into a smooth joint performance by means of sensing the 
boundaries between self and other.” (Fogel, 2013:15).

Central to co-regulated relationships — and thus to the 
embodiment of motility — is the notion of alive 

communication. Alive communication “focuses on the 
dynamically changing aspects of communication.” (Fogel 
& Garvey, 2007:251). It is a process, by which two actors 
“dynamically coordinate actions into a smooth joint 
performance by means of sensing the boundaries between 
self and other.” (Fogel, 2013:15) Dur ing al ive 
communication, “no two instances of a facial expression 
or gesture are completely alike. Each time a person 
smiles spontaneously or with sincerity, it is in some 
sense ‘new’ and ‘alive.’” (Ibid.) (c.f., illustration 1.1).
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19 (e.g., Gergen, 2009)
20 (c.f., Box 1.1)
21 (Winnicott, ibid.; Gomez 1997:86)
22 However, “[i]f we look at the body as the constitutive source of our world experience, concepts like “internal” and 
“external”, “subject” and “object”, become nothing but verbal placeholders for the dynamic relation our body entertains 
with the world.” (Gallese, 2017:41)
23 (Winnicott, 2005:1-8)
24 Through the invocation of transitional phenomena,  “the baby finds he can use a particular object, sound, ritual or other 
happening as a way of managing his fears of being separate or alone.” (Gomez, 1997:93)
25 (Fogel, 1993; 2013)
26 “Social coordination requires that there is a continuous unfolding of individual action that is susceptible to being 
continuously modified by the continuously changing actions of the partner. I call this continuous mutual adaptation process 
co-regulation. […E]ntering into co-regulated communication with a partner is so easy that newborn infants are capable of 
doing it” (Fogel, 1993:29; original emphasis).

1.1 Alive  communication: the  potential space  between 
two actors experiencing being experienced.



A central hypothesis of this dissertation is that fostering a balance between individuation27 in an actor 
(whereby she finds a sense of “an ‘I’ within a ‘We’” (Karpel, ibid.), and identification28, 29 (whereby she 
finds commonalities with, and a connection to a community or ensemble), is central to developing 
optimal levels of motility30. 

Play and Creativity31

[…] elements of a child playing […] are strongly influenced by the 
unconscious; that is to say, child's play is influenced by those unmanageable 
things that have been rejected from consciousness, and relegated to the 
unconscious zone. From the unconscious, these things emerge in symbolic (or 
disguised) forms as the activities, relationships; and conflicts exhibited in the 
play (just as they might emerge in disguised form in dreams). 

(Hinshelwood & Fortuna, 2018:27)

In the context of my practice, the Potential Space refers, in one sense, to the liminal area of human 
experiencing that lies between events external to the actor, an actor’s subjective experience of the 
world and the unconscious phantasies that “underlie every mental process and accompany all mental 
activity.” (Melanie Klein Trust, Retrieved 08/31/2015). For Klein, these phantasies manifest themselves in a 
child’s spontaneous play in a manner similar to the psychoanalytic process of free associations in adults 
(ibid.)32. In one central regard, therefore, Winnicott’s potential space denotes the fluid space that lies 
between phantasy and ‘reality’, a space that characterizes play and creativity33.
In developmental terms, during infancy a child relies on transitional objects to assuage her anxiety at the 
absence of, in Winnicott’s lexicon, the mother (or care giver). The infant imaginatively imbues the 
transitional object with symbolic values of the primary object (e.g., the thumb for the nipple or a piece 
of cloth or a teddy bear for the mother figure). When the 
infant begins to employ such symbolism, she is “already 
clearly distinguishing between fantasy and fact, between 
inner objects and external objects, between primary 
creativity and perception.” (Winnicott, 2005:8).
Of primary importance in conceptualizing Winnicott’s 
potential space is that it is “a free yet bounded space in 
which creativity can develop in the context of supportive 

relationships.” (Gomez & Smart, 2008:147; emphasis 
added). Play, in this context, “allows something new and 
unthought-of to emerge from the constraints and 
resources at hand” (ibid.); it is “in playing, and perhaps only 
in play ing , the chi ld or adult is free to be 
creative.” (Winnicott, 2005:71).
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27 Through an ongoing process of individuation a child becomes “increasingly differentiated from past or present relational 
contexts” (Karpel, 1976:65).
28 (e.g., Hatfield et. al., 1993, 2009) 187)
29 (c.f., Chapt. 5:54; Appx. B: 168)
30 This is of significance in the American context, where the myth of the rugged individualist is a pervasive one (c.f., Chapt. 5:54)
31 (c.f., Chapt 9 and Appendices B and D)
32 “Klein believed that in their play, ‘...children represent symbolically phantasies, wishes and their experiences. Here they are 
employing the same language, the same archaic, phylogenetically acquired mode of expression as we are familiar with in 
dreams.’” (Klein qtd. in Glover, 1998)
33 (Winnicott ctd. in Ogden, 1985:129)

Box 1.2 • Post-Kleinian Psychoanalysts
While acknowledging the significance  of the 
work of Klein, of greater influence in the 
development of this inquiry are the post-
Kleinian psychoanalysts Winnicott (2005)  and 
Bowlby (1997) (who both worked and/or trained 
with Klein), Freud’s renegade  student  Reich 
(1973); and psychologists  Rogers  (1951), 
Maslow (e.g., 1968, 1994), Fogel (1997, 2013) 
and Gergen (2009). Of particular relevance to 
the  development of this project is the 
attachment theory4 of Bowlby, and the concept 
of the ‘sagacity of the  body‘ elucidated by British 
psychoanalyst and artist Milner (1983). Milner 
was significantly influenced by both Klein and 
Winnicott; Klein was one of Milner’s clinical 
supervisors (Raab, 2000: 187).



The foreclosure of the imagination, however, leads to children, adolescents and adults who are not able 
“to play very well” (Maslow, 1994:80); they “try to control their emotions and so look rather cold and 
frozen in the extreme case. They are tense; they are constricted.” (ibid.) and are not able to enter 
a frame of mind in which “playing might take place” (Ogden, 1971:139). In Kleinian terms, children 
and adults can become blocked, and their play inhibited, when “free associations seem to get near 

a particularly stressful experience, conflict, or anxiety in the unconscious, then the free associations 
stop” (Gomez, ibid.:2; emphasis added). Thus it is that while an actor’s phantasies can be the 
source of creativity, as suggested by Kleinian psychoanalyst Segal (1986), they can also serve a 
defensive function, a “flight from reality and a defense against frustration […,] a defense against 
reality.” (Segal, 1986:6). Here, it is hypothesized, is to be found a primary source of the blocks34 
and influences that occlude an actor’s potency and motility35, 36. 

Critically, Winnicott points to the link between a disposition to play and the development of an 
actor’s sense of self: “it is in playing and only in playing that the individual child or adult is able to 
be creative and to use the whole personality, and it is only in being creative that the individual 
discovers the self.” (Winnicott, 2005:73)37. 

Facilitating the Potential Space: the via negative and the via affirmativa

The process of ‘elimination’ or ‘stripping away’ of an actor’s blocks, construed by Grotowski 
1968:18) as the via negativa is, it is postulated, necessary but not sufficient to consistently foster 
optimal levels of motility in the broadest spectrum of actors entering training. It is proposed that 
the processes of the via negativa must work in tandem with the concomitant development in an 
actor of a positive, enabling, resilient bodymindset and positive perceived self-efficacy beliefs. I 
characterize this affirmative process as the via affirmativa. In adapting this term, my aim is to 
denote a process that does not aim to teach an actor “a predetermined set of skills” nor give him 
a “bag of tricks” (Grotowski, ibid.:16). The two processes (the via negativa and the via affirmativa) 
are conceived of as interpenetrating, working in concert to nurture an actor’s inner creative 
nature and optimal levels of motility.

Such a pedagogy holistically engages the bodymind of an actor as a cohesive whole, actively 
refuting the traditional bifurcation of ‘body’ and ‘mind’, whilst bringing about a paradigmatic shift in 
the beliefs of both actor and trainer, through actively challenging false dichotomies and reified 
beliefs.

The psychophysical processes of the via negativa, it is posited, challenge and strip away the fixed 
and interdependent conceptual and embodied habits with which an actor enters training. A fixed 
mindset38 — the arbitrary ways of evaluating himself and his experiences an actor has uncritically 
assimilated from family, culture, and education — makes him prone to an internal monologue 
that is focussed on negative judgements. An actor disposed to a fixed mindset is most 
comfortable when tasks make demands on him that he has mastered before or are easily 
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34 (Grotowski, 1968:18)
35 (Chekhov, 2014:174)
36 (c.f., Chapt. 3)
37 The theme of an actor’s sense of self is developed in Chapt. 5.
38 (Dweck, 2007)



achievable39. The processes of the via negativa also aim to alleviate the associated habits of the 
body, which are manifested as patterns of constrained breathing and movement that diminish an 
actor’s capacity to experience and express emotion40. 

Concomitantly, the via affirmativa, it is proposed, fosters a growth mindset and positive self-efficacy 
beliefs that are derived from, and feed into, a body released from habitual patterns of muscular 
tension41. An actor’s self-efficacy beliefs determine the goals she sets for herself, how diligently she will 
work in pursuit of those goals, how long she will persevere in the face of challenge, and her resilience 
in response to perceived failures42. An actor disposed to a growth mindset believes that no matter 
what her perceived current abilities or level of achievement, she can continue to develop over time, 
through experience and perseverant application, and is motivated and energized by challenge.

A key feature of my conception of the via affirmativa, therefore, is individuated instruction43. Individuated 
instruction caters to the diverse needs of individual actors. 

It is a focal point of my practice to keep at the forefront of an actor’s awareness the homily, “[t]o make 
the growth choice, instead of the fear choice, a dozen times a day, is to move a dozen times a day toward 
self-actualization.” (Maslow, 1993:45). The via affirmativa is characterized by the surfacing of those 
moments when an actor habitually chooses the fear choice, and then setting her a number of small and 
achievable steps that facilitate the growth choice.

The Potential Space in Practice
[The discovery process for Romeo and Juliet] helped me ease into 
relationships a lot quicker than I would in other situations, and I think 
that the relationships that were built were based on a whole lot more 
truth than anything else I’ve done, because there was something going 
on on a much deeper level than any other way I’ve explored a 
relationship in a process.

(Actor LL, Video Conference, June 6, 2009:Video 1.3)

Where Shakespeare’s Words Belong: A Documentary (Gaylen, 2008) is a an account of the discovery 
process for the production of Romeo and Juliet (Shakespeare). It was filmed and produced by an 
undergraduate film studies student. Although documenting the discovery process of a production, 
the video illustrates aspects of my practice that are 
common to both my work as a trainer of actors and a 
director. 

In the documentary you will see elements of the Potential 
Space: the process of ensemble building; character 
discovery through experiential, co-regulated relationships; 
and an atmosphere that seeks to be conducive to play and 
trial and error discovery/learning. Later in the video there 
are examples of my iteration of Active Analysis, where 
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39 (c.f., Chapt. 2:25 )
40 (e.g., Reich, 1973; Herskowitz, 2010; Baker, 1967)
41 (Reich, 1973; Herskowitz, 2010; Baker, 1967)
42 (Bandura, 1997; 1994; 1977)
43 (Averill et al., 2001:179)

1.2 Where Shakespeare’s Words Belong: A Documentary
Directed by Rose Gaylen

http://bit.ly/2yRA6Iz  73:29 mins



actors explore text as sound and rhythm, and improvise with language — an approach I term Quilting 
the Text44. These approaches to working with actors are detailed and discussed in Appendices B, C and 
D, and Chapter 9. The theoretical perspectives that both arose from and informed the development of 
my practice are explored in Chapters 3 through 8. 

It has been my habit during the development of this inquiry to engage in a process of reflection with 
many of the actors who have participated in productions for which I have been the director or 
classes that I have taught. Video clips 1.3, 1.4 and 1.5 are taken from a hour-long conversation with 
Actor LL, who played Juliet in this production.
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44 (c.f., Chapt. 9)

Box 1.3 • Actor LL Reflects

In Video  1.3, Actor LL comments that the early ensemble building/
trust exercises “  Helped a  ton. I think I said earlier the sense of play I 
felt  with working on the show was  so  amazing and I think a  lot  of 
my…willingness  to play came  from the trust  exercises and trusting 
the ensemble too…”  As  a  result of these  exercises  Actor LL feels  she 
“was just  so comfortable  playing with these  people  that…I think a  lot 
of that had to do with the  improv work we did, ‘cause  there was never 
any pressure  for the  relationships to be any way and you never told 
me that  this  is how your relationship  is  with the  specific person. It all 
came  from…from  us, it was all created. It  was all created through…it 
was just created.”

Significantly, Actor LL found, “it was exciting [to be challenged] and 
to  have success. To be  doing things that I never thought I would be 
able  to  do, like…I mean, a  lot  of the  movement stuff we did whether 
it be  with the Contact Improv, I just  felt a  lot  more comfortable  in my 
body and in my abilities and knowing that  when you’re working with 
another person you can do  things you never thought  you would ever 
be able to do.”

Video  1.4, reflects on what the  discovery process asked of Actor LL: “A 
lot  of the process asked me to be open and to  not  have any defined 
expectations, beyond common respect  for actors, but no expectations 
of where something was supposed to  go. I think, as  an actor…just…I 
think it asked me to  be  willing to play. And to  be  willing to contribute 
and to create.”
In Video 1.5, in response to being asked, did she feel that different 
voices were welcome during the discovery process, Actor LL observes: 
“I think my favorite part of the process  was when all of us, the entire 
cast, would just  sit in a  circle  and kinda talk about what we  had 
gotten from  the experiences, and getting different people’s  views on 
what we did…Or when we were  doing the image work and people 
were  sharing their different…all of the  different images and seeing 
where they were coming from.” 

1.4 Actor LL Reflects on the discovery process for R&J
What did process ask of you?

http://bit.ly/2ir3yyl 2:14 mins

1.5 Actor LL Reflects on the discovery process for R&J
Different voices

http://bit.ly/2iqiBIg 1:34 mins

1.3 Actor LL Reflects on the discovery process for R&J
Relationships, ease and impulse

http://bit.ly/2CYbErG  7:24 mins



Taking Constant Care: Sticking Points and Shifting Paradigms
As Stanislavsky has asserted: “[o]ur kind of theatre is fragile and if those who create it don’t take 

constant care of it, don’t keep moving it forward, do not develop and perfect it, it will soon die.” (qtd. 
inToporkov, 2004:106; emphasis added). In stark contrast to Stanislavsky’s admonition is Chamber’s45 
view that in America, approaches to acting and actor training are founded upon long held 
assumptions, which have largely remained resistant to change. Circumstances in the UK differ 
somewhat from those in the US, but can also be said to predicate against change. Traditional 
conservatory programs in the UK have, to a large degree, maintained their vocational focus since the 
1970’s, serving the pragmatic needs of the theatre industry46. As a consequence, training in 
conservatory programs in the UK is more disposed to perpetuate traditional styles of theatre and 
traditional approaches to training than prepare performers for innovative forms of theatre47. 

By way of counterpoint, in highly competitive fields such as musical performance and dance, there 
has been dramatic improvement in the quality of performance over the course of several 
decades48. While some of this improvement can be attributed to increased amounts of time 
devoted to training, a significant factor in these developments has been a growing sophistication in 
training techniques49. In developing training techniques, practitioners tend to operate from tacit 
knowledge and intuition, without considering the theoretical implications of their practice; scholars, 
in contrast, opine without blending theories with pragmatic work in the studio50. As a scholar-
practitioner it is my continuing goal to draw upon “the best of the worlds of both theory and practice, 
and act as [a] translator bridging the divide.” (Fisher-Yoshida, Geller, & Schapiro, 2009a:2). It is my 
continuing aim to develop a deeper and more finely nuanced understanding of experiential, 
psychophysical modalities of training in order to enable both myself, and other facilitators of actor 
learning, to be more intentional in how they use such approaches51.

There is a prevailing tendency amongst trainers to see acting pedagogies as bounded entities, devoid 
of historical or cultural context, in service of the needs of generic actor-learners. As suggested by the 
case studies discussed in Chapter 2, both pedagogies and individual actor-learners must be studied within 
the particular social and cultural context in which they are situated52. In this context it is pertinent to 
quote Giroux (2011) at length: 

Some phenomenological critics have charged that teaching practices are often 
rooted in "commonsense" assumptions that go relatively unchallenged by both 
teachers and students and serve to mask the social construction of different 
forms of knowledge. In this view the focus […] is on the classroom teacher who 
appears insensitive to the complex transmission of socially based definitions and 
expectations that function to reproduce and legitimize the dominant culture at 
the level of classroom instruction. Teachers and other educational workers, in 
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45 Chambers is a member of the faculty at Yale School of Drama. 
46 (Francombe, 2002:176)
47 (Barker, 1995, New Theatre Quarterly, 11, 99:104) 
48 (Ericsson & Pool, 2016)
49 (Fisher-Yoshida, Geller, & Schapiro, 2009b:9)
50 (Fisher-Yoshida, Geller, & Schapiro, 2009a:2)
51 (Yorks and Kasl, 2006:51)
52 (Vygotsky qtd. in Subban, 2006: 936)



this case, often ignore questions concerning how they perceive their 
classrooms, how students make sense of what they are presented, and how 
knowledge is mediated between teachers (themselves) and students.

(Giroux, 2011)

Analysis of approaches to actor training is often done “without taking into consideration individual 
teachers’ personalities, preferences, values, and ways of being in the world” (Cranton & Carusetta, 
2004:5), but as Giroux implies, when considering the development of an optimally effective 
pedagogy, consideration must be given to the idiosyncrasies of individual instructors.

This theme, which is developed throughout this dissertation, is of particular significance when 
considering actor training methods that are grounded in non-Western traditions — and with the 
exception of American method approaches, non-Western philosophy and traditions of performance 
have influenced, in some way, most of the major figures of contemporary acting53.

As originally conceived of by their progenitors, the modalities of training espoused by those such as 
Stanislavsky, Grotowski and Michael Chekov, which are central to my practice, were at the time of 
their origination, “working against the grain[...and] outside the frame of established traditions and 
conventions” (Murray & Keefe, 2007:136). Each methodology is underscored by a strong ‘spiritual’ 
foundation, a dimension that tends to be lost — or willfully ignored — in contemporary American 
practice54. The philosophical foundation of the work of these seminal figures stands as profoundly 
antithetical not only to the established traditions of the theatre but also to the prevailing mores and 
reified truths of the broader, dominant culture55. I argue that an unwillingness to embrace the 
otherness and counter-cultural spirit of these pedagogies constitutes an underlying dynamic in the 
resistance to change56 evident the American actor training programs in which I have taught57. 

While the work of these aforementioned luminaries has been widely adopted by many training 
programs in the US and UK, it is often a piecemeal appropriation and adaption of fragments of the 
original practice, or a superficial assimilation of the external form of the training. Practices that were 
originally conceived of as constituting deep training58 and whose aim is to foster truly transformative 
learning59, have been aggregated to become ‘tasters’ in what might be termed a smorgasbord60 
approach to training. This is particularly true, it is suggested, in the US. The effect of this piecemeal and 
superficial adoption of aspects of psychophysical approaches is that the counter-cultural philosophies 
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53 (Zarrilli, 2008:8)
54 (Lloyd, 2006)
55 One must be mindful here it would be easy to be reductive and invoke a “destructive dualism of ‘Western and ‘non-
Western’” (Murray and Keefe, 2007:186), for, as Murray and Keefe continue, “there is no such thing as a ‘pure’ culture, 
unadulterated and uninfluenced by others.” (Ibid.). It is true that all the pedagogies that underpin my work are themselves 
indebted, to a greater or lesser extent, to traditional philosophies, practices and spiritual traditions of the ‘East.‘ More 
specifically, these influences can be ascribed to traditional Buddhist wisdom. 
56 (David Chambers qtd. in Konijn, 2000)
57 (c.f., Chapter 2)
58 (Moon, 2004:59). The connotations and implications of ‘surface’ and ‘deep’ learning form a recurring theme throughout 
this dissertation (c.f. Chapter 5) , for it is contended that in order to achieve optimal motility, the actor-learner must invest 
in a process of ‘deep learning’.
59 (c.f., Mezirow, 2000; Dirkx, 1998; Taylor, 2008)
60 A term used by Actor F (c.f. Chapter 2) to denote her preferred approach to training. Actor F agued that no one 
approach suited every actor, so actor training should be a series of tasters, a little something for everyone. Such an 
approach, however, can also be categorized as a surface approach to learning (Moon, 2004:58).



that underpin them, and their potentially transformative power, have been forsaken as they have 
been co-opted into the prevailing cultural paradigm and pedagogical practices. 

Nowhere is the diminution wrought by this process of cultural assimilation more in evidence than in 
the “misunderstanding, misappropriation and miniaturization of the Stanislavsky system [that] 
remains the bible for most practitioners” in the US (Bogart & Landau, 2005:15). Not only was 
Stanislavsky’s work transformed by the “psychological climate of America in the 1920s and 
1930s” (Pitches, 2009; Amabile, 1979), but whereas Stanislavsky’s work continued to develop, that of 
his acolytes tended to become ossified and inflexible, as they pursued their own interpretation of 
his work to the exclusion of other perspectives (ibid.).
Thus it is that, in one regard, this project constitutes an attempt to reclaim and foreground essential 
qualities implicit in the original pedagogical approaches, while synthesizing them with contemporary 
pedagogies such as Fitzmaurice Voicework, Contact Improvisation, Suzuki and Viewpoints — 
pedagogies that draw significantly from ancient Eastern wisdom and practice. I illustrate my iteration 
of these pedagogies, and their role in my work with actors, in Appendices B, C and D. 

The Neglected Actor
[P]sychologists have not studied acting, and we therefore know little about the 
psychological components of acting—the prerequisite skills required, the 
developmental course of acting talent, and the cognitive and affective effects of 
engaging in acting. This stands in contrast to how much psychologists have 
learned about the psychological components of engagement in the visual arts.

(Goldstein, 2010)

Because of the centrality of the actor themselves to their work and the nature of that work itself, an 
in depth consideration of actor learning necessarily engages with complex processes that are central 
to human existence as socially situated beings. Such an investigation must therefore draw upon 
various aspects of psychology, and a synthesis of research into the nature and function of emotion 
and memory. In addition, it is argued, the investigator must countenance problems posed by abstract 
notions of self and embodiment61. Embodiment encapsulates the contentious issues of bodymind; 
phenomenology; and a growing weight of argument that cognition and creativity are embodied 
phenomena62. In this regard it is necessary to address the revelations of the burgeoning field of 
social neuroscience63. 

While in recent years there has been an exponential growth of research into the psychology of 
sports and the nature of the training and preparation needed for athletes to achieve optimal levels 
of performance, there has been a paucity of research into the psychology of the actor64 and the 
nature of the work that actors do. Notwithstanding the inspiration provided to luminaries, such as 
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61 (Gallagher, 2006:3)
62 (e.g. Shapiro, 2010; Gibbs, 2006; Wilson, 2002)
63 Developments in cognitive neuroscience have been driven by developments in brain imaging technology, which have 
made it possible to see how the brain operates “while we think and feel, imagine and dream” (Goleman, 1996: xi). The 
emergence of a new interdisciplinary field, social neuroscience — “a union between classical cognitive neuroscience and 
social psychology” (Singer, 2009:252) — recognizes that “[b]rains do not exist in isolation, and their basic functioning 
reflects their participation in the social culture into which they were born.” (ibid.).
64 Whilst acknowledging the recent emergence of literature relating developments in cognitive science to issues of 
theatrical performance (e.g., McConachie and Hart, 2007).



Stanislavsky and Michael Chekhov, by the psychological theories of their time65, there has been little 
advance in understanding how the nature of the blocks and ‘influences that hamper and occlude 
talent’ do their work. Analyzing the case studies in Chapter 2 highlights the need for a contemporary 
psychology of actors and of acting.

Vygotsky, writing in 1932, noted that “the problem of the psychology of the actor [is] a problem that 
is completely new and almost not studied at all.”(Vygotsky, 1932). Writing 78 years later, psychologist 
Goldstein (2010), quoted in the epigraph to this section, makes a strikingly similar observation with 
regard to the neglect of actors and acting as the subject of meaningful psychological research.

In the absence of an extant body of research of any 
magnitude into the psychology of the actor — and 
consequently the nature of the blocks and influences 
that hamper or occlude potency — a central goal of 
mine has been to construct, from existing theories of 
the psyche66 , a provisional model by means of which 
actor behaviors can be interrogated.

Research by neuroscientists such as Ledoux (1996, 
1994), Pert (1999), Bloch (1987, 1995), and in particular 
Damasio (1994, 1999, 2003), in concert with insights 
from evolutionary biology67, have done much to 
challenge assumptions and re-imagine both the nature 
and the function of emotion. In so doing they have 
challenged prevailing a priori beliefs which bifurcate the 
body and mind and valorize a hierarchical dichotomizing 
of intellect and emotion. These new insights into the 
nature and function of emotions demand a rethinking of 
the work that emotions do in the context of both acting 
and the processes by which an actor learns to do this 
work. It is central to my practice that emotion — or 
emotional intelligence68 — needs must become an explicit 
material of learning for an actor who aspires to optimal 
levels of creativity and motility69. 
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65 Stanislavsky was informed by the work of Théodule Ribot (Gordon, 2006:45; Carnicke, 1998) and Chekhov by Rudolph 
Steiner (Anderson, 2011; Daboo, 2007).
66 (Kaufman, 1993:273; emphasis added). Each model of the psyche, Kaufman notes, is characterized by “…its own dictionary 
of essential terms and glossary of ‘discovered’ relationships”(ibid.). As a consequence, in formulating a provisional psychology 
of actors and the work they do, there is no consistent language for describing or discussing an actor’s phenomenological 
experience of being-in-the-world. As one reviews this “babel of concepts” (Ibid.) language obscures relationships and 
commonalities as well as explicates them
67 (e.g., Evans, 2002)
68 (Salovey & Mayer, 1989; Mayer & Salovey, 1993, 1995; Goleman, 1996)
69 (c.f. Chapter 4)

Box 1.4 • Stanislavsky and Spirituality
Much has been written by others  with regard to the 
‘spiritual’ foundation of Stanislavsky’s work, after he 
and Sulerzhitsky “spent many years creating a 
system of acting, which clearly drew much of its 
inspiration from  Eastern forms of spirituality and 
and philosophy.”  (McCutcheon, 2008:19). White 
(2013, 2006)  , Nair (2015) and Carnicke  (2008, 
2010a) have written in regard to Stanislavsky’s 
indebtedness to Hatha and Raja  Yoga, and in 
particular, the influence  of Yogi Ramacharaka — 
the American William Walter Atkinson1.
As  McCutcheon (2008) notes, it is evident from 
recent research that  in his work at the Moscow 
Art Theatre  Stanislavsky both understood and 
explored with actors  ‘prana’ (the vital energy of 
the body), the breath, yoga  postures, breathing 
rhythms and energy radiation2. Significantly, 
because of the  political and cultural milieu of his 
time, Stanislavsky himself does not clearly 
acknowledge the obvious influence of Eastern 
philosophy and practice3. 
Of significance in the Anglo-American context is 
that in the  appropriation of Stanislavsky’s 
System, “[t]he important group  processes and 
the ‘spiritual’ training exercises  were not 
adopted as part of the ‘Method’.” (ibid.:18).
aaaaaaa
1 Carnicke, 2008:178, White, 2010:297
2 McCutcheon, 2008; White, 2006
3 McCutcheon, ibid.:19



Social Neuroscience and the Actor

It is not the primary goal of this dissertation to focus upon, and elaborate in detail the links 
between, contemporary social neuroscience and theatre70, but rather to point towards a growing 
body of research that offers the possibility of a deeper understanding of the nature of an actor’s 
work, and thus a more specific sense of what it is that an experiential, psychophysical approach to 
actor learning might aim to do. 

As Peter Brook reminds us, the players on the stage overcome all linguistic and 
cultural barriers to encompass the spectators in a shared experience of actions 
and emotions. The study of mirror neurons appears to offer, for the first time, a 
unitary experimental and theoretical framework within which to decipher this 
form of shared participation that the theatre provides and which is 
fundamentally the basis of our common experience.

(Rizzolatti & Sinigaglia, 2008:xiii)

Simply put, the same mirror neuron mechanisms are activated in the human brain when an action is 
executed, when it is observed performed by someone else, and when the action is imagined71, 72. The 
’actions’ to which the human mirror neuron system responds encompass the mundane, such as picking 
up an object73, to the complex, such as facial expression74, posture and expressive movement75.

The human mirror neuron system is instrumental in facilitating social cognition76  (i.e., a process of 
cognitive perspective taking or mind reading77) — the human capacity to predict and understand 
the actions, intentions, feelings, beliefs and desires of others78 — and empathy (a process of visceral, 
emotional perspective taking). Together, mind reading and empathy enable joint action and 
interaction79  between actors and char-actors. It is also true, as McConachie (2011) observes, that 
the means by which spectators empathize with and read the minds of char-actors in the mise-en-
scène, “is fundamentally no different from how people intuit each other’s attitudes and intentions in 
real life.” (McConachie, 2011:66): spectators apperceive facial, postural and vocal clues, and through 
the agency of the human mirror mechanism80process this information ‘as if ’ it were their own visceral 
experience. 
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70 For a more comprehensive consideration of these interrelationships, see Brown (2012); Davis (2012); McConachie 
(2011); Hill and Blair (2010); Blair (2009); McConachie and Hart (2007).
71 (e.g. Di Pellegrino, Fadiga, Fogassi, Gallese, & Rizzolatti, 1992; Rizzolatti, Fadiga, Gallese, & Forgasi, 1996; Gallese, Fadiga, 
Fogassi, & Rizzolatti, 1996)
72 However, when “we observe or imagine movements and actions, actual action execution is inhibited. The motor system 
is activated, but not in all of its components and not with the same intensity as when we actively move our body: action is 
not produced but only simulated.” (Gallese, 2018:73)
73 (Rizzolatti et al., 1996)
74 (de Vignemont & Singer, 2006; Gallese, 2005)
75 (Calvo-Merino, 2004)
76 As Gallese (2018) notes, “[p]rimates, and particularly human beings, are social animals whose cognitive development 
capitalizes upon the interaction with other conspecifics (adults, siblings, etc.). During social interactions we manifest our 
inner intentions, dispositions and thoughts by means of overt behavior. Similarly, we try to figure out what are the 
intentions, dispositions and thoughts of others, when witnessing their behavior. Detecting another agent's intentions, or 
other inner states, helps anticipating this agent's future actions, which may be cooperative, non-cooperative, or even 
threatening. Accurate understanding and anticipation enable the observer to adjust her/his responses appropriately. 
Fundamental among social abilities is the capacity to accurately detect and understand the intentional conduct of others, to 
anticipate their upcoming actions, and to appropriately adjust one’s own behavior.” (Gallese, 2018d:77)
77 (e.g., Gallese, 1998; Nichols, 2003; Carruthers, 2006)
78 (Singer, 2009:256; Gallese and Goldman, 1998:495)
79 (Uithol & Gallese, 2015)
80 (Gallese et al., 2004; Gallese, 2014a, b; Gallese and Guerra, 2015; Gallese and Cuccio, 2015)



This process is characterized by Gallese (2005, 2006, 2018) as a process of embodied simulation, 
whereby the “the actions, emotions, and sensations of others are mapped by the same neural 
mechanisms that are normally activated when we act or experience similar emotions and 
sensations.” (Gallese, 2018d:78). This process of intercorporeity facilitates intersubjectivity “because 
humans share the same intentional objects and their situated sensory-motor systems are similarly 
wired to accomplish similar basic goals and experience similar emotions and sensations.” (Ibid.:81)

It is of salience to this project and its development that the human mirror neuron system also 
responds to:  the sound of an action81; action words82; action sentences83; speech perception84; and 
contributes to language comprehension85 . Research also supports the contribution of the mirror 
neuron system to the embodied nature of cognition86  and conceptual knowledge87. This burgeoning 
body of scholarship supports my experience that an abstract, conceptual understanding of text is 
possible through an experiential psychophysical discovery process88. Here we find a theoretical and 
empirically validated foundation for Stanislavsky’s seminal work in Active Analysis89.

The field of neuroaesthetics90 offers support to Michael Chekhov’s (1991) belief that “images are living 
beings, as real to [actors’] minds’ eyes as things around us are visible to our physical eyes” (Chekhov, 
1991:4); it validates the power of images and image research to enrich an actor’s creative work, as 
exemplified by the image presentations illustrated in Chapter 9 (c.f., Videos 9.14 & 9.15), which serve as 
an source of motility in (non-)performance91. An actor’s experience of artwork, underpinned by the 
processes of social cognition and empathy, can itself be construed as an intersubjective process92, and 
“consists of the activation of the embodied simulation of actions, emotions, and corporeal sensations” (Di 
Dio & Gallese, 2009:683). Of crucial importance to this inquiry is the notion that an actor’s experience of 
the artwork they research is an embodied one93.

Pedagogical Foundations
Learning is the process whereby knowledge is created through the transformation of 
experience.

(Kolb, 1984:38; original emphasis)

As noted in the Prologue, my work not only embraces acting theory, but also draws heavily upon 
educational psychology and theories of learning, in part drawn from my experience as an educator 
responsible for curriculum design and development. From its inception, the development of this inquiry 
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81 (Gallese, 2009:251)
82 (Pulvermüller, Hauk, Nikulin, & Ilmoniemi, 2005; Pulvermüller, Shtyrov, & Ilmoniemi, 2005)
83 (Kemmerer, 2016; Tettamanti et al., 2005; Goldman & de Vignemont, 2009)
84 (Fadiga, Craighero, Laila, Buccinoand, Giovanni and Rizzolatti, Giacomo, 2002)
85 (Gallese, 2008; Galantucci & Fowler, 2006)
86 (Gallese, 2018d; Uithol & Gallese, 2015; Shapiro, 2010; Gibbs, 2006; Varela, Thompson, & Rosch, 1993; Johnson, 1987)
87 (Gallese & Lakoff, 2005)
88 (c.f., the Ozymandias Question)
89 (Stanislavsky ctd., in Carnicke, 1998; Toporkov, 2001; Knebel 2016)
90 (e.g., Gallese, 2017d, 2017e, 2009;  Freedberg et. al., 2007)
91 Found images enrich an actor’s imaginative processes, stimulating her own emotion laden, imagined images. As Chekhov 
suggests, it is the “inner life of the images, and not the personal and tiny experiential resources of the actor, [that] should 
be elaborated on the stage and shown to the audience.” (Chekhov, 1991:5)
92 (Gallese, 2017a:43) 
93 (Gallese, 2017a; 2017b)



has been guided by the experiential learning theories of Kolb 
(1984) (fig. 1.7)94. 

Kolb identifies four key aspects of an optimal learning 
experience. Firstly, the emphasis is on “the process of 
adaptation and learning as opposed to content or specified 
outcomes”; secondly, “knowledge is a transformation process 
that is continuously subject to creation and recreation”, it is 
not “an independent entity to be acquired or 
transmitted” (ibid.); thirdly, “learning transforms experience 
in both its objective and subjective forms” (ibid.); and finally, 
“to understand learning, we must understand the nature of 
knowledge, and vice versa.” (ibid.).

Figure 1.7 illustrates the first of a number of cycles of enquiry, undertaken during the evolution of my 
practice, that sought to ascertain the nature of the knowledge necessary95  to foster the optimal 
conditions for, and processes of, learning, necessary to achieve optimal levels of motility in the broadest 
spectrum of actors entering training and during the discovery process.

It should be noted that Kolb’s model of experiential learning also characterizes the process of 
learning undertaken by each actor in my practice. Andreson (2000) proposes that for a learning or 
discovery process to be experiential, it must fulfill the following criteria: engage an actor in a way 
that is personally significant or meaningful to him; engage the whole person, not just his intellect but 
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94 (Kolb. D. A. and Fry, 1975)
95 For both myself and individual actors

Figure 1.6 Kolb’s Cycle of Experiential Learning
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also his senses, his feelings and his personality; recognize his prior learning and personal experience; 
and include opportunities for reflexivity through discussion or writing throughout the process96.

In my practice, ‘reflexivity’ and ‘abstract conceptualization’ are fostered through focussed post-
experience discussions with actors and a process of mindful reflective journalling (for both actors 
and myself). Mindful, reflective writing “can be likened to using the page as a meeting place in which 
ideas can intermingle and, in developing, give rise to new ideas for new learning.” (Moon, 2006:17). 
Mindful enquiry has enabled me to be more intentional and more deliberate in the manner in which 
I invoke psychophysical approaches to learning, and helped facilitate my goal of minimizing the effect 
of chance on both the process of acting and the process of learning that actors needs must 
undertake in order to do that work. 

Conclusion
 Create your own method. Don’t depend slavishly on mine. Make up something 
that will work for you! But keep breaking traditions…

(Stanislavsky qtd. in Moore, 1960:xvii; emphasis added)

Embarking upon this inquiry, my goal has not been to dispense with the understanding and 
techniques afforded by the luminaries who have preceded me, but to augment their wisdom with 
insights afforded by contemporary research and thinking that has emerged in the latter half of the 
20th and early 21st centuries. In synthesizing this knowledge with the work of Stanislavski, Grotowski 
and Michael Chekhov, and that of contemporary practitioners such as Fitzmaurice and Bogart, 
together with insights drawn from traditional Eastern wisdom, my goal has been to “keep breaking 
traditions” and to evolve a method — a pedagogical practice — that is, in part, my own.

In so doing, I seek to address the problem of the ‘neglected actor‘ and the lack of knowledge about 
the psychological components of acting and the “cognitive and affective effects of engaging in 
acting.” (Goldstein, 2010). In this regard, a goal of this inquiry is to better understand the defining 
qualities of motility97 and, concomitantly, to gain a more detailed insight into the origins and nature of 
the blocks and influences that occlude an actor’s potency and how they might be addressed through 
the conjoint processes of the via negativa and via affirmativa. The first step towards this goal — and the 
manifestation of the Potential Space — is a reflexive analysis of a number of patterns that emerged 
from my early work as a director and trainer of actors, addressed in the chapter that follows.
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97 As exemplified for me by the performance of Sher as Richard III (c.f., Prologue:i)



[An] actor must discover those resistances and obstacles which hinder him in his 
creative task… 

(Grotowski ctd. in Allain, 1999:133)

Grotowski (1969), argued that optimal levels of creativity 
and motility could not be achieved by teaching an actor 
“a predetermined set of skills or [giving] him a ‘bag of 
tricks’” (Grotowski, 1969:16). Instead, Grotowski proposed 
a process of freeing an actor through the “eradication of 
blocks” (ibid.), the stripping away of the “elements of 
‘natural’ behavior which obscure pure impulse” (ibid.) and 
constrict an actor’s disposition to play1. In a similar vein, 
Michael Chekhov’s intuitive sense was that developing an 
actor’s ‘talent’ (See Box 2.1) was a process of freeing it 
from influences that “hamper, occlude and frequently 
destroy [an actor’s potency] entirely” (Chekhov, 2014:174). 

In seeking to gain insight into the nature and origins of 
the blocks and influences that an optimally effective 
pedagogy must address — a primary goal of this 
practice-as-research inquiry — chaos theory provided a 
viable means to identify recurring patterns that emerged 
from my practice as a director and trainer of actors. 
Chaos theory suggests that, in a real world situation, the 
system within which learning takes place is so complex, 
and so subject to variables, as to make simple cause and 
effect relationships and predictions untenable. However, 
by considering the overall behavior of a system over a 
period of time, predictable patterns will emerge. Thus it is 
that this project came to interrogate the nature of actor training through the use of thick 
description2, 3, considering not only the behaviors of individual actors, but also the complex contexts 
in which those behaviors occurred4. 

Box 2.1 • Redefining ‘talent’ 
It is  important to note  that the  role  of innate 
‘talent’ in determining the achievement of peak 
performance by the  actor is contentious.   While 
research does suggest  possible  links between a 
genetic predisposition and creativity1, the 
re la t ionship  between genes  and the 
environment is a complex one2.  
The fundamentally democratic notion that 
underpins this project is  the  belief that 
everything an actor needs “is  already there in 
[them].”  (Chekhov, 1985:24). This perspective 
accommodates the  contribution of both genetic 
predisposition and the influence  of an actor’s 
environment and life experience to their 
potentiality. Consequently, rather than talk of an 
actor’s  innate ‘talent’, my preferred concept is 
encapsulated by Feldenkrais’ (2002) notion of 
potency. 
Potency has embedded in it implications  of 
efficacy, potentiality, strength, cogency and 
power. Thus Chekhov’s (2014) phrase 
“destroying an actor’s  talent”  (Chekhov, 
2014:174) might be reworded as  ‘destroying an 
actor’s potency’.
aaaaaaaaaa

1c.f., Carson, 2011; Thomson and  Jaque, 2012; 
Johnson et al., 2012; Crespi et al., 2007
2 Shahar, 2015

1 (e.g., Maslow, 1994; Winnicott, 1971)
2 (Geertz, 1973)
3 “‘Thick description’ originated as a qualitative research tool for ethnographers engaged in participant observation 
research (Geertz, 1973), and then was generalized to serve as a tool for sociologists, psychologists, educators, and others 
operating from a wide array of qualitative inquiry approaches.” (Ponterotto, 2006:541)
4 “It is the qualitative researcher’s task to thickly describe social action, so that thick interpretations of the actions can be 
made, presented in written form, and made available to a wide audience of readers. Without ‘thick description,’ ‘thick 
interpretation’ is not possible.” (Ibid.:542)

2 Searching For Patterns
—————————————————
Problems in Practice
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Practice  referenced in this chapter and in Appendix A. From top, left to right: The Women (Boothe); St. Joan  (Shaw); 
Seneca’s Oedipus  (Seneca and Hughes); Road (Cartwright); Oedipus (Seneca, adpt. Hughes);  God’s Country (Dietz);  Blood 
Wedding (Lorca, trans. Hughes).



The Actor’s stories cited in this chapter, and narrated at greater length in Appendix A, have been 
chosen as representative case studies due to their significance both in providing the foundation of 
my research into the nature of the blocks to an actor’s motility and guiding the evolution of my 
practice. In illustrating the most marked problems-in-practice the aim has not been to pathologize 
actors, but to discern, in their strongest form, issues which, to a greater or lesser extent, pertain to 
all actors-in-training.

In drawing common threads from multiple encounters with men and women in training it is 
important to note the on-going tension that exists between a tendency to generalize and the need to 
make connections between individual experiences. As Ahmed (2006) observes, different individuals 
stories cannot be reduced to a sameness or a singularity of identity. Stories can be shared only “when 
we assume they are not the same story, even if they are connected.” (Ahmed, 2006:17 4).

The Ozymandias Question: Play, Motility and Cognition

That space between symbol and symbolized, mediated by an interpreting self, is 
the space in which creativity becomes possible and is the space in which we 
are alive as human beings, as opposed to being simply reflexively reactive 
beings. This is Winnicott's potential space. 

(Ogden, 1971: 133)

It is a Senior level undergraduate acting class5. An actor is moving through an empty space, 
accompanied by music. At first self-consciously, but with increasing freedom as she enters into Flow 
state, she begins to move on impulse in response to the music, improvising freely. At my invitation 
Actor BB6 begins to play with a word-as-sound, taken from a sonnet she is working on. She allows the 
movement to shape the sound and the sound to shape the movement. As the improvisation evolves, 
she plays creatively with the words as sound, rhythm, and movement, sometimes stringing words 
together, sometimes focussing on a specific word at length, exploring the tonality, resonance and 
clang of the language as it is reflected in her movement7. As she sinks deeper into the improvisation, 
the fragments of text assume many shapes and many potential meanings. After some fifteen minutes 
of improvising, I invite Actor BB to bring herself to stillness and to speak from whatever position she 
finds herself in. For the first time she shares with her peers the text of the sonnet Ozymandias 
(Shelley, 1818) in order, and in its entirety. There is a sense that she has found a personal, emotional 
connection with the text, in common with some of her peers who have preceded her. 

In this regard the exercise8 achieved the outcome that I had imagined, based on my own experience 
training at the Centre Artistique International Roy Hart9. What occurred in the period of reflection 
that followed the improvisation, however, was unanticipated. In recounting her personal experience 
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5 The Senior year is the last of four years training in the American college system. The actors had been given sonnets to 
work on as the culmination of eighteen months psychophysical work. This exercise can be seen in Video 9.21 (Chapt. 
9:127).
6 A guide to individual actors referenced throughout this dissertation can be found in Appx. E
7 As Noy (1966) notes: “The poet deals with the word as with a sign representing a given content, but at the same time he 
relates to it as to an object with a specific weight, shade, seize, sound, etc. of its own. The words he chooses to compose a 
poem are used according to two structural sets: first, he exploits the secondary meaning of the word — that is the logical 
organization; second, he makes use of the primary properties of the word — that is the primary or paleological organization. 
In this last form of organization the poet arranges the words as the child plays with blocks, according to their colour, size, 
weight, etc.” (Noy, 1966215) (c.f., Chapt. 8).
8 Which occurred at the culmination of three semesters of experiential, psychophysical work — primarily Fitzmaurice 
Voicework augmented by Contact Improvisation and Suzuki Training (c.f. Appxs. B and C, for an illustration of this work).
9 (February 10-13, 2003)



Actor BB reflected, and I paraphrase, “When I was working on my sonnet I wondered why has Roger 
given this to me? Everyone else has sonnets about love and relationships. I did all my research and text 
analysis and I just didn’t get it.” At this point she paused, and after a breath said simply, crying as she spoke, 
“It’s beautiful.” Actor BB then reflected upon her experience moving and sounding the sonnet — 
exploring the potential space “between symbol and symbolized” (Ogden, ibid.) mediated through the 
embodied experience of her interpreting self — and spoke with great conviction that she now ‘got it’. 
And yet, in spite of her embodied, personalized sense of meaning, Actor BB found it challenging to put 
that understanding into words. Words, it seemed, were not adequate when it came to expressing her 
felt experience10 and intuitive understanding of Ozymandias, derived from her apperception of her 
phenomenological experience. 

It was of significance that, up to this point in her training, Actor BB had appeared physically and 
emotionally constrained during her training in Fitzmaurice Voicework and her acting in general. As a 
consequence, Actor BB had not been cast in a main-stage production at her university, and was 
quietly disheartened by her lack of progress and personal success.

While Actor BB had trained extensively with me leading up to her exploration of Ozymandias, Actor 
A, had not worked with me prior to being cast in the leading role of a production of Shaw’s Saint 

Joan (Shaw, 1923), which I directed at a professional theatre in Chicago11. 

Paradoxically, Actor A showed a level of emotional authenticity during audition that she failed to recapture 
in rehearsal (or ultimately in performance) — with the exception of one occasion. Actor A’s story 
illustrates the phenomenon of an actor who was, in one instance, able to indulge in play, but who 
subsequently foreclosed her creativity and the insights and motility it afforded her. 

Early in the rehearsal process, Actor A exhibited a marked incongruity between the words she was 
speaking and her physical expression. In particular, Joan of Arc has three long monologues in the play 
and in rehearsal Actor A struggled to make sense of them conceptually or connect with them 
emotionally. I discussed the situation with Actor A and she asserted she had a tendency to be 
‘heady’ as an actor and had struggled to connect emotionally with text in the past. I suggested to her 
that a deep relaxation and fantasy exercise12, that I had used before to good effect, might assist her. 

During the subsequent visualization exercise13, I led the actor through the landscape of Joan’s world 
and then asked her to imagine inhabiting Joan’s body. At the conclusion of the exercise I invited 
Actor A to stand and share her first monologue. Without bidding or pause the actor performed all 
three monologues one after the other. The result was striking. As with Actor BB, Actor A made 
intuitive sense of every beat, her body was alive, engaged and wholly in synchronization with the 
sentiments she was uttering; the phrasing of her thoughts was excellent. Furthermore, Actor A was 
engaged emotionally and authentically with the passion of Joan.

At the end of the session Actor A expressed her delight at the outcome of the exercise. The following 
day, however, Actor A called the artistic director of the theatre and complained about the rehearsal. 
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10 (Gendlin, 1997)
11 (Smart, 1993)
12 Adapted from a therapeutic exercise and Michael Chekhov’s work with Psychological Gestures (1991:58-58-94)
13 (c.f., Video 9.6 for documentation of such an exercise)



The actor described the exercise as “invasive” and stated emphatically that she would “never work 
that way again” (Zak, 1993). From this point on Actor A reverted, in my estimation, to her former 
emotionally disengaged relationship with the character of Joan, the text and her scene partners.

My experiences with Actors BB and A, led me to formulate what I have termed the Ozymandias 
Question: how might it be that loosening an actor’s blocks — through a psychophysical approach to 
acting or through the use of deep relaxation and fantasy/imagination — afforded them not only a 
disposition to experience/express authentic emotions, but also the wherewithal to discover an 
embodied and pre-verbal understanding of text? 

Actors A and BB, and the resultant Ozymandias Question underscored, and made more complex, 
questions that arose from my experiences as a theatre-goer and my early use of Fitzmaurice 
Voicework during actor training. As a consequence, I set out address two key issues: how might one 
characterize the precise nature and origins of the blocks and influences that occlude an actor’s 
potency; and secondly, was it possible to validate my hypothesis that an experiential, psychophysical 
approach to actor learning could be more effective in addressing these blocks than that the 
prevalent “instruction, attempt, failure, lecture” (Kamotskaia, 2013: 265) mode of teaching.

For both Actors A and BB their manifestation of creativity and motility appeared to involve not only a 
sense of wu-wei (effortless effort), but also, in psychoanalyst and artist Milner’s terms, “an intensified 
body awareness” (Milner, ctd. in Glover, 1998). For Milner, this heightened awareness is reached “only 
through an 'inner gesture' of letting go of the 'narrow' focus that is, everyday, discursive 
thinking.” (Ibid.) in order to access the unconscious world of primary process mentation14, a world 
which can “encompass […] contraries, hold together the dark and the light, the love and the hate, 
the unity and the separateness, the joy and the woe.” (Milner, 1978:178). Significantly, this process of 
‘creative surrender’, Milner suggests, may have a “very frightening quality […that is] characterised by a 
sense of more fluid boundaries between self and the world — even to the point of subject-object 
union.” (Ibid.; emphasis added). A fear of creative surrender (i.e., a disposition to ‘play’), with the 
attendant letting go of discursive thinking and an acceptance of the apparent chaos of primary 
process mentation, can be seen as resulting from ego-rigidity or ego-overcontrol15. 

Ehrenzweig16 draws attention to the importance of ego-flexibility, [which 
enables an actor’s ego to] reach down from higher surface perception into 
lower-level imagery without fear of structureless chaos. […] Ego-rigidity 
therefore results in creative sterility.

(Glover, ibid.; emphasis added) 

The experiences of Actors BB and A, in and of themselves, afford limited insight into the nature and 
origins of an actor’s blocks, and how they might relate to an experiential psychophysical approach to 
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14 Freud “regarded the primary and secondary processes as two different kinds of mental processes belonging to two 
systems — the conscious and the unconscious — and later, with the introduction of his structural theory, to the id and 
ego.” (Noy, 1969:156). For many psychoanalysts, the primary processes “lack organization, order or any purposeful 
function” (bid.), Noy, however, argues that the primary processes (the realm of Klein’s unconscious phantasies), cannot be 
seen as “completely fluid, random chaos” but rather as having a “perverse logic” of their own (ibid.). Noy argues that rather 
than constituting two discrete and antagonistic systems, the primary and secondary processes constitute parts of an 
integrated system (Noy, ibid.:162) (c.f., Chapt. 8:97).
15 “Ego control refers to the degree to which individuals express their impulses […] Ego-overcontrolled individuals, who 
are relatively constrained and inhibited and who tend toward minimal expression of their impulses and emotions. […] Ego
overcontrol […] is associated with depressive symptoms in adolescence.” (Huey & Weisz, 1997:404)
16 A contemporary of Winnicott in the British School of psychoanalysis (Glover, 1998)



an actor’s work and an enhanced capacity for play, embodied cognition and motility. A reflexive analysis 
of patterns that emerged from my practice over time, however, surfaced four themes, or lines of 
enquiry, that relate to the blocks exemplified by Actors BB and A. These themes, outlined below, 
inform the chapters that follow.

Adverse Childhood Experiences

 [P]osttraumatic syndrome is produced by threat, shock, or injury that occurs in 
the state of helplessness, and the neurophysiological changes triggered by these 
experiences are somehow stored in a person’s unconscious memory in a 
cumulative manner along with other such life experiences. 

(Scaer, 2001:xxi)

Of fundamental significance in the development of this inquiry was the discovery of the degree to 
which both conscious and unconscious memories17 of adverse childhood experiences18 or episodes 
of relational trauma19, resulted in blocks — manifested as muscular rigidity20 and limiting habits of 
mind21 — to an actor’s search for optimal levels of motility. The number of actors I encountered 
early in my practice with histories of relational trauma was was sobering22  and suggested the 
significance of object relations23 in actor learning. It followed that the relational dynamics inherent in 
the Potential Space needed to be a focus of my attention.

Actor F, who exhibited persistent patterns of resistance to Fitzmaurice Voicework, while 
paradoxically acknowledging its value to her as an actor24, alluded on more than one occasion to an 
unspecified event in her personal history. Actor F was adamant that she had “dealt with this” and 
that the matter was completely resolved, and in the normal course of events forgotten. 
Consequently, Actor F argued that the distress she experienced during training was due to the 
training itself, rather than her experience of releasing suppressed emotions. Actor F 
anthropomorphized the Fitzmaurice Voicework as an ‘other’ acting upon and abusing her anew. 
For a number of the most heavily armored and/or behaviorally resistant actors I have encountered 
in my practice, there have appeared to be underlying emotions of shame or rage. Anger can be seen 
as an adaptive emotion, aimed at overcoming barriers to a specific goal25; rage, however,  is “more 
related to an attack on the self; it is a response to an injury to the self. As such, it is more intense, 
less focussed, and longer lasting.” (Lewis, 1993:159)26.

Searching for Patterns  22

17 (c.f., Chapt. 8:98)
18 (Felitti et.al., 1998, 2009; Anda et.al., 2005; Harris, 2014; Bellis, 2015)
19 Here trauma can be seen as taking many forms, such as an exposure to personal violence (either to self or another 
family member); emotional abuse; bullying; household substance abuse; mental illness in the household; emotional or 
physical neglect; the admonitions and demands of an overly critical parent; the effects of racial discrimination and abuse; the 
effects of discrimination on the grounds of sexual orientation; or the experience of divorce, separation and loss (Felitti, V. J., 
Anda, R. F., Nordenberg, D., Williamson, D. F., Spitz, A. M., Edwards, V. et al., 1998)
20 (Reich, 1973; Herskowitz, 2010; Baker, 1967; c.f., Chapt. 3:36)
21 (c.f., Chapt. 4:46)
22 The Adverse Childhood Experiences Study (1998) surveyed 17,500 adults, focussing on seven categories of adverse 
experience: psychological, physical, or sexual abuse; violence against mother; or living with household members who were 
substance abusers, mentally ill or suicidal, or ever imprisoned. It found that sixty-seven percent of the population had been 
exposed to at least one adverse childhood experience, while one in eight of those surveyed had been exposed to four or more 
adverse experiences during childhood. (Felitti et.al., 1998, emphasis added).
23 (c.f., Chapt. 1:5)
24 (c.f., Appx. A:155)
25 (Lewis, 1993:158)
26 Rage can be seen as a process, in that “shame leads to rage, which leads to more shame, which leads to more 
rage.” (Lewis, 1993:159)



At times Actor F vividly experienced her body as being separate from, and threatening to, her 
‘self ’27, while at others she was subject to a sense of shame. Actor F’s experience reflects Leder’s 
(1990) assertion that the dys-appearance28  of the body in times of intense phenomenological 
experience can render it as being separate from the perceiver. In her journal Actor F writes:

I am also having a problem [during Fitzmaurice Voicework] with the healthy 
cow position29 […] My issue is the shame I feel when my thighs and butt 
begins to jiggle. […] I am not ashamed if I think no one is looking at me. 

(Actor F, Self-Reflection 6 April, 2004)

Actor G sought to move beyond her tendency to imbue all her characters with a quality of anger30. 
After working with me for over a year to loosen her own habitual patterns of muscular tension, and 
release the “huge dust ball that was pestering my insides” (Actor G, Self-reflection, Spring 2004), 
Actor G revealed her own experience of relational trauma/personal violence and a deep, residual 
sense of shame. 

Actor H31 also had a history of relational trauma. Actor H asserted when speaking of his encounter 
with Fitzmaurice Voicework, “I potentially could release a lot of tension…and that could be very scary 
for me, because it’s so safe for me to walk around campus just…like this (demonstrates a tightly 
clenched body) because I’m always…it’s always fight or flight with me.” (Actor H, personal 
communication, 1 December, 2004).

Strikingly, some examples of trauma experienced by actors have been associated with socially acceptable 
behaviors32, such as parents who were perfectionists and had high expectations of their children, as 
exemplified by Actor AA33. 

Significantly, both Actors H and AA were, on a conscious level, highly motivated to relinquish their 
habitual patterns of muscular tension; however, neither was unable to manifest a significant change in 
their patterns of constriction. My work with actors H and AA prompted me to research the 
literature on motivation34, 35.

It is also apposite in this context that experiences of relational trauma can occur in the classroom. 
Actor G was distressed by one of her acting instructors36  whom she understood to describe her 
acting as “always neurotic” (Actor G, personal communication, March 6, 2005). Actor G’s experience 
foregrounded the significance of relational dynamics in the Potential Space and caused me to reflect 
on the manner in which I related to actors. The construct of relational learning37 suggests that that 
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27 (c.f., Chapt. 3)
28 The foregrounding of aspects of bodily functioning due to disfunction (Leder, 1990).	
29 (c.f., Appx. C:191)
30 (c.f., Appx. A:157)
31 (c.f., Appx. A:155)
32 (c.f., Chapt. 5:60)
33 (c.f., Appx. A:156)
34 (e.g., Maslow, 1970; Deci, 1975,1996; Ames, 1992; Hennessey & Amabile, 1998; Deci & Ryan, 1980; Ryan & Deci, 2000)
35 Developing an understanding of the concept of contradictory motivation (Feldenkrais, 2002), and the power of 
unconscious forces (e.g., implicit memories, c.f., Chapt. 8:98) to block conscious desires led to a conceptual shift in the 
manner in which I have come to interpret the ego-rigidity and manifest behaviors of actors experiencing inhibitory blocks 
to their potency (c.f., Chapt. 6:76)
36 (Instructor B)
37 (Gergen, 2009)



while an actor’s relational history can leave limiting residues38 which occlude her potency, it is also 
through relational learning — between the actor and the facilitator of learning and between actors 
themselves — that limiting conceptual and psychophysical components of the self can be surfaced, 
challenged and remediated39. 

Avoidance of the Experience and Expression of Strong Emotions

It can be speculated that Actor A sought to block the experience/expression of strong emotion. 
However, this resistance was most clearly articulated by Actor D40, a graduate actor with whom I 
had previously worked. When subsequently cast in production I was directing41, Actor D strenuously 
sought to circumvent the university theatre department’s policy that actors must accept the roles in 
main-stage productions in which they are cast. After the dress rehearsal for the production, Actor D 
approached me and disclosed, in a superficially jocular manner but with evident sincerity, "I hate 
working with you, you always take me to places I don't want to go.” (Actor D, personal 
communication May 4, 1998). Here, it seemed, was an actor who, like Actor A, had shown himself 
capable of embodying strong, authentic emotions, but sought to avoid the experience and/or 
expression of them.

It became evident during rehearsals for one college production I directed42 that Actor O43, also a 
graduate actor, was resorting to a number of stock and often inappropriately comedic behaviors 
that she had invoked in previous roles. These behaviors seemed to undermine her deeper emotional 
connection with the character and the circumstances of the mise-en-scène. Furthermore, Actor O 
blocked working experientially on scenes by taking up as much of the allotted rehearsal time as 
possible with abstract, intellectualized questions and objections. Similarly, Actor JJ44 , in an 
undergraduate voice class, sought to forestall practical engagement with Fitzmaurice Voicework with 
protracted, intellectualized objections to the work.

As was the case with Actor A, Actor F exhibited an contradictory attitude to her work. Actor F 
argued, in response to Fitzmaurice Voicework training, that it was “abusive” to ask actors to “give up 
control”. In so doing, she argued, actors lay themselves open to being “emotionally abused” (Actor F, 
personal communication, September 10, 2003). This was a charge that she also laid against the work 
of Meisner and Strasberg. 

Concealed within this scenario, however, is a paradox of some significance. In spite of characterizing 
the Fitzmaurice Voicework as abusive on a number of occasions, in a written reflection on her own 
work Actor F — who was often criticized for being inaudible during performance — writes thus of 
one encounter with Fitzmaurice Voicework, “I have felt my rib swing increase and the tension in my 
abdominal muscles release. There is also a wonderfully energizing effect that I get from tremoring 
briefly before rehearsals.” (Actor F, Self-reflection, April 6, 2004). In another instance she writes of “…
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38 (Ibid.:240)
39 (c.f., Chapt. 4)
40 (c.f., Appx. A:155)
41 (Seneca’s Oedipus (Seneca and Hughes 1993; Smart, 1998))
42 (Scenes From an Execution (Barker, 1985; Smart, 1999))
43 (c.f., Appx. A:154)
44 (c.f., Appx. A:156)



speaking just two lines of text in a voice I never heard or felt myself produce.” (Actor F, Self-
reflection, March 1, 2005). In this instance, Actor A sensed that: 

[…] the sound of my voice was forming somewhere outside my body — 
perhaps four or five feet in front of my face. There was absolutely no sensation 
of effort for it was almost as if there were no vibrations happening, although I 
know that not to be possible. My voice seemed to be resonating so fully that it 
was bigger than the mechanism itself, bigger than me.

(Actor F, Self-reflection, March 1, 2005; original emphasis)

Actor F, with the knowledge to teach voice to undergraduate students as a graduate teaching 
assistant, was able to recognize a fundamental transformation in her experience of her own voice, 
while still engaging in a public discourse which characterized the means by which she achieved this 
transformation as “emotionally abusive”. 

The avoidant behavior of these actors led me to interrogate their attitudes towards, and their 
experiences of, the lived body45, leading to scholarly research into the nature and function of 
emotion, both as the subject of an actor’s training and work onstage and as a block to the 
achievement motility46.

Surface and Deep Learning

On several occasions, Actor F spoke forcefully in support of her belief that actors in training should be 
offered a ‘taster’ of a broad range of approaches to training, from which they could choose the ones 
that appealed to them. I came to question the degree to which Actor F’s desire for a ‘taster’ of a 
number of approaches to training might not constitute a means of avoiding the consequences of 
pursuing one approach in depth. In response to this apparent block to the fostering of motility, I turned 
to scholarship on surface and deep, transformative learning47. I came to question the degree to which 
deep learning, in addition to surfacing unwelcome emotions, fundamentally challenges an actor’s sense 
of self48. This led me to question the degree to which resistance to deep transformative learning 
could be seen as reasonable49.

Cultural Context

A further theme to emerge from my analysis of the early case studies came as a result of associations 
between my interest in actor learning and my prior training in education. This synthesis of experience 
foregrounded that the efficacy of any approach to actor learning must be considered within the 
prevailing cultural context in which the teaching and learning takes place.

It thus has become a central goal of this dissertation to identify and adumbrate the manner in which 
patterns of resistance to psychophysical modalities of learning, and many of the influences that hamper 
and occlude an actor’s potency and creativity, are founded in the reified cultural mores that shape the 
beliefs and attitudes of not only actors when they enter training, but also those who instruct them. 
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45 (c.f., Chapt. 3)
46 (c.f., Chapt. 4)
47 (e.g., Mezirow, 1991, 1994, 1997; Dirkx, 1998, 2007; Cranton, 2012; )
48 (c.f., Chapt. 5)
49 As a consequence of this, I transformed the mindset with which I interpret an actor’s blocks. I have come to see avoidant 
behaviors as safety seeking behaviors (Kaplan, 1969:61) (c.f., Chapt. 3:36)



Reified Beliefs and Institutional Resistance

Actor F found veiled but active support for her objections to Fitzmaurice Voicework in particular 
from her two primary acting instructors. Two concepts emerged out of the conversations between 
Actor F and her acting instructors that became part of a shared vocabulary: firstly, deep release/
breath work, as previously noted, is “emotionally abusive”, and secondly, that psychophysical work in 
general, and Fitzmaurice Voicework in particular, is “new agey”50  — that is, founded upon 
philosophies derived from traditional Eastern wisdom. 

In this context, resistance to change can be seen as not purely a “personal phenomenon, but a 
systemic one in which resistance is maintained by the background conversations of the 
organization.” (Ford, Ford, & McNamara, 2002). In such instances, Ford continues, “[i]t then becomes 
important to look beyond the organization, and speculate as to the cultural genesis of these 
‘background conversations’” (ibid.). My exploration of the cultural genesis of the ‘background 
conversations’ I encountered in my practice led to a major theme of this inquiry: the investigation of 
reified beliefs regarding the body and emotions51 and the manner in which the resistance of actor-
students and acting teachers alike, could be conceived of as a resistance to changing deeply held and 
culturally bound beliefs.

While there are training programs in the US that embrace and drive change in the theory and 
practice of acting, the resistance to culturally entrenched attitudes has, it is argued, resulted in the 
tendency for American approaches to acting and actor training remaining resistant to change since 
the 1930’s52. This suggests that there is a conservatism that pervades a broad swathe of actor 
training in the USA. This is particularly evident, I argue, in college training programs. Elite 
conservatory-style programs exist at both undergraduate and graduate levels53, but most actor 
training programs in the States are situated in regional universities and small liberal arts colleges. 
These programs teach acting as part of a broad academic curriculum54. Many of these institutions 
are located in areas remote from any major cultural center and are often the only theatre available 
in their community. As such, neither students nor faculty are exposed to theatre at major 
institutions, nor to trends or innovations in artistic practice, as exemplified by theatre companies 
such as Punchdrunk, Kneehigh or Complicité in the UK55. 

It is my observation that there are many actors who have emerged from undergraduate programs 
over the years who have then, with little or no professional experience, sought out graduate training 
programs. There are regional graduate programs who have a great need to recruit actors in order to 
achieve the required quota of students to maintain the program and to provide a pool of graduate 
teaching assistants to teach entry level undergraduate classes. It is argued that these graduate 
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50 A characterization of Fitzmaurice Voicework and Viewpoints made directly to my by Instructor A (personal 
communication, 28th March, 2005) and made on more than one occasion by Actor F.
51 (c.f., Chapts. 3 & 4)
52 (Chambers, qtd. in Konijn, 2002) As first noted in the Prologue.
53 US News and World Report has ranked colleges for 30 years, designating them as National, Regional and Liberal Arts 
colleges (US News and World Report, 2016).
54 ”Liberal arts colleges focus on broad skills in critical thinking and writing, not narrow preprofessional skills. Along with a 
focused major, liberal arts students will take a breadth of courses in fields such as  religion, philosophy, literature, math, 
science, psychology, and sociology.” (Grove, 2016).
55 (c.f., http://www.punchdrunk.com, http://www.kneehigh.co.uk, http://www.complicite.org)



students are only exposed to approaches to actor training that have gone unquestioned, as 
Chambers (2002) suggests, for many years. Furthermore, graduate students, in most programs in the 
States, receive minimal training as facilitators of learning56. 

Graduate students that emerge from these programs then go back to regional universities and 
liberal arts colleges, similar to those from whence they came, to train another generation of 
actors57. While there are those who intuitively become expert teachers, many adopt a pedagogical 
approach that replicates their experience of being taught and which they have unquestioningly 
assimilated58. 

Social Comparison and the Social Nature of Training

On the occasion of the first performance of a college 
production I directed59, as the actor playing the leading 
role entered and was about to begin his opening 
monologue there was a perceptible pause: the direction 
of Actor C’s gaze indicated he had seen an eminent 
member of his acting faculty in the audience. Following 
this moment of recognition, the actor reverted to the 
high ground of personal habit which we had worked to 
overcome during rehearsal60 , launching into a 
performance that might be considered “too 
forced” (Murray, 2010) (c.f., Video 2.4).

During the post-production review of this college production — attended by the cast, designers, 
director and the student body at large — Actor C was challenged by his peers in regard to what 
they perceived to be an overwrought performance. The actor’s response was tearful and 
unequivocal: “The director made me do it.” (Actor C, public comment, 29 April, 1998). 

It is common practice in American college training programs to hold auditions for a semester’s 
productions at the beginning of the semester. The cast lists are usually posted on a communal call 
board by a student stage manager. In some acting programs the lists are posted at the end of the 
day, and in one program in which I taught, were posted last thing on a Friday. At this point in time all 
acting faculty had intentionally left the building for the weekend. On one occasion I chose to remain 
in the theatre department on such a Friday afternoon, and made my way to the vicinity of the call 
board when I knew the casting notices had just been posted. This was a seminal experience. The 
stew of elation and profound distress revealed the degree to which many of these young actors’ 

2.4 Actor C in the role of Oedipus. Seneca’s Œdipus, Seneca 
and Hughes (1993).

http://bit.ly/2khYVYe 7:06 mins
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56 Not only does experience suggest that graduate teaching assistants (GTA’s) get little subject specific instruction prior to 
teaching undergraduate actors, but research has suggested, in the programs studied, shortcomings in their general 
pedagogical training. (Young and Bippus, 2008:118). Research suggested that GTA “training program effectiveness was 
diminished by an overemphasis on university policy and underemphasis on practical pedagogical skill building.” (Shannon, 
1998, ctd. ibid.). For a review of GTA training in the US, see Park (2008).
57 Three out of the eight graduate students who were members of the most recent MFA program in which I taught, went 
straight into teaching with little or no professional experience. Others may follow.
58 (Moore, 2004:143)
59 (Seneca’s Oedipus (Seneca and Hughes, 1993; Smart, 1993))
60 Actor C, a graduate student, had an acuity with the text, but found it challenging to embody the imposing presence and 
heightened level of emotion required by the role, and tended to be strained in his work.



sense of standing in their community, and their sense of self-worth, appeared to have been publicly 
assaulted.  

It should also be noted that in an American training programs, productions are generally directed by 
the faculty with whom the actors train everyday. In this particular program, as is true to a lesser 
extent in all programs I have taught, the faculty directors’ ranking was clearly recognized. Thus not 
only is an actor’s status amongst her peers determined by the size and prominence of the role in 
which she is cast, but also by the director who casts her. This suggests that for actors in an American 
college setting in particular, competition for high-status roles begins in the classroom, exacerbating 
anxieties an actor may have in regard to being compared to, and judged by, others.

Actor C’s behaviors, and the experiences of the actors at the call board suggested that as social 
beings, actors must worry about how they compare to others and whether or not they will be 
judged inferior throughout their learning experiences and professional lives61, 62 . This led to my 
questioning the role of social comparisons and feelings of self-inefficacy in mediating an actor’s 
search for motility, not only during public performance but also during the learning process.

Mindset and Self-efficacy beliefs

From August 2012 through May 2015 I taught at a training program in a rural area of the United 
States. In order to better prepare soon-to-graduate actors to enter a world from which they were 
isolated, I organized a professional development trip to Chicago63. During a review of the trip to 
Chicago the actors suggested that, as a result of this experience, they had come to believe for the first 
time that they had a legitimate chance of ‘making it’ as professional actors. Here was evidence of a 
significant shift in their mindset. This change in mindset was particularly evident in two actors 
(Actors P and W)64, whom I had directed in lead roles in a college production the previous year. 

Through my practical work with Actors P and W, the actors’ reflective writing and end of semester 
conferences, it appeared that while the actors’ skills had continued to develop during this final year 
of their training, it was their beliefs about themselves that demonstrated the most apparent growth. 
Conversations with Actor W reminded me of my work with Actor Y65  some years before, and the 
disparity between what Actor Y could potentially do and what she believed she could do. With 
reflection, it seemed that fostering positive self-efficacy beliefs66  in actors had hitherto been 
addressed implicitly, but not explicitly, in my work as a director and trainer67; this led to my 
questioning the value of foregrounding the development of positive self-efficacy beliefs as a clearly 
expressed material of learning within the Potential Space.
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61 (Gergen, 2009)
62 (c.f., Chapt. 6)
63 Early January, 2013. During the trip the actors took audition workshops at several major and mid-sized theaters in the city, 
attended productions, and were afforded the opportunity to meet a number of recent college graduates who had 
relocated to the city.
64 (c.f., Videos 8.2 and A.1)
65 (c.f., Appx. A)
66 (e.g., Bandura, 1997) 
67 (c.f., Chapt. 5:64)



Conclusion
There is a striking resemblance between Bogart’s [Viewpoints] and D.W. 
Winnicott’s description of play in psychotherapy […] Bogart created a place, a 
context, a frame that made it safe to play with danger. 

(Lampe, 1992:41)

The synthesis and analysis of the initial ‘problems-in-practice’ cited in this chapter68, as they were 
manifested in ‘the system over time’, did indeed reveal a number of predictable patterns69. In parsing 
out recurrent themes from experiences that reflect actors’ blocks in extremis, my goal has been to 
identify challenges that many actors face to some degree. This process has led to the emergence of a 
number of key themes or hypotheses.

Firstly, many actor’s blocks to optimal levels of motility, it will be argued, have their genesis, in part, in 
an actor’s history of adverse childhood experiences and traumatic relationships 70 . Traumatization 
can result in an actor feeling a diminished ability to depend on herself or others for safety and 
protection, and a sense of disconnection from her self and those with whom she interacts71. As 
exemplified by a number of the case studies, traumatization can leave a residue of unresolved 
emotions, such as “helplessness, fear, humiliation or shame and rage.” (Wilson, 2006:120)72.

Secondly, I posit that the scope of an actor’s adverse relationships can extend beyond the familial 
and personal to her relationship with the dominant culture and its reified beliefs. These learned 
attitudes towards the body, mind and emotion, it is proposed, leave an actor distrusting the lived 
body and the repressed memories and emotions it harbors. As a consequence, an actor’s blocks 
may derive, in part, from her experience of the lived body as threatening to her sense of self. These 
beliefs may be reinforced through the curriculum, the climate of the learning environment and by 
background conversations that espouse resistance to change.

Consequently, it is my contention that the nature and function of emotion, and the development of 
emotional intelligence73in an actor, need to be incorporated into any transformative pedagogy as explicit 
materials of learning. Furthermore, any acting pedagogy that promotes deep, transformative learning74, 
it is suggested, needs to be cognizant of the impact of such training on an actor’s sense of self.

Thirdly, it is postulated that any program of actor learning that seeks to foster optimal levels of 
motility must foreground not only the social nature of public performance, but also the performative 
nature of training, addressing the constricting influence of performance anxiety in both situations.

An optimal environment for actor learning, it will be argued, must foreground learning and creating 
through facilitative relationships (i.e., the potential space between actors, trainers and directors). In 
such a cooperative and compassionate environment, an actor surfaces and overcomes his anxieties 
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68 And narrated in Appendix A
69 (Mack, Dutler & Mintah, 2003 my emphasis)
70 As Actor T writes, “I know I’m better than what I think I am right now, But it’s hard to try to think highly of yourself when 
someone close/related to you doesn’t think highly of you at all.” (Actor T, Journal Entry 26th August, 2013).
71 (Wilson, 2006:120)
72 As a consequence, it is argued throughout this dissertation that an actor’s blocks can be more usefully be seen as safety 
seeking behaviors.
73 (Salovey & Mayer, 1989; Mayer & Salovey, 1993, 1995; Goleman, 1996)
74 (e.g., Mezirow, 1991, 1994, 1997; Dirkx, 1998, 2007; Cranton, 2012; )



regarding the making of mistakes, of being compared to others and found wanting, and his 
tendencies to strive for some notion of perfection. Thus it is a space that fosters facilitative self-
efficacy beliefs.

If, as will be argued, emotion is the wellspring of embodied cognition and creativity, an analysis of the 
case studies, as representative examples of my wider practice, suggests that in order for actors to 
discover answers to the Ozymandias Question for themselves, the Potential Space must be a “place, 
a context, a frame that [makes] it safe for [an actor] to play with danger.” (Lampe, ibid.), to discover 
an “intensified body awareness” (Milner, ctd. in Glover, 1998), and a tolerance for experiencing and 
expressing hitherto unwelcome and “fenced off ” emotions (Gordon, 1978:152) — feelings that are 
experienced as “forces so dangerous and so destructive that, if externalized, they would wreak 
disaster” (ibid.). This capacity allows an actor to live with more fluid boundaries between self and 
world, leading to a state of creative surrender75. Here the creative subconscious76 can flourish as an 
actor becomes more “disposed to let go of the narrow focus of everyday discursive 
thinking” (Milner, ibid.), learning to draw upon their emotions and their bodies, and “not to rely upon 
[…] clear, cold thinking, this ‘murderer,’ which sits in our head.” (Chekhov, 1985). 

In this space, an actor plays in the potential space between the symbol and symbolized (through 
Viewpoints, Contact Improvisation, Active Analysis and Quilting the Text), and finds not only her own 
authentic emotional connection with text, her scene partner(s) and the circumstances of the mise-
en-scène, but also her own personalized, embodied meaning.

Creativity will be advanced as a core facet of motility, not only in the sense of an actor creating 
something new in terms of the development of a sense of character (thus avoiding clichéd 
characters or those derived from historical precedent77), but also in regard to an actor’s propensity 
to create character and relationships anew (within the parameters of the ‘score’ developed during 
the discovery process) during each (non-)performance. Motility is seen as being characterized by 
empathetic co-regulated relationships and alive communication78 in the transitory now.

Chapters 3-6 that follow explore the nature and origins of the blocks and influences that impede an 
actor’s search for motility, whilst Chapters 7-9, and Appendices B, C and D, focus on the remediation 
of these blocks through cooperative, relational learning in the Potential Space. 
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The body is a most doubtful friend because it produces things we do not like.
(Jung, 1970)

But I would suggest that to wonder allows us see surfaces of the world as 
made, and as such one that opens up rather than suspends historicity. 
Historicity is what is concealed by the transformation of world into ‘the 
ordinary’, into something that is already familiar, or recognizable. The 
ordinariness of the world is an effect of reification, as Marx has shown us. […] 
Wonder is about learning to see the world as something that does not have to 
be, and as something that came to be, over time, and with work.

(Ahmed, 2004:179)

The work illustrated and discussed in Appendices B and C, which aims to re-member an actor’s 
bodymind, has the goal of surfacing and challenging an actor’s attitudes, beliefs and experience of the 
lived body. This bodymindset is partly constructed by prevailing reified beliefs and social attitudes 
and partly derived from an actor’s experience of her lived body in the world.

Contact Improvisation and Suzuki Training, challenge an actor’s belief about what her body can do, 
her sense of body-self1; Fitzmaurice Voice work releases habitual patterns of muscular armoring, with 
a consequent experience and expression of hitherto unwelcome emotions. When developing and 
executing in practice the work illustrated in Appendix C, and as reflected in the case studies, an 
actor’s body becomes the unwelcome focus of her attention. This is in marked contrast with an actor’s 
experience in the normal course of events, when, to a significant degree, her body remains absent 
from her awareness2. The tendency of the lived body to produce “things we do not like” (Jung, ibid.) at 
moments during the learning process, can reinforce an actor’s culturally derived distrust of the body 
and fearfulness of the process of re-membering the body through deep release work. These factors in 
turn, as suggested by the analysis of the case studies in Chapter 2, serve as a major influence that 
occludes the development of an actor’s potency, and must be accounted for during training.

Distrust and Denigration: Attitudes to the Lived Body
Actors entering training in an Anglo-American context typically hold a deep-seated and negative 
perception of the body, which 

…exerts a very powerful (though generally negative) presence in philosophy’s 
persistent privileging of mind and spirit. Its dominantly negative image — as a 
prison, distraction, source of error and corruption — is both reflected and 
reinforced by the idealistic bias and disregard for somatic cultivation that 
Western philosophers generally display.

(Shusterman, 2008:ix)

1 “Body-self is the body-based interactive, experiencing, and emotional core self.” (Pylvänäinen, 2003:39)
2 (Leder, 1990)

The Most Doubtful Friend
————————————————————
Attitudes Towards the Body3



Cultural constructs that espouse the bifurcation of the body and the mind are deeply embedded in 
the contemporary mindset, having their genesis in both the writing of Plato and Aristotle3  and the 
philosophical traditions of Judeo-Christianity4, which see the body as the seat of unhealthy and 
potentially destructive urges, “a force of negativity, an obstacle to the soul’s attempt to secure 
knowledge, virtue, or eternal life” (Leder, Ibid.:127)5. These urges or impulses have to be controlled by 
the individual ‘will’6. These attitudes were subsequently reinforced by the philosophy of Descartes7. In 
the post-Cartesian era, the body has been seen as a biological entity that must be transcended, in 
order to free the disembodied ‘mind’ in pursuit of the illusion of rationality8  uncontaminated by 
emotion9. In Anglo-American culture, this set of beliefs can be argued as being fundamentally 
patriarchal in nature, founded upon a long-established hierarchal structure of power relations10. 

Implicit in the Anglo-American denigration of ‘the body‘ — and the source of its perceived 
deviance, emotion — is the subjugation of a vast swath of the constituencies of this world: women; 
people of color ; and working class people11. Stereotypically, these groups are seen as victims of the 
vicissitudes of their emotions rather than being guided by disembodied reason, which is conceived 
of as being the bailiwick of educated white males12. As discussed in Chapter 7, within this paradigm, 
the implicit function of education is the perpetuation of established patterns of power and 
privilege13. Many of those who teach can be argued to have a vested interest in perpetuating a 
system, and its reified beliefs, that affords them their status14.

At the heart of this system is a belief in the superiority of intellect over emotion and the valorization 
of the ‘mind’ over ‘the body’. There follows from such assumptions a number of dichotomies that are 
fundamentally unhelpful to the work of an actor seeking optimal motility, including the following 
contrarieties: mind/body; conscious/unconscious; thinking/feeling; rational/irrational; reason/intuition; 
reality/imagination; rationality/creativity. 

In such a dichotomized view of the world, intuition and instinct are perceived as primitive and are 
for the most part discouraged by society15. And yet it is ‘instinct’ that is the foundation of the sense 
of spontaneity and ‘play’ espoused by the seminal figures of psychophysical training such as Michael 
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3 (Leder, 1990:127). 
4 Plotinus, ca. CE 204/5–270, is reported to have been “ashamed of being in the body” (ctd. Shusterman, ibid.)
5 Brown (2009) challenges the “common assumption in much contemporary writing about the body… that Christianity has 
throughout most of its history been uniformly hostile and antagonistic” towards the lived body, although he acknowledges that, 
“[m]any contemporary Christians are quite happy to concede [this] account.” Brown (Ibid.:25). 
6 (Shildrick & Price, 1999)
7 (Damasio, 1994)
8 (Shildrick, ibid.:2) 
9 (Modell, 2006)
10 As suggested by a broad range of scholars including, but by no means limited to: Elizabeth Cady Stanton; Joseph 
Campbell; Simone de Beauvoir ; Luce Irigaray; Hélèn Cioux and bell hooks.
11 (Shildrick & Price, 1999; Schiebinger, 1999; Birke, 2000; Ahmed, 2004)
12 (Shildrick, Ibid.)
13 (Freire, 1999)
14 (Ibid.)
15 (Conger, 2005)



Chekhov or Lecoq16; and by Fitzmaurice Voicework17, Contact Improvisation18 and Viewpoints19. The 
lauding of ‘cold thinking’20 over intuition and instinct promotes cerebral or abstract approaches to textual 
analysis and creates circumspection amongst many actors and instructors towards improvisatory 
approaches to acting and actor training, such as Stanislavsky’s method of Active Analysis21.

Steeped in reified beliefs in regard to the body and the mind, it would appear obvious why actors in 
the Anglo-American context, such as a number of those addressed in the case studies, enter training 
not merely distrustful, but fearful of the body and its unruly emotions. As a consequence of this they 
gravitate, albeit unconsciously, to the seductive comfort of the illusion of self-control. Furthermore, an 
actor’s patterns of distrust in, and resistance to, psychophysical modalities of training may also be 
perpetuated by attitudes he finds implicit in his broad experience of training. 

I argue that the tension between Anglo-American axiomatic truths and the underpinnings of 
psychophysical training — in many ways, derived from traditional Buddhist wisdom — mediates the 
training of actors towards optimal motility in two interlocking ways. Firstly, theatre practitioners, 
distant from the conception of a given pedagogical approach, are unlikely to engage with that work 
— both as trainees and trainers —  from within the frame of reference conceived of by the 
originator(s) of that approach. Rather, actors and instructors will couch the pedagogy within a frame of 
reference prescribed by the reified ‘truths’ of the dominant cultural paradigm prevailing in the time and 
place in which they work22. Secondly, while some trainers undoubtedly approach their practice from a 
place of ‘wonder‘23 — and as a consequence of which they question the reified beliefs of the prevailing 
culture — others, such as the instructors who played a role in Actor F’s story, tend to accept and 
perpetuate these attitudes and beliefs as axiomatic truths. When such a mindset prevails, 
psychophysical pedagogies of training that draw upon ‘Eastern’ conceptions of the bodymind, and 
which are the core of my practice, are likely to be perceived as threatening by the prevailing hegemony. 

Formulating a pedagogy of training for actors upon an existential position that the ‘body’ is a source 
of negativity, corruption, moral error and an obstacle to rational thought and true knowledge24, 
discounts the possibility for the body to be the foundation of the human experience of being-in-the-
world and central to the work and the learning process of actors25.

The Invisible Body
…one can trace out a ‘phenomenological anatomy’ of the lived body, 
characterizing its different regions according to their usual forms of presence 
and absence and the modes of world-relation they permit or encourage.

(Leder, 1990:60)
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16 (Murray, 2010a; Murray, 2010b)
17 (Fitzmaurice, 1997; Morgan, 2008)
18 (Pallant, 2006; Kaltenbrunner, 1998; Novack, 1990)
19 (Bogart & Landau, 2005)
20 (Chekhov, 1985:25)
21 (c.f.,Knebel, 2016; Carnicke, 1998, 2010; Merlin, 2001, 2007; Toporkov, 2001)
22 In such a narrative, the philosophical foundation of the pedagogy may be said to have been colonized within the 
dominant culture. 
23 (Ahmed, 2004:179)
24 (Leder, 1990:127; Shusterman, 2008:ix; Shildrick & Price, 1999:2)
25 (Shusterman, ibid.)



Implicit in Descarte’s notion of hierarchical dualism is the now pervasive belief that the body is 
simply “a material and unchanging given, a fixed biological entity” (Shildrick, 1999:2) whose function 
is to transport the incorporeal mind. The physical body is considered an entity which must be 
transcended in order to free the mind in pursuit of fully rational subjectivity26. While there are those 
who challenge Cartesian mind-body dualism27, any consideration of the work illustrated in Appendices 
B and C and Chapter 9 must, however, account for an actor’s lived experience that his body does 
indeed disappear28  from awareness at times of seamless functioning, contributing to the illusion of a 
disembodied mind and the notion of immaterial reason29. 

From the perspective of phenomenology, Leder (1990) argues, “…certain modes of disappearance 
are essential to the body’s functioning.” (ibid.:69; emphasis added). An actor is not, for example, aware 
of his eyes as he looks, nor, ordinarily, the complex demands placed on his body as he stands erect in 
order to look. When engaged in exercises (e.g., the running into the centre of the circle exercise 
(Video B.8) or the Flow exercise (Video B.22) and Viewpoints études (Videos 9.4 and 9.6), attention 
and intention determines that an actor is acting from his eyes to his point of focus30. At this point, 
fulfilling his intention to get to his destination depends on a complex interplay of eyes, torso and 
limbs of which the actor is indeed largely unaware31. It follows that when an actor manifests Stanislavsky’s 
state of experiencing32  or Flow state33  during non-performance in performance34, his experience is 
characterized by a complex interplay of phenomenological presence and absence35.

The disappearance of the body, forgotten at times of seamless functioning, is sharply contrasted for 
an actor by the those vivid moments when a sense of the physical body imposes on her conscious 
awareness: an actor’s body dys-appears at times of breakdown, problematic operation or physical 
and/or affective dysfunction36. Physical dys-appearance can occur as a consequence of the presencing 
effect of pain, fatigue, or a perceived inability to act in response to needs and desires. Physical dys-
appearance occurs for some actors during Contact Improvisation (Video C.3); Suzuki Training 
(Video C.18) or Fitzmaurice Voicework (Video 9.18). 

Whenever first engaging with Fitzmaurice Voicework, Contact Improv, Viewpoints or Suzuki, the ‘form’ of 
the exercise, and the demands it places on the body, are foregrounded. But as time passes, an actor will 
experience a gradual process of experiential disappearance that characterizes the acquisition of higher 
order skills37 until the functional aspects of technique are no longer the focus of her attention38.
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26 (Shildrick, 1999:2)
27 (e.g., Damasio, 1994, 1999, 2010; Shusterman, 2008; Nagata, 2008; Gallagher, 2007, 2012)
28 (Leder, ibid.)
29 (Leder, ibid.:127)
30 (Leder, ibid.:69)
31 (Leder, ibid.:103)
32 (Carnicke, 1998)
33 (Nakamura and Csikszentmihalyi, 2002; Csikszentmihalyi, 1996; 1991)
34 (Nagatomo, 2006)
35 In the course of the evolution of my practice it became apparent that an unqualified dismissal of the Cartesian notion of 
the disembodied mind invited distrust and resistance in an actor, for it runs counter to his lived experience of being in the 
world.
36 (Leder, ibid.:127)
37 (Leder:31)
38 (Ibid.)



Physical dys-appearance can be exacerbated by affective dys-appearance39 when an actor believes she 
is not equipped to engage in an activity, as can be the case in Contact Improv and Suzuki Training (c.f., 
Actor DD Box 3.1). In such instances, perceived physical limitations lead an actor to the dys-
appearance of the phenomenological manifestations associated with feelings of inadequacy or failure. 

Physical and emotional dys-appearance are major aspects of the phenomenon known as choking under 
pressure40  or performance anxiety, as exemplified by Actor C41, and discussed in Chapter 6. Here 
skills that the actor possessed were performed at a sub-optimal level when he became preoccupied 
with a non task-specific intention — to fulfill the imagined expectations of his primary acting instructor — 
and became distracted by the dys-appearance of anxiety42  in anticipation of failure to fulfill those 
expectations. As was the case for Actor DD, the body can also dys-appear in anticipation of an 
event, a phenomenon which will be addressed in more detail in Chapter 6, From Striving to Ease. 

Affective Dys-appearance as a Mediator of Learning

As noted in the Prologue to this dissertation, it became apparent, through interactions with actors 
exemplified in the case studies, that the most distressing episodes of affective dys-appearance were 
linked to their histories of relational trauma. A crucial aspect of an actor’s natural survival process is her 
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39 (Ibid.)
40 (Baumeister, 1984:610)
41 (c.f., Chapt. 2:27)
42 (Syed, 2010). During instances of physical and affective dys-appearance, skills that are typically executed below the level 
of conscious awareness can become the subject of a performer’s explicit attention. (Ibid.).

Box 3.1 • Physical and Affective Dys-Appearance
In one  specific example  drawn from my practice, Actor DD experienced both physical and affective dys-appearance  during 
her first  encounters with Contact Improvisation. Due  to  learned beliefs about her body, she believed that she was  not 
equipped to engage with her partners during expressive  movement exercises. Actor DD  was painfully self-conscious about 
what her peers might think about the way in which she  moved; this in turn led to  self-conscious and constrained body 
movement1. Furthermore, in common with a  conspicuous number of others, Actor DD was inhibited by an erroneous  belief 
that her body type could not be physically supported by her partners.
The dys-appearance of anxiety during initial Contact Improvisation 
exercises, derived from  anticipating failure and shame, was the cause 
of significant distress  for this actor. Actors who experience  physical and 
affective  dys-appearance during an aspect of their training will shy 
away from  difficult tasks in those  areas2. Such actors find it difficult to 
motivate  themselves and give up  quickly in the  face  of obstacles3. 
Initially, Actor DD did indeed give up  quickly, although in a 
compassionate and supportive  learning environment she learned to 
overcome her self-limiting beliefs.
Reflecting upon her semester’s  training Actor DD  writes: “I think it is 
my responsibility as an actor to  push not  only the limits of my art but 
push myself in directions  I thought I never could go. […] In 
workshops, I jumped up  on shoulders and made funny noises  and 
danced around without thinking. And you know what I found: it’s SO 
much better that  way. I feel that I have finally begun to break my mold of constantly thinking and questioning my actions 
while  acting. In the past, I get [sic.]  so  trapped beneath the ‘what if’s’ and the ‘I’m  not  sure  if that was good’ and the  ‘I 
wonder if that was ok.’” (Actor DD, Self-reflection, December 3, 2008).
aaaaaaaaaa
1 (Mills and Daniluk, 2002:81)
2 (Ibid.)
3 (Bandura,1993)

3.1 Actor DD, Devised performance



innate aversion to unpleasant feelings43. While the evolutionarily adaptive function of emotion is to 
incite a response to an external threat, an actor can also react in the same avoidant way to internal 
signals of threat such as unwelcome emotions, negative thoughts or difficult body sensations44. 

This phenomenon needs to be accounted for during actor learning, or a psychophysical approach to 
a discovery process, for two reasons. Firstly, in response to familial and social situations, an actor 
develops psychophysical means which seek to suppress/block the experience of emotions which are 
associated with negative outcomes. Secondly, the very process of remediating these blocks may, in 
and of itself, lead to the dys-appearance of unwelcome emotions which reinforce an actor’s proclivity 
for situational or emotional avoidance45. 

 Through situational avoidance46, as the term suggests, an actor will simply seek to avoid a situation she 
anticipates will provoke, what is for her, unwelcome emotion. Actor A, as was noted in Chapter 2, after 
acknowledging that she had a disposition to be a ‘heady’ actor, engaged fully in the passion of St Joan 
through a process of fantasy work, but refused to work that way again; Actor D who told me “I hate 
working with you. You always take me to places I don’t want to go.” (Actor D, personal communication 
May 4, 1998) sought to avoid being cast in a production I directed. 

When a situation cannot be physically avoided, such as when an actor feels threatened by the dys-
appearance of an unwelcome emotion, safety seeking behavior47 (or flight) can be manifested as 
conscious emotional suppression or unconscious emotional repression48. In the short-term, the 
suppression of an emotional experience in response to a specific stimulus49  can be seen as 
emotionally intelligent. Habituated and non-specific strategies for coping, however, which 
characteristically decrease the experience/expression of unwelcome emotions over much longer 
periods of time50, tend to be become situationally inappropriate51 when an actor is removed from 
the instigating circumstances.

For Reich (1973) — whose work, as has been noted52, forms the foundation of Fitzmaurice 
Voicework — an actor’s emotional history is stored in her musculature in the form of habitual 
patterns of muscular armoring53. These patterns of armoring or somatic rigidity represent “the most 
essential part” (Reich, 1973:273) of repression: the “[r]ages and sorrows, tears and agonies” of an 

The Most Doubtful Friend   36

43 (Crane, 2008:35). Crane continues, “It makes clear sense that we are wired to avoid or escape dangers such as an 
oncoming car or a charging bull” (ibid.)
44 (Ibid.)
45 (c.f., Actors A F and H)
46 (e.g., Hayes, 1996, 2008; Crane, 2009)
47 (Kaplan, 1969:61)
48 (Freud ctd. in Conte and Plutchik, 1994)
49 (c.f., Chapt. 4)
50 (Gross & Thompson, 2007:9)
51 (Lowenstein,1967, cited in Conte and Plutchik Ibid.)
52 (c.f., Prologue:iv)
53 In the context of tracing the development of the influences that hamper and occlude an actor’s potency, muscular 
armoring is effective for “infants and children who do not have the mental resources to understand or to cope with what 
is happening to them” (Fogel, 2013:196) and “[j]ust as the skeletal muscle, protects the person threatened impinging on 
the outside of the body, smooth muscle tension in the gut as a protection against threats that are physically or 
metaphorically brought inside the body.” (Wilson, 2004). Thus it is that “prolonged utter dependence on the adult fosters a 
whole series of responses and characteristics that are linked with body tensions” (Feldenkrais, 2002:40). 



actor’s familial and social experiences become 
“frozen history in the contracted musculature that 
unconsc iou s l y cond i t i on s [ he r ] l i f e and 
feeling.” (Conger, 2005:12). Patterns of chronic 
muscular tension are defined as armoring because 
their function is to buffer an actor against physical 
and psychological experiences and memories too 
difficult or painful to confront, and from impulses she 
intuits as too dangerous to express54, 55 . Armoring 
becomes a stable, predictable and inflexible tendency 
to respond in anticipation of threatening and anxiety 
provoking situations56, such as novel and/or challenging 
learning experiences or public performance. 

Habituated patterns of muscular tension repress the 
experience and expression of unwelcome emotional excitement by interfering with the flow of the 
breath57, thereby reducing the production of anxiety58. Hence a constrained or effortful breath is 
indicative of “the emotions and sensations that have been suppressed by current and past situations of 
threat” (Fogel, 2013:234).

As a consequence, when any aspect of training provokes 
the loosening of habitual patterns of muscular tension 
which constrain the breath, an actor can be disconcerted 
by the freeing and consequent dys-appearance of long-
suppressed and hitherto unwelcome emotions59. In this 
scenario, as in the case of Actor F and others, her 
encounter with deep release work only serves to 
reinforce the belief that emotions are unruly, disruptive 
and potentially threatening to her self.

When such patterns of coping/muscular tension have 
become habituated, they can be said to constitute 
character armor60, the embodiment of a false-self61, a 
character mask, which serves to protect an actor by 
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54 (Lewis, 1997)
55 As observed by Actor HH (2013) “There were many moments of enlightenment or illumination for me [during this 
class], but one in particular that springs to mind is the day that we did [Fitzmaurice] tremoring. It was a purely psychological 
experience in the sense that I was completely aware of unwelcomed [sic.] blocks which formed somewhere inside me. I 
can't say that I know where they were exactly and what it all means exactly but I had a real sense of my inability to move 
past them, or at least my discomfort when approaching them.” (Actor HH, Personal Reflection May, 2013)
56 (Schwarzer, n.d., retrieved 24 October, 2009)
57 (Stein cited in Zi, 1986:xvii)
58 (Reich, 1973)
59 (c.f., also Rodenburg, 2015:85)
60 (Reich, 1973; Herskowitz, 2010; Baker, 1967)
61 (Winnicott, 1960a)

Box 3.2 • Physical and Emotional Dys-appearance 
during learning
Affective dys-appearance can be  seen as a  significant 
mediator or learning as  was the case with Actor F, and 
the many actors whose experiences she  exemplifies. 
Fitzmaurice Voicework, as with all modalities  of 
training that release  the  breath/emotion/voice, can be 
said to result in affective or emotional dys-appearance. 
Dys-appearance can cause an actor a  sense of 
separation and alienation from her own body, as 
experienced by Actor F (c.f., Actor F’s  Story, Chapter 2). 
At times of emotional dys-appearance during 
Fitzmaurice Voicework, Actor F felt herself separate 
from  her body, and anthropomorphized Fitzmaurice 
Voicework as  an abuser that  subjected her ‘self’ to the 
sense  of being attacked by her body, abusing her 
anew. 

Box 3.3 • Muscular armoring as a facial mask
Actor K typically did not invest  during the 
Fitzmaurice work. On one  occasion, however, during 
a  women-only session, and with the support  of her 
peers, Actor K allowed her habitual patterns of 
muscular armoring to dissolve, and with this came 
an outpouring of emotion and a significantly richer, 
more powerful and expressive voice1. 
In this  instance, however, the most striking 
consequence  of this session was  wrought in Actor 
K’s face. The harsh mask-like  patina that usually 
characterised her face — a visible  aspect of the false-
body — was gone. There was a  noticeable softening 
of the muscles  of the face, particularly evident 
around the eyes. There  was  a  vulnerability and 
sensitivity, which her peers remarked upon.
By the time Actor K was ready to leave the session, 
however, the mask was back in place.



concealing his true nature62. Character armor leads to the manifestation of a false-body, whereby the 
actor lives with a distorted sense of his own body.

The false-body is characterized by a dissociation between intellectual activity63and psychosomatic 
existence64. In the context of actor learning, safety seeking behaviors and the associated armored 
false-body have the effect of diminishing and falsifying an actor’s internal interoception and 
proprioception65, which impacts the quality of an actor’s co-regulated relations66  with others; 
diminishes his capacity for empathy; and impacts both cognition and creativity, which are deemed as 
grounded in embodied experience67. 

Furthermore, the embodied armor of the false self is evident in the social body, “whose movements 
and postures are acquired through the experiences of living in a particular family, in a particular 
education system, in a particular work environment, in a particular culture.” (Fogel, 2013:222). These 
embodied norms determine what bodies do68and, as was the case for Actor DD, what an individual 
actor believes she can do69; they are manifested in “postures of relating or distancing” (ibid.) and the 
manner in which an actor’s body occupies space70. 

Bodies and Space
Gilman shows us how orientations involve inhabiting certain bodily positions: 
sitting, walking, lying down, and so on. Such forms of occupation or of being 
occupied shape the furniture: the chairs become soft to provide seating for the 
body that sits. In turn, the body becomes soft as it occupies the soft seat, taking 
up the space made available by the seat. Such positions become habitual: they 
are repeated and in being repeated they shape the body and what it can do. 
The more the body sits, the more it tends to be seated.

(Ahmed, 2006:59)

Gilman (2002) suggests how many women’s bodies have been shaped by the inhabitance of 
domestic interiors. As Ahmed (2006) suggests, “if gender shapes what we ‘do do,’ then it shapes 
what we can do.” (Ahmed, ibid.:61). Gender can thus be described as a learned bodily orientation71. 
The basic underlying principle implicit here, however, applies in some regards to all bodies. The daily-
body of an actor is shaped by the environments which it inhabits and by the process of repeated 
actions72. 

The body, its size shape, gestures, the very space it takes up, those masculine 
and feminine norms which means that the men sprawl and the women don’t; 
the differences in physicality that construct and reflect gender norms create a 
way of being in space. 

(McDowell quoted in Ahmed, ibid.:60)
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62 (Jung, 1970)
63 i.e., Michael Chekhov’s (1985) “cold thinking, this ‘murderer’ that sits in our head” (Chekhov, 1985:25)
64 (Winnicott, ibid.:143)
65 (Conte & Plutchik, 1994)
66 (Fogel, 1993, 2013; Fogel & Garvey, 2007)
67 (e.g., Gendlin, 1982; Johnson, 1987, 2008; Gibbs, 2006; Shapiro, 2010; Uithol et. al. 2015; Williams and Duggan, 2006; Varela 
et al., 1993)
68 (Ahmed, 2006:61)
69 (Fogel, ibid.)
70 (McDowell qtd. in Ahmed Ibid.:60)
71 (Ahmed, Ibid.:61)
72 (Barba, 1979; Barba, Nicola, 1991:7; Barba, 1995)



Thus the body of an actor entering training is prescribed and limited not only by the inherent capacities 
of her material body, but also by to the uses to which it has been put. In other words, she is limited by 
what has previously been unconsciously learned. Such learning directly shapes an actor’s perceived self-
efficacy73 beliefs. For all actors to some degree, as in the case of Actor DD, there is a fracture between 
what they have ‘learned’ that their bodies can do and what it actually can do. However, “even if what 
we ‘do do’ affects what we ‘can do’ […] other things remain possible.” (Ahmed, 2006:61). It is the 
"other things that remain possible” that psychophysical training aims to actualize for an actor. 

Psychophysical training, whether it is Contact Improvisation, Suzuki Training or Viewpoints, challenges an 
actor’s learned and culturally/familiarly constructed sense 
of their bodymind in-the-world. As will be expanded 
upon in Appendix C and Chapter 9, through the agency 
of Suzuki Training, actors are trained to occupy space 
regardless of gender or race74  (Video C.19), while 
Viewpoints and Contact Improv encourage bodies to 
share space in a way that does not privilege gender, race 
or hierarchies of power (Videos 9.4 and C.7).

“The New Body Shop”75

So as my discoveries led to more effective [Fitzmaurice] tremoring, I was able 
to continue making vocal discoveries. I was not aware previously that I tend to 
hold tension right at my solar plexus. I did know that I tend to close down my 
rib cage — it unfortunately stems from a lifetime of holding in my stomach due 
to body image issues that I struggle with constantly.

(Actor I, Journal, December 8, 2003; emphasis added)

…the body itself [has become a complicated place]…shaped and misshaped 
by our earliest encounters with parents and carers, who also contain in 
themselves the forces and imperatives of our culture, with its panoply of 
injunctions about how the body should appear and be attended to.

(Orbach, 2010:10)

The arguments of phenomenology, and the many strands of feminism, would appear to have had 
little apparent impact upon popular social attitudes towards the body. The surface of the physical 
body is seen increasingly, in a consumer culture, as a primary means by which an individual evaluates 

their sense of self76 . The potency of cultural norms of aesthetic appearance serves to undermine 
individuality, pressing upon actors to conform to culturally constructed models of what is deemed 
attractive77. The physical body is seen as perfectible78  an object to be cultivated and worked on79, 
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73 (e.g. Bandura, 1997; 1994; 1977)
74 In more subtle ways, Fitzmaurice Voicework takes bodies that are diminished by pulling in around the center — a 
collapsing around the sternum, together with a pulling forward/rounding of the shoulders — and aims to make them 
expansive and expressive. And just as some bodies do not fully occupy space, so do voices. A critical aspect of the FV work 
is to release an actor, in terms of resonance, pitch and volume, from their culturally learned voice.
75 (Anderson,1997:91)
76 (Birke, 2000)
77 (Shusterman, 2008:27)
78 (Orbach, 2010)
79 (Ibid.)

 3.2 Suzuki Standing Statues 
See Video C.19, Appendix C



and among certain social and ethnic groups a taste for activities such as jogging, ‘working out’ and 
yoga may be motivated less by an aspiration to achieve a healthy bodymind, and more by a pre-
occupation with the consumerist, aestheticized surface body80. The body beautiful has led to plastic 
surgery, at the turn of the twenty-first century, being one of the most rapidly evolving fields of medical 
practice81. Anderson (1987) cites a New York Times report which lists sixteen popular procedures, from 
hair replacement, through face lifts and breast enhancement to liposuction82.

An actor’s self-consciousness about her body, with its implications for her sense of self, is in some 
cases exacerbated by her trainers. There are those trainers who foreground the surface body — the 
aestheticized body. For female actors, in particular, not conforming to the prevailing aesthetic norms 
of the objectified body may lead to an insecurity about their own bodies, accompanied by a marked 
degree of anxiety83. However, in some training programs, both male and female actors are made 
aware of ‘industry expectations’ and may be advised to lose weight and/or to “buff up” if they hope 
to be cast84. Actors may feel compelled to have breast implants85  or other forms of cosmetic 
surgery in order to feel more confident about their attractiveness, and in order to be appealing to 
those upon whom they rely to afford them work. It can be argued that in the American context the 
‘Hollywood aesthetic’ influences all aspiring actors, to some degree, even those who do not seek 
‘success’ in film or on TV86.

It is not surprising, therefore, that my experience suggests that issues of personal attractiveness, with 
the implications this has for social acceptance and standing, have a marked effect upon the 
bodymindset of many actors87. It is thus important to acknowledge for actors how intimate is the 
relationship between the actor’s perception of their physical body and their sense of self88.

Conclusion
… it is through the repetition of norms that worlds materialize […] Such 
norms appear as forms of life only through the concealment of the work of this 
repetition. Feminist and queer scholars have shown us that emotions ‘matter’ 
for politics; emotions show us how power shapes the very surfaces of bodies as 
well as worlds.

(Ahmed, 2004:12)

The tracing of the historicity89  of the ‘body’ and concepts of the ‘self ’90, as well as attitudes to 
emotions and rational ‘thought’, is critical to constructing a pedagogy whose aim is to foster optimal 
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80 (Shusterman, 2008). 
81 (Anderson, 1997:91)
82 (Ibid.)
83 (Orbach, 2010:3)
84 As was the case for graduate actors in the MFA program at the University of California, Irvine circa.1998.
85 As was the case with one graduate actor with whom I worked.
86 (c.f. Actor W, Video 2.7)
87 As Shusterman (2008) notes, “By promoting seductive images of a bodily beauty and excellence, somatic aesthetics 
stands accused as a tool of capitalist advertising and political repression. It alienates, reifies, and fragments the body, treating 
it as an external means and mechanism that is anatomized into separate areas of intensive labor for ostentation’s 
measurable results and the sale of countless commodities marketed to achieve them.” (Shusterman, 2008:27)
88 (Anderson, ibid.:91) And in turn, “how deeply physical are the selves that we experience and present to the 
world” (ibid.)
89 A condition of being placed in the stream of history
90 (c.f., Chapt. 5)



levels of motility in the broadest spectrum of actors. Such a tracing reveals that our reified concepts 
are just that, ideals that are in actuality constructed through repetition, but which have assumed the 
status of axiomatic truths. Once revealed as constructs, it becomes apparent why the essence of the 
psychophysical work of Stanislavsky, Michael Chekhov, Grotowski, and others of a similar ilk, can be 
lost in its translation through the lens of Western philosophy. 

Reified norms not only shape physical bodies, the ways they move and inhabit space, but also the 
implicit beliefs of both female and male actors entering training. Furthermore, these norms, unless 
viewed from a place of wonder91 and subsequently challenged, shape the beliefs and attitudes of 
those who train actors. The deeply embedded and unspoken denigration and distrust of both the 
physical body and emotions constitutes the ground against which the process of training actors is 
currently set. Such reified beliefs, I suggest, find psychophysical modalities of training antagonistic and 
contribute, in no small part, to the patterns of resistance to psychophysical modalities of learning 
evident in a number of the case studies discussed in Chapter 2.

It is important to acknowledge, however, that the Cartesian hierarchical bifurcation of body and 
mind, where the body is seen as disruptive and the site of forces that are the nemesis of rational 
thought, cannot be entirely dismissed. When intention, body and action are functioning seamlessly, 
the lived body exists beyond an actor’s awareness, and yet bodily phenomena impose themselves on 
an actor’s awareness at times of limitation, error, dysfunction or strong emotions. Here lies the 
foundation for not only the philosopher’s distrust of the body but also an actor’s, born of personal 
experience. Thus pedagogies such as Fitzmaurice Voicework, by aiming to loosen the somatic 
mechanisms by which means an actor seeks to suppress the experience and expression of 
unwelcome emotions, causes them to dys-appear. Herein lies a paradox of the work which must be 
accounted for by a facilitator of learning, and overcome by an actor, if optimal levels of creativity and 
motility are to be achieved. 

Evolving a psychophysical pedagogy of learning must address in toto both the psychophysical 
manifestations of an actor’s relational history and idiosyncratic life-time learning — evidenced in 
patterns of muscular tension, postures and ways of moving in the world — and the deeply 
intransigent systems of culturally constructed beliefs and attitudes in regard to the physical body and 
the ‘disruptive’ force of emotion. 

These axiomatic beliefs that suffuse the dominant culture can, if not surfaced, be perpetuated 
through the culture of the institution in which the learning takes place and by the beliefs, attitudes 
and practices of the instructor. To this end, the learning climate becomes of paramount importance 
in fostering optimal levels of motility, as I illustrate and discuss in Chapter 7 and Appendix B.
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91 (Ahmed, 2004:179)





 
I have been overwhelmed by how much ‘emotions’ have been a ‘sticking point’ 
for philosophers, cultural theorists, psychologists, sociologists, as well as scholars 
from a range of other disciplines.

(Ahmed, 2004:4)

Craig (2008), originally writing in 1912, asserts that when emotion possesses an actor it “seizes upon 
his limbs, moving them whither it will” (Craig, 2008). Emotion, Craig continues, is firstly the source of 
an actor’s creativity and secondly the force that results in its destruction1. In writing thus, Craig was 
contributing to a debate on emotion and the actor that has troubled those who reflect upon 
performance since the age of Aristotle and Quintilian2. ‘Emotions’ have proved to be a ‘sticking 
point’ for not only philosophers, cultural theorists, psychologists, and sociologists3  but also theatre 
practitioners, not least in the contentious debate centered around the competing interpretations of 
affective or emotional memory espoused by Stanislavsky and Strasberg.

Strasberg’s4  apocryphal interpretation of Stanislavsky’s (1948) concept of affective memory5  has 
achieved the status of a reified truth. Proponents of Strasberg’s system simplified and fixed 
Stanislavsky’s complex conception of emotion into a codified set of rules, which have shaped 
perceptions of the nature of emotions, and how they impact an actor’s work6, for both actors and 
trainers in the USA. As Carnicke (1998) observes, “[n]o other debate so typifies the 
Americanization of Stanislavsky’s ideas: ‘[e]motion’ has become both a consummation devoutly to be 
wished and a dirty word” (Carnicke, 1998). 

Recent scholarship in evolutionary biology and phenomenology, together with radical discoveries in 
cognitive and social neuroscience, has, however, contributed to an unparalleled growth in the 
scientific understanding of emotions7  and memory8. These insights into the nature and function of 
emotion afforded by contemporary research “offer empirically tested insights that are directly 
relevant to many of the abiding concerns of theatre and performance studies …”(McConachie and 
Hart, 2007:x). In this chapter, I argue that contemporary thought suggests significantly different roles 
for emotion and feeling from those posited by the prevailing, reified truths of Western thought, and 
offers insight into different approaches to the use of emotion/memory during both the discovery 
process and the process of actor learning.

1 (Craig, ibid.)
2 (Roach, 1993:25)
3 (Ahmed, 2004)
4 (c.f., Strasberg, 1987)
5 (Stanislavski, 1948:163)
6 (Carnicke, 1998:127; Merlin, 2007:142)
7 (e.g.:Goleman, 1996:xi; Bloch, Santibañez, 1995; Damasio, 1994, 1999; Evans, 2002; Berthoz, 2006)
8 (e.g.:Schacter, Chiu, & Ochsner, 1993; Schacter, 1997, 2003; Schacter & Madore, 2015; Squire & Zola, 1994)

4 Emotion and the Actor
—————————————————
A Sticking Point



At this juncture it is salient to reiterate that emotion either facilitates or inhibits both informal and 
formal learning. Emotion thus assumes a significant role in the functioning of an actor and his capacity 
to achieve his goals9. Here it is important to note that it is not only the emotions of actors that are 
at issue during the learning process of an actor, but also those of the facilitator of learning10: “[i]n 
learning and teaching, emotions are ever present. Ignoring or suppressing those emotions harms 
students and teachers alike” (Liston, 2003, qtd. in Mortiboys, 2011:1)

If emotions are seen as learned social practices11, which are relational and functional in nature, then 
emotion becomes a valid material of learning, and the facilitation of a skilled use of emotional 
intelligence12  becomes a legitimate goal of an embodied, experiential, psychophysical approach to 
actor learning. Furthermore, it follows that the emotional intelligence of the facilitator of learning is a 
significant contributor to their effectiveness as teachers in fostering the learning of actors13,14.

Emotional Intelligence
Emotional intelligence brings together the fields of emotions and intelligence by 
viewing emotions as useful sources of information that help one to make sense 
of and navigate the social environment. […] emotional intelligence is the ability 
to monitor one's own and others' feelings, to discriminate among them, and to 
use this information to guide one's thinking and action.

(Salovey and Grewal, 2005:281)

Emotional intelligence suggests that while the nature and function of emotions are to some degree 
innate, the means by which emotions are experienced, expressed, and regulated during social 
interactions are subject to a process of learning over time15. 

As with any complex taxonomy, in practice it is impossible to isolate the four branches of emotional 
intelligence into discrete realms. There exists considerable overlap and interpenetration between: 
understanding emotions; perceiving emotions in self and others; using emotions to facilitate thinking/
problem solving/creativity; and effectively managing emotions to further and achieve goals16. If emotional 
intelligence is conceived of as a constellation of skills, and as most skills can be improved through 
education, then it is held as likely that this is true of at least some aspects of emotional intelligence17. 

In this construct, a motile actor is characterized as an emotionally intelligent actor. The emotionally 
intelligent actor “know[s] when it is right to control their emotions and when it is right to be controlled 
by them." (Goleman, 1996:41). For an actor steeped in the reified beliefs of Western culture, 
developing emotional intelligence facilitates an acceptance of, and trust in, novel ways of working.
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9 (Thompson, 1998:368)
10 (Dirkx, 2001; Mortiboys, 2011; Jha and Singh, 2012)
11 It is important to add the caveat that there are a number of innate emotions that transcend culture (Ekman, 1993; 
Ekman, 1999), which can be seen as being individuated through life experience (Thompson, 1998:370).
12 (e.g., Salovey & Mayer, 1989; Goleman, 1996; Salovey & Sluyter, 1997; Mayer, Salovey, & Caruso, 2004; Ginslov, 2010)
13 (Mortiboys, ibid.; Jha and Singh, ibid.)
14 “The literature underscores the importance of attending to emotions and feelings in contexts, interactions, and 
relationships that characterize adult learning.” (Dirkx, ibid.:68).
15 (Salovey and Sluyter, 1997)
16 (Salovey & Grewal, 2005:281)
17 (Salovey and Sluyter, ibid.:19)



What do Emotions do? A Functional Perspective

Contemporary functionalist perspectives emphasize the important roles 
emotions play as they ready necessary behavioral responses, tune decision 
making, enhance memory for important events, and facilitate interpersonal 
interactions.

(Gross & Thompson, 2007:4)

If the notion that emotions are potentially intense experiences that are intrinsically irrational and 
disruptive18is dispensed with, then it becomes possible to consider, from the perspective of 
evolutionary biology and social neuroscience, why emotions survived many years of natural 
selection19 . Rather than focussing on what emotions are, the salient question becomes what do 
emotions do20. As many authorities from different fields of scholarship now agree, rather than disrupt 
intelligent thought, emotional reactions serve an adaptive function, facilitating a person’s effective being-
in-the-world. Emotions serve to promote intelligent thought by directing attention toward what may 
be important, they prioritize cognition and problem solving, and facilitate the action needed to address 
the task at hand21 22. 

As humankind has evolved, some emotions have continued to serve their original function whilst 
also being adapted to perform a social role. Disgust helps animals and humans avoid being poisoned 
or infected by rotting food23, but the social emotion of disgust now also orientates an actor’s 
judgements of other people and themselves24. Disgust is seen as part of a triad of hostile emotions 
and is often experienced together with anger and contempt in day-to-day interactions25. Contempt, 
implies a negative evaluation of others and establishes the superiority of one individual over 
another26. Contempt can be a particularly subtle, toxic and contagious emotion in the learning 
environment, especially if modeled by the instructor through facial expression or tone of voice27.

Ahmed (2004) underscores the social nature of an actor’s experience of emotion in the context of 
the communal event that is training, when she argues that emotions should not be seen as individual 
psychological states, but as shared social and cultural practices28. 

The psychologized view of emotion29 fails to acknowledge that affective states can be construed as being 
culturally determined and relationally driven30. If, as in the case study of Actor G, the “neurotic” quality of 
her acting is ascribed to a global quality of her ‘core self ’, a characterological trait (as it appeared to be by 
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18 (Mayer & Salovey, 1997:9)
19 (Evans, 2003)
20 (Ahmed, 2004: 4)
21 (Salovey and Sluyter, 1997:9; Salovey 2005:281)
22 For example, “[w]ithout anger, [a creature] would be picked on mercilessly […] And without the capacity for joy and 
distress, it might never bother doing anything at all.” (Evans, 2002: 43)
23 (e.g., Adolphs & Anderson, 2018:20-21)
24 (Evans, 2002:25). Unlike many emotions, contempt does not have a clear animal origin and can be considered a social 
emotion (ibid.). All classes of emotion can be seen as having a significant role to play in all aspects of the actors work, and 
the learning necessary to do that work.
25 (Rozin, Lowery, Imada, & Haidt, 1999:575). The term disgust has taken on moralistic connotations in many languages (ibid.)
26 (ibid.)
27 (c.f., Actor G’s story, Chapt. 2:25)
28 (Ahmed, ibid.)
29 When psychologized, emotions are seen as a quality of an individual, a characterological trait (Ahmed, 2004:7).
30 (Ibid.:68)



two of Actor G’s trainers), then addressing this perceived quality lies beyond the scope of training and 
the remit of her instructors. Furthermore, if the negative evaluation of Actor G is expressed during 
training, and in such a way as to convey contempt, such behavior on the part of her instructors may 
not only diminish Actor G’s level of self-efficacy, but also influence her standing within her cohort. In 
such a scenario, emotion can be seen as an influence that has the power to significantly occlude her 
potency. 

In a functionalist view of emotion, which sees emotions as being constituted by the ongoing 
transactions between an individual and his environment31, emotional states are learned by an actor 
during his lifetime of relational experiences32. A child’s attachment style33  — the manner in which a 
child learns to relate to others from his early interactions with primary care givers — subsequently 
shapes his interactions with others during adolescence and adulthood34. In this paradigm, an 
emotion such as fear, while an innate core emotion, can 
be said  to have a learned dimension that is part 
neurological, part muscular, and part cognitive35 . Of 
importance during the process of actor learning is the 
manner in which an actor’s cognitive habits of mind afford 
frames of reference by means of which he interprets his 
phenomenological experience.

Interpretation of phenomenological states

Popular wisdom suggests that there is an objective binary relationship between a felt experience 
and its appraisal as this emotion or that. However, phenomenological experiences do not convey 
distinct meaning: the similarities between different emotions can overshadow any small 
differences36. Dependent upon context, it is possible for an actor to interpret the same somatic 
sensations as different emotions with significantly different meanings, and the same tactile sensations 
as pleasant or painful experiences37.
An actor’s interpretive biases are learned. Parents and significant others, for example, label emotional 
states based on external clues and situational factors, but without access to the child’s inner felt 
experience. Thus an actor learns to differentiate and interpret his phenomenological experiences by 
linking internal arousal and the responses of others to his expressive reactions38. Thus a person 
comes to rely more heavily on circumstantial information than visceral experience when appraising 
what he is feeling39. In other words an actor’s knowledge about his bodily states when he enters 
training is not innate, but has been acquired through learning40.

Box 4.1 • Relational Learning
If, as  opposed to seeing Actor G’s ‘neuroticism’ 
as a quality of her core  self, Actor G’s  behaviors 
and emotional dynamics are  seen as relationally 
learned, they can be re-learned through 
empathetic relationships and transformational 
learning experiences. I return to the theme of 
relational learning in Chapter 8.
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31 (Thompson, 1994:41)
32 (c.f.: Kaufman, 1993; Tangney, 1999; Lewis, Ibid.)
33 (Bowlby, 1997)
34 (c.f., Chapt. 5)
35 (c.f., Pert, 1999; Ledoux, 1996; c.f.Reich, 1973; Baker, 1967; Conger, 2005; Feldenkrais, 2002; 2007:ibid.)
36 (Bandura, 1997:109)
37 (Ibid.:110)
38 (Ibid.:108)
39 (Hunt et. al., cited in ibid.) For example, an actor’s “bodily tension and other expressions of somatic agitation [may be 
labeled] as fear in threatening situations and as anger in irritating or thwarting situations.” (Bandura, 1997:108)
40 (Bandura, ibid.:108).



How an actor appraises his somatic state in any given situation also depends, in part, on which 
aspects of his multifaceted, visceral experience he focuses upon41. In terms of self-efficacy beliefs, a 
perceived linkage evolves for an actor between his inferred emotional state and performance 
attainments from previous experiences. Thus he comes to anticipate how well he will perform when 
selecting (albeit unconsciously) which felt experiences to pay attention to and then how he 
interprets those sensations based on contextual clues and learned associations. 

For an actor, therefore, the problem is not emotional arousal per se, but her appraisal of it. One actor 
may interpret her visceral arousal, such as the sensations associated with anxiety, as indicating a 
common and transitory state that most competent actors experience, a state that is indicative of an 
appropriate level of preparedness for a challenging task42. Another actor, as exemplified by Actors Y 
and V, may view the same state as stemming from her personal inadequacies. Such an interpretation 
suggests the possibility of imminent failure43.

It follows that a central goal of my work with an actor, in raising her level of emotional intelligence, is 
to bring to her awareness and subsequently challenge the habits of mind by means of which she 
interprets and labels her emotional experiences. In the place of these habituated responses, it is my 
goal to foster facilitative habits of mind through carefully gradated mastery experiences and 
compassionate open-ended reflection44. At this juncture it must suffice to merely mention that in 
both sports psychology45 and music performance46, mindfulness practices and ‘third-wave’ therapies 
such as Acceptance and Commitment Therapy47, have been shown to foster the acceptance of 
phenomenological experiences as they are directly experienced in the body, and not as they are 
interpreted by the mind48.

It is pertinent to note at this juncture that an actor’s mental construction of their phenomenological 
experience of emotion is understood in terms of physical metaphors49. By way of example, 
“[e]motions can simmer, well up, overflow, boil over, erupt, and explode when the pressure builds up.” 
An actor may “try to repress, suppress, hold in, or put a lid on” their emotions; during times of 
equanimity, an actor may feel “emotionally balanced, stable and on an even keel.” (Johnson, 1987:88; 
original emphasis). In Johnson’s (1987) terms, cognition is “the history of the experiences in which 
[actor’s] bodies have engaged with the world” (Fogel, 1993:121). I will return to the theme of 
embodied cognition, and the notion that abstract thought is constructed from embodied metaphors 
— what Milner (1983) described as the sagacity of the body — in Chapter 8.

Self-Conscious Emotions

In many cases, an actor’s most unwanted private experiences, and those most in need of 
compassionate transformation, are derived from self-conscious emotions. Self-conscious emotions 
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41 (Bandura,1997:109)
42 (Ibid.)
43 (Weiner & Craighead, 2010)
44 (Gilbert, 2005; 2009a; 2009b; 2013; 2014)
45 (e.g., Gardner & Moore, 2012; Gardner & Moore, 2004)
46 (Juncos & Markman, 2015)
47 (e.g., Flaxman, Blackledge, & Bond, 2010; Hayes, 2004)
48 (Juncos and Markman, ibid.:3)
49 (Johnson, 1987)



are a subjective guide to an actor as to how he perceives he is judged and valued by others50. As a 
consequence, it is perhaps more insightful to couch emotions such as shame, guilt or pride as other-
oriented emotions51. As humankind is a social animal, shame can be seen as one of the most basic of 
human emotions52. Shame, and the anticipation of shame53, as exemplified by the stories of Actors 
C and F, constitute a powerful negative influence upon an actor’s learning and public performance. 

Self-conscious emotions play a central role in motivating and regulating almost all of 
people’s thoughts, feelings, and behaviors. Most people spend a great deal of time 
avoiding social approbation, a strong solicitor of shame and embarrassment. We 
worry about losing social status in the eyes of others and […] our every social 
act is influenced by even the slightest chance of public shame or loss of ‘face.’ 

(Gruenewald, Dickerson, & Kemeny, 2007:3; emphasis added)    

It is central to my practice that training itself is seen as both a social and performative act, in that it 
takes place within the context of a tightly bound social group constituted by a class or workshop. At a 
collegiate level, each class takes place within the larger social context of the institution. Training is 
performative in that in each class an actor is, to a greater or lesser extent, aware of being observed and 
judged by both peers and instructor. In this regard, even an actor’s work in training is a very public 
‘social act’. As such, it is reasonable to suggest that an actor, to a greater or lesser extent, is concerned 
with whether or not others perceive his work and him as worthy or unworthy54. As Gilbert (2000) 
observes:

In humans, concerns that one has traits that others disapprove of, or do not 
value, or lacking valued abilities (e.g. physical attractiveness, athletic skill) gives rise 
to perceptions of being of low rank in valued, esteem-relevant domains; that is, 
one feels inferior and thus will lose in competitions to control social resources of 
being valued, esteemed, wanted, desired, chosen and accepted by valued others. 

(Gilbert, 2000:175; emphasis added)

As a consequence, the chance that an actor will experience public shame and loss of face is very 
real55, 56 , as is the fear she will loose out in the competition to be chosen to participate in college 
productions or be held in sufficient esteem by valued peers as to be chosen as a scene partner for 
work during training57. I will expand upon the significance of performance anxiety in Chapter 6.
When considering what emotions ‘do’, in addition to considering how they can serve as ‘blocks’ to 
learning, it is also important to address the manner in which they mediate an actor’s learning 
towards the manifestation of optimal levels of creativity and motility. 

Of particular salience to the actor is the role of emotion in focussing attention: "[w]hen we are 
relaxed, and not in the grip of any particular emotion, our mental spotlight is relatively unfocused, 
and more thoughts may drift through our awareness.” (Evans, 2003: 77). Emotions such as fear or 
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50 (Gilbert, 2000:175)
51 (Campos, 2007:xi)
52 (Gruenewald, Dickerson, & Kemeny, 2007:68)
53 (c.f. Chapter 5)
54 (Tangney & Fischer, 1995:ibid.; emphasis added)
55 (Gruenewald, Dickerson, & Kemeny, 2007:3) 
56 Here one is mindful of the experience of many of the college actors when publicly discovering their casting at a 
communal call board, recounted in Chapter 2 (Chapt2:27)
57 In American college programs departmental productions are typically directed by an actor’s acting faculty. Thus for actors 
in American programs, the competition to be cast in prestigious roles begins in the classroom.



anxiety, however, narrow an actor’s focus, the mental spotlight of consciousness “suddenly contracts, 
focusing on one small part to the exclusion of all others" (ibid.). In a threatening situation, anxiety, in 
its adaptive form, prepares an actor to respond quickly, in order that an actor may better address a 
perceived threat58 — as was the case with Actor C, who was distracted at the sight of his primary 
acting instructor sitting in the audience 59. 

‘Positive’ emotions, conversely, broaden both focus and the behavioral options that rise to 
consciousness. The emotion of joy creates in an actor a preference for variety and an openness to 
information; it expands an actor’s thought-action repertoire, enhancing his disposition to play, push 
limits, and be creative60. Here we can see the importance of a learning climate that promotes 
positive emotions in order to facilitate Lecoq’s goal of nurturing an actor’s capacity to play and to 
manifest a freedom or ‘lightness’ of action61, 62. 

Emotional Dynamics

In the best theatre, moments are highly differentiated. An actor’s craft lies in the 
differentiation of one moment from the next. A great actor seems dangerous, 
unpredictable, full of life and differentiation.

(Bogart, 2001)

For an actor, understanding emotions, an aspect of emotional intelligence, implies developing and 
increasing a proprioceptive and interoceptive attunement to variations between emotional states, 
including how authentic emotions evolve over time63. Perceiving these subtle, moment-to-moment 
shifts in emotional dynamics in self and others during authentic co-regulated interactions, is critical to 
an actor’s (and trainer’s/director’s) understanding of the nature of emotion as it pertains to the 
work of an actor. Emotional dynamics “resemble the dynamic markings of a musical score 
concerning the intensive and temporal features of the composition: to extend the metaphor, while 
emotional tone (e.g., anger or sadness) may ‘play the tune’ of a person's emotional response, 
emotional dynamics affect its quality and changes over time.” (Thompson, 1988.:372)64.

In a production of Romeo & Juliet, I directed for Shattered Globe Theatre, Chicago65, actors were 
prepared to play multiple roles. The audience voted at the beginning of each performance to 
determine which actor would play each role. With five possible Juliets and five possible Romeos, 
observing how different actors responded during both the discovery process and performance was 
highly informative in this regard.
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58 (Tugade & Fredrickson, 2004:321)
59 (c.f., Chapt. 2)
60 (Fredrickson, 2001:219)
61 (Murray, 2010b)
62 (c.f., Chapters 7 and 8)
63 (Ibid., 282) 
64 For Thompson (1988), the elements of emotional dynamics are: (i) Intensity of an emotional reaction. Intensity can be 
appraised either as onset intensity or as peak intensity of emotion. (ii) Range of emotional responses observed. Range can 
be indexed in terms of variations in emotional intensity or tone. (iii) Lability of emotional responsiveness, reflecting the 
frequency of changes from one form of emotional reaction to another. Lability can be seen in variations in discrete 
emotions, or variations in emotional intensity. (iv) Latency between the onset of an eliciting stimulus and the emotional 
reaction. Latency can be appraised either as onset latency or as peak latency. (v) Rise time between the initial emotional 
response and the attainment of peak intensity. (vi) Recovery from the time of stimulus offset until emotional responses 
return to baseline. (vii) Persistence of the emotional response throughout a given period. (Thompson, 1998:372).
The specific tone of emotion (i.e. anger, fear love) only constitutes "part of the rich individual variability that exists in 
emotional behavior” (Thompson, 1988:371)
65 (Smart, 2011). Based on the Factory Theatre, London, production of Hamlet (Shakespeare)



When considering the Juliets, there were clear baseline differences in the strength and speed of their 
responses that transcended their relationships with multiple other characters, especially other 
Romeos. One actor's emotional responses were always appropriately intense, varied, differentiated 
and highly labile; another became stronger over the weeks, while a third spoke the text intelligibly, 
but manifested markedly diminished emotional dynamics throughout her work on the role.

Drawing upon Thompson's (1994) description of biologically adaptive emotional responses, it is 
suggested that a motile actor is highly susceptible to emotional stimulation and characterized by 
their propensity for labile responses appropriate to the moment to moment unfolding of the mise-
en-scène. Authentic emotional responses are flexible and kinesthetically responsive, capable of 
changing quickly and effectively to changing conditions, rather than being stereotypical or rigid. 

Of significance to my understanding of the manifestation of emotional dynamics in an actor is 
research into the psychophysiological manifestation of emotion in the lived body. This research 
points to the specificity of emotional expression which, in the normal course of events, is 
apperceived on a subliminal level by the human mirror neuron system of other char-actors and the 
spectator66, as discussed further in Chapter 7. 

Bloch (1993, 1987), a research psychologist who has adapted her work into the actor training 
modality Alba Emoting67, identifies six emotions68  — joy, sadness, anger, fear, erotic love, and 
tenderness — as ‘basic’, because they correspond to universal patterns of behavior69, 70 . For Bloch, 
“[t]he six basic emotions […] can be situated within two axes: tension/relaxation, i.e. the degree of 
muscular tension involved, and approach/withdrawal, i.e the tendency to go forwards or to retreat as a 
basic attitude.” (Bloch, 1993). Bloch also suggests that in addition to the basic emotions, there are a 
number of socially learned emotions that are constituted by blends of the six basic emotions71, 72. 

Bloch’s research demonstrates that during an emotional episode there is a unique interdependence 
between a given subjective phenomenological experience; a particular expressive attitude 
characterized by patterns of muscular contraction or relaxation in the body (manifested in a 
particular posture); the activation of different facial muscle patterns; and a specific breathing rhythm73.
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66 (e.g.: Li, Zinbarg, Boehm, & Paller, 2014; Lundqvist & Dimberg, 1995)
67 “Alba Emoting, a scientifically devised system for generating emotional states through precise physical patterning, without 
the use of memories or images.” (Rix, 2001:209)
68 Bloch’s model is but one of a number of taxonomies of emotion: “[d]ifferent scientific emotion theories offer a big range 
in the number of basic emotions — anywhere from two to eleven!” (Adolphs & Anderson, 2018:6)
69 (Bloch & Lemignan, 1992)
70 Research focusing on facial expression and body movement begun by Ekman in 1954 led to a cross-cultural study of 
emotional expression, which revealed “the universality of the innate affects” across cultures (Ekman and Friesen, 
1971:124). “Studies of five literate cultures, four Western and one Eastern, and of two preliterate cultures from New 
Guinea prove that, as [psychologist Sylvan] Tomkins theorizes, there are universal facial expressions of emotion” (Ibid.,:
278-279). Ekman and Friesen’s research suggests “six so-called primary or universal emotions: happiness, sadness, fear, 
anger, surprise [and] disgust” (Damasio, 1999:59)
71 (Bloch, Santibañez, 1995)
72 More recent research and thinking about emotions, however, challenges the notion that different ‘basic’ emotions are 
irreducible, neurologically discrete phenomena. An alternative view posits that each of these ‘basic’ emotions may be “made 
up of a collection of components, or building blocks, some of which are shared by other emotions.” (Adolphs & Anderson, 
2018:7)
73 (Bloch, 1993:4; 1995:2001)



In addition to Bloch’s work, there is a large body of research that points to the communicative 
power of facial expressions74, and an increasing research interest in the communicative potential of 
emotional body language, inherent in posture and movement75. 

In his seminal research into the facial expression of emotion, Ekman (1969a) discerned micro facial 
expressions, which were defined as being “… so brief that they are barely perceptible to the untrained 
observer.” (Ekman & Friesen, 1969a:27)76. Barba (1995), similarly, speaks of micro movements77.

Davis (1985) argues that micro-expressions cannot be manifested by the actor consciously as they 
are too complex and too fast, and speculates that those who attempt to consciously mimic micro-
expressions of emotion are ”doomed to look ‘phony’” (Davis, 1985 ctd. in Hatfield et al, 2009:21).

The temporal dynamics of emotional expressions suggests one reason why, as a young theatre goer, I 
was able to intuit the difference between an emotion that was consciously fashioned by an actor and an 
emotion that was authentically experienced and expressed. With the deliberate showing of an emotion, 

…the onset [of the emotion] is often abrupt, the apex (moments of maximum 
[muscular] contraction) held too long, and the offset (the period from apex to 
the disappearance of the expression) is either abrupt or in other ways appears 
irregular rather than smooth. 

(Ekman, 2003:217).

The significance for an actor-in-training implicit in these observations is clear : there is a discernible 
difference, at a preconscious level facilitated through the mechanism of the human mirror neuron 
system, between an authentic expression of emotion and one which is consciously wrought. 

Conclusion
Emotion is central to both the work of the actor and is an influence that either facilitates or blocks 
an actor’s learning. Reified beliefs about the nature of emotions in the body shape the perceptions 
of both actors and instructors, while the inevitable dys-appearance of hitherto unwelcome 
emotions during deep learning, particularly those experienced as anger, shame and anxiety, only 
served to reinforce an actor’s distrust of the body. For many actors, emotional dys-appearance 
results in the body being experienced as a threatening entity.

In my experience, sharing with actors the insights regarding the nature and function of emotion 
enumerated in this chapter, has led them to an enhanced understanding of emotional experience and 
expression. At its most effective, the development of an actor’s emotional intelligence has led them to 
approach their training with a revised mindset and goals, understand their work as an actor in different 
ways and revise their sense of self78. 

An actor’s emotional sense of being-in-the-world is a significant contributor to her sense of self. As a 
consequence challenging an actor’s habitual patents of experiencing and expressing emotion 
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74 (e.g., Keltner et al., 2003; Sonnby-Borgstrbm et al., 2003; Dimberg, Thunberg, & Elmehed, 2000; Ekman, 1993)
75 (e.g., de Gelder, 2006; Schindler, Gool, & de Gelder, 2008; Hatfield, Casoppo, John T., Rapson, Richard L., 1993)
76 Whilst the work of Ekman and his colleagues (1969, 1993, 1999) has tended to focus on micro-expressions within the 
context of deliberate deception, Ekman (1969) has also acknowledged, that micro-expressions can be the result of the 
emergence of repressed emotions, “revealing information about which the person is unaware” (Haggard & Isaacs, 1966). 
77 (Barba, 1995:20)
78 (c.f., Chapter 5)



through modes of deep transformative learning, such as Fitzmaurice Voicework, Contact 
Improvisation and Suzuki Training, challenges her very sense of self. Understanding this has changed 
my perception of actors who experience blocks in the course of my practice. It is to a consideration 
of an actor’s sense of self that I turn in the next chapter.
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The performing arts represent a distinctive form of scholarship and academic 
endeavor…in which investigation of self is, in essence, the purpose of the 
endeavor — both the self of the actor and the self of the fictional character to 
be performed.

(Carlin-Metz, 2013:31)

The self can be seen as the ‘me’ at the center of an actor’s experience, a continually evolving sense 
of awareness that gives shape to the emotional and physical sense an actor has of who she is. The 
self becomes attuned to the various environments an actor inhabits and guides her actions1. As 
Carlin-Metz (2013) argues, an actor “must come to terms with self in order to come to terms with 
performance.” (Ibid.), an observation poignantly exemplified by Actor MMM2:

Why do I have the insecurities I have? When I “make a mistake”, or do something 
“wrong” during a scene, a lesson, or really anything, I tend to clamp up and tense 
everything. So rather than being able to accept the challenge, fix it, and move on, 
it feels like there’s a tornado in my mind and I freeze. I continue going on 
through the motions but it’s like I’m watching myself from somewhere else. Most 
recently, this happened [when performing] my scene from A Dolls House3. I knew 
it was terrible, I felt it was terrible but everything froze and I couldn’t fix it. And 
so, of course, our feedback was immensely negative and, because of the already 
compromised state I was in, I took it very harshly. And so, now, I’m having to deal 
with that criticism from myself and the constant degrading of my talent. Even 
though it was over two weeks ago, I’m still suffering through the aftermath. I 
have always had little to no confidence in myself and my work. And so here, 
during this learning process, when I don’t get a grasp on something, it feels as 
though I am inadequate. And, a lot of that feeling built up over time, becomes 
very discouraging. That being said, right now in my work my biggest goal is to 
get out of my head. I think you, and this class, will be helpful for that.

(Actor MMM, Journal entry. April 3, 2013)4

It is evident from Actor MMM’s testimony that coming to terms with herself, in order to come to 
terms with performance, necessitates a process of deep transformative learning5 — the via negativa/

affirmativa. While Actor MMM may welcome this transformation, it is reasonable to suggest that such a 

1 (Markus & Kitayama, 2010:421)
2 And is further exemplified by by Actor W, whose story is narrated in Chapter 2.
3 It is tradition in the program which Actor MMM attended for all the BFA and MFA actors and their instructors to gather 
on a Friday afternoon. During this time, on a rotation basis, each cohort of actors present scenes and monologues that 
fulfill designated criteria. These scenes and monologues are chosen by the actors and self-directed. When actors have 
performed their scenes, they sit before their peers and receive feedback from their instructors. Thus the ‘harsh criticism’ of 
which Actor MMM speaks, was delivered to her in front of her entire social community.
4 “Self-criticism and self-condemnation develop in childhood and are highly associated with a sense of shame; being flawed 
and undesirable to others (Gilbert, 2005:263). It is salutary to note that “[t]he relationships we have with ourselves, 
especially in the forms of shame and self-criticism, underpin a wide range of mental health problems (Gilbert, 2014:7; 
original emphasis). I return to this theme in the context of performance related anxiety in Chapter 6.
5 (e.g., Cranton, 2012; Taylor, 2012; Mezirow, 1991, 200, 2009; Dirkx, 2007)

5 An Actor’s Sense of Self
————————————————————
Disorientation in Actor Learning



process is a profound one. For many actors this process can be experienced as disorienting and 
threatening to their sense of self, as exemplified by Actor F6. My analysis of the case studies presented 
in Chapter 2, suggests that it is the nature and degree of this perceived disorientation and threat to an 
actor’s self-concept that constitutes one of the most significant influences that occludes her potency. 

Contemporary Western culture “places a uniquely high value on individuation, separateness and self-
sufficiency” (Gomez, 1997:215); it lauds individualism, self-promotion and competitiveness7 and sees 
the person as delimited by boundaries. This is a view that remains staunchly held by many in the 
United States. Social commentator Limbaugh (2009), whose daily three hour radio program is 
broadcast by more that 600 domestic radio stations in the States8, exemplifies this point of view:

The [United States] was built on rugged individualism. Rugged individualism is 
portrayed, unfortunately, as selfishness. But it is not selfishness. Rugged 
individualism is self-interest, and self-interest is good. […] It was rugged 
individualists that invented the automobile and the airplane, the bullet, the gun.

(Limbaugh, 2009)

The prevailing belief in an autonomous, unitary self has a long tradition in Western beliefs and is 
evident in the Christian tradition9. It remains one of the deeply rooted doctrines of Western culture10 
and as such still has significant influence on the assumptions about personal identity and the self with 
which an actor enters training11. However, a significant shift in Western philosophy in the latter part of 
the twentieth century prompted the emergence of a new model of the ‘self ’12, one which proposes 
that the self is inherently fragmented and fluid13, and that a person’s sense of self as static and unitary 
is an illusion14. Nevertheless, despite the insistence of post-modern discourse that the self is 
composed of contradictory ‘drafts’15, the lived sense of a unitary self remains, and the two 
perspectives are not necessarily mutually exclusive16.

The autobiographical or narrative self is constituted by the stories an actor tells herself about her 
past17, 18 , and the stories she tells herself about her future. Autobiographical memory changes 
continuously throughout life to reflect new experiences, with the caveat that non-declarative 
memories19  of intense emotional experiences, such as fear or anxiety in response to threat or 
trauma, may be difficult or impossible to extinguish20. 
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6 (c.f., Chapt. 2:17)
7 (Gergen, 2009:12; Limbaugh, 2009)
8 (Farhi, 2009)
9 (Gergen, 2008:134)
10 (Powell, 2000, The Multiple Self: Exploring Between and Beyond Modernity and Postmodernity)
11 (Anderson, 1997:41)
12 The latter half of the twentieth century brought the geographic mobility of people, the growth of cultural pluralism and 
cultural change (Anderson, Ibid.). 
13 Eastern thought “has long been recognized as offering a different view of the self, less finite and less solid” Gomez. 1997:216). 
14 (Powell, ibid.)
15 (Orbach, 2010)
16 (Powell, ibid.) Even though an individual may be aware of playing different ‘roles’ during a day (worker, parent, child), 
these roles seem to be part of an integrated whole. (Mullin cited in Powell, Ibid)
17 (Damasio, 1999; LeDoux, 2003)
18 Derived from non-declarative (i.e. unconscious) emotionally laden memory fragments of multiple past experiences
19 (i.e., unconscious)
20 (Ledoux, 1994:68)



An actor, faced with the disorienting effects of deep transformative learning, may go to great lengths to 
verify and bolster her prevailing self-conceptions by paying closest attention to information that fits her 
existing self-beliefs and self-image, while arranging her environments — including her learning 
environment — so as to acquire further experience that confirms her pre-existing sense of self21. 

This notion is clearly critical to the process of training actors, as negative self-conceptions often 
prove tenacious. Exemplified by Actors S, V and Y22, I have encountered situations in my practice 
where an actor appears to dismiss or diminish the significance of positive achievements, or feedback 
on those achievements, that challenge her existing conception of herself.

What is more, an actor’s sense of self shapes his expectations and the manner in which he perceives 
and interprets experience, which reciprocally shapes his sense of self. Expectations determine “which 
stimuli are selected for attention, which stimuli are remembered, and what type of inferences are 
drawn” (Markus, 1986:955). This is of particular relevance to the process of learning when it comes 
to an actor’s self-efficacy beliefs, a theme I will return to in due course.

An actor’s response to on-going social events (and I reiterate that training is construed as a social 
event) is predicated upon a wide variety of self-conceptions23  such as: the ‘ought self ’ of the actor 
hampered by perfectionism24; the ‘not me’ self of the actor afraid of experiencing and expressing 
certain emotions25; and the ‘bad self ’ of the actor who internalized the toxicity of conditional parental 
approval26. Thus training, for some actors, as suggested by a number of the case studies in addition to 
Actor MMM27, may constitute an engagement with a feared-self28, or a despised-self or failing-self29. 

If we accept [the] view of ourselves as bounded beings, the essential “me” 
dwelling behind the eyeballs…I must always be on guard, lest others see the 
faults in my thinking, the cesspools of my emotions, and the embarrassing 
motives behind my actions. It is also a world in which I must worry about how I 
compare to others, and whether I will be judged inferior. This view pervades 
our schools and organizations, where individual evaluation haunts our steps 
from the first moment we step into a classroom to our ultimate retirement.

(Gergen, 2009:xiii)

In the United States, the fear of self-insufficiency is “virtually a national neurosis” (Horney ctd. 
Gergen, ibid.). The anxiety experienced by an actor at the prospect of encountering negatively 
valenced selves can reasonably explain why actors addressed in the case studies, such as Actors A 
and K, seek to avoid certain situations, experiences and feelings.
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21 (Markus,1986:858)
22 (Markus, Ibid.). Markus concludes that together, “… these findings suggest that the self-concept is anything but malleable 
and mutable. On the contrary, they imply a stable sense of self that is quite unresponsive to variations in the social situation 
and one that individuals are determined to preserve. (ibid.)
23 (Markus, Ibid).
24 (e.g. Actors Q and M)
25 (e.g., Actors A and E)
26 (e.g., Actors S and AA)
27 Quoted at the beginning of the chapter.
28 (e.g., Actors H and U)
29 (e.g., Actors D and V)



Not only does a sense of the self as a bounded individual lead an actor to work hard in seeking 
acceptance in order to support their sense of self-worth30, it also engenders a distrust of others and 
can arouse a need to search for short comings or failings in those with whom she works31. 

Of particular salience, however, to the process of transformative, experiential learning, is that the 
constellation of self-conceptions harbored by an actor also include a positive future possible-self32 or 
potential-self33. While intimately linked to his prevailing sense of self34  an actor’s potential-self 
represents his fantasies and hopes. The via affirmativa implies an explicit process by which the potential-
self is nurtured in concert with the surfacing and diminishing of an actor’s psychophysical blocks.

Furthermore, a review of contemporary theories of the self affords insights into the nature of the 
relationship between the actor and the multiple selves he must embody in the course of his work. 
If, as espoused by conventional Western wisdom, the ‘self ’ is seen as a unitary and stable entity35, 
then the work of an actor in assuming the ‘selves’ of fictional characters in multiple dramas can be 
seen as an aberration of human nature. If, on the other hand, the self-in-life is construed as being 
culturally constructed and composed of multiple ‘drafts’36 — drafts which are given expression in 
different circumstances, and which may be discontinuous, unstable and contradictory in nature37  — 
then the process by which an actor assumes the ‘selves’ of different char-actors is of an entirely 
different nature38. Indeed, the different and disparate characters an actor embodies can be seen as 
being rooted in one or more of the multiple selves of which the actor himself is confederated.

More Like Dancers Than Statues: Notions of the Relational Self
I do not wish to deny that there may indeed be certain consistencies in 
people’s way of seeing the world and acting in it. What I do wish to assert is 
that this is only a limited and relatively uninteresting part of their psychology. 
The interesting part is the way in which people change […] we are very 
different kinds of people at different times in everyday life, […]. Personality is 
dynamic not static: we are more like dancers than statues.

(Apter, 2003)

My reflexive analysis of the representative case studies, discussed in Chapter 2, leads me to believe that 
the conception of the relational self as being “fundamentally intertwined with others” (Gergen, 2009), 
has profound implications for the processes of actor learning. When analyzing the patterns of actor 
behavior that hamper learning, the notion of the relational self shifts the cause of “ ‘the ‘problem’ 
from the traditional focus on ‘troubled individuals’ to troubled relationships” (Gergen, ibid.:343). 

An Actor’s Sense of Self  56

30 (Gilbert et al., 2009:124)
31 (Gergen, 2009:14-15)
32 Markus & Nurius, 1986:59)
33 (Orbach, ibid.)
34 (Markus, ibid.)
35 (Shaw & Runco, 1994Rogers, 1961, On Becoming a Person: A Therapist's View of Psychotherapy)
36 (Orbach, 2010)
37 (e.g., Gergen, 2008, 2009; Marcus, 1986a, 1986b)
38 Notions of the nature of the self remain imprecise and contested. Debate centers around the nature of the self itself and 
whether the traditional Western notion of the self (which is seen as a unitary, stable entity, e.g. Rogers, 1951), the post-
modern self (which is seen as culturally constructed, fragmented and unstable, e.g., Gergen, 2008, 2009; Marcus, 1986a, 
1986b), or some combination of the two (e.g., Powell, 2000; Shahar, 2015) is most tenable.



In establishing the potency of relational learning, I lay the foundation for my argument that while an 
actor’s relational history leaves limiting residues39  which occlude her potency (as discussed in this 
chapter), it is also through relational learning — between an actor and the facilitator of learning and 
between the actors themselves — that limiting conceptual and psychophysical components40 of the 
self can be surfaced, challenged and remediated. By this means, an actor can more fully realize her 
possible-41  or potential-self42. In accord with Gergen’s (2009) thesis, the focus of my pedagogy has 
shifted from the individual actor to “the nexus of relationships in which education occurs.” (Gergen, 
2009:xxviii), a theme to which I will return in Chapter 7 and Appendix B, which focus on the fostering 
of transformative spaces.

The Development of the Self Through Relationships

Klein saw all experience as arising from an interplay between internal and 
external reality […] a recycling almost, of perception and feeling between inner 
and outer worlds, so that both are experienced partially in the light of the other.

(Gomez, 1997:35)

The notion of the self as an entity that is formed through relationships with others (i.e., the relational 
self43) finds expression not only in Eastern philosophy but also in the humanistic educational and 
psychotherapeutic theory and practice of Rogers (1961, 1965, 1969, 2013), the interpersonal 
approach to psychiatry espoused by Sullivan (1953), and theories that address the concept of the 
‘body-self ’44, 45 . For an actor, their sense of body-self encompasses “the totality of what is 
experienced kinesthetically, emotionally, and cognitively by [actors] when they attend to the sense of 
their physical being.” (Dosamantes-Alperson, 1981:35).

In addition, attachment theories46, grounded in object relations theory47, hold that it is through 
significant cultural, familial and institutional relationships that an actor constructs knowledge and 
beliefs about the self through relational learning48. 

An actor’s attachment style — his predisposed patterns of relating with others and with self — lie at 
the center of his experience of being-in-the-world49. Early relationships with significant others 
continue — for better or worse — to be significant throughout his life-span50, for :

[…] attachment figures, friends, parents, spouses, offspring, and significant others 
[such as mentors] constitute valuable interpersonal resources for coping with 
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39 (Gergen, ibid.:240)
40 (c.f., Chapter 4)
41 (Markus & Nurius, 1986:59)
42 (Orbach, 2010)
43 (Gergen, ibid.)
44 (e.g., Pylvänäinen, 2003)
45 Gross (1992) and Pallaro (1996) discuss the concept of body-self within the context of object relations theory 
(Pylvänäinen, ibid.)
46 (e.g.,Schore & Schore, 2007; Wearden, Peters, Berry, Barrowclough, & Liversidge, 2008)
47 “Despite its non-conformism, Attachment Theory holds closely to the tenets of Object Relations […] Object Relations 
focusses its attention on individual experience while defining the essence of this experience as beyond the 
individual.” (Gomez, 1997:173/212)
48 (e.g., Ainsworth & Bowlby, 1991; Gergen, 2009)
49 (Schore & Schore, 2007)
50 (Fraley, 2014:123; Bartholomew & Scharfe, 1994:23). Attachment theory “offers a compelling way to explain why some 
adults are more secure, resilient, or sensitive than others” (ibid.).



emotion, expectations concerning [the attachment figure’s] accessibility, 
helpfulness, and sensitivity can significantly enhance—or undermine—the 
capacity to manage emotional arousal. 

(Thompson, 1994:42)

Actors who have grown up in supportive familial 
contexts are more likely to exhibit secure attachment 
styles and manifest optimal levels of Emotional 
Intelligence51. 

As a consequence, a securely attached actor is likely to 
enter training manifesting a number of dispositions that are 
hallmarks of motility and facilitative of further learning. 
Securely attached actors are more likely “to show positive 
emotions, maintain interpersonal states of engagement and 
emotional openness, are more self-aware of their emotions 
and can communicate more effectively with others.” (Fogel, 
2013:184). Actors who grow up in a supportive context 
can more easily accommodate distressing experiences, as 
they anticipate understanding and support during training 
from their cohort and their mentors52. 

Conversely, however, a preoccupied or fearful-avoidant 
actor, who has experienced familial circumstances that 
are stressful or unsupportive 53 , 54, lives in “anticipation of 
an uncaring or a denigrating response” (ibid.) and has 
“goals for managing emotion [that] are significantly 
different from those children in less stressful 
environments” (ibid.). Here is is important to note that 
Feldenkrais (2002), widens the scope of circumstances 
that might be conceived of as being traumatic. 
Feldenkrais (ibid.) suggests that even traditional parenting 
and teaching practices can be characterized as harsh, 
tyrannical and ruthless55.

In the context of a consideration of the nature of the blocks and influences that hamper or occlude 
an actor’s potency, it is significant that there is “extensive evidence that trauma in early life impairs 
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51 A considerable body of research indicates that, in optimal conditions, “when parents respond supportively and sympathetically 
to the emotional expressions of offspring,” their children learn to both cope “more adaptively with their emotions in the 
immediate situation” and develop “more positive emotion regulatory capacities in the long run” (Gross & Thompson, 2007:12). 
52 (Thompson, 1994:42)
53 i.e., adverse childhood experiences (c.f., Chapt. 2:41)
54 The entrance into college-level training, however constitutes a major life transition, which may involve an actor 
embracing a new social role and afford them an opportunity “to evaluate and reorganize their internal working models of 
attachment”(Bartholomew & Scharfe, 1994:26). This is especially true when they encounter “compelling emotional 
experience[s] that [are] inconsistent with existing expectations” (Epstein cited in Ibid.).
55 (Feldenkrais, 2002:41 & 52)

Box 5.1 • Attachment Theory
Bartholomew (1991) proposed a model of 
attachment with four prototypical forms: secure 
attachment;  preoccupied attachment;  fearful-
avoidant attachment; and dismissing-avoidant 
attachment (Bartholomew & Horowitz, 1991). 
The securely attached actor feels generally 
positive about their relationships and that 
people are sensitive  and responsive  to each 
other. “They also  feel that they are  good, loved, 
accepted, and competent people” (Becker-
Phelps, ). 
The preoccupied actor is characterized by a 
pervasive sense  of personal unworthiness, 
combined with a positive  evaluation of others. 
Such an individual will “strive for self-acceptance 
by gaining the  acceptance of valued 
others”  (Bartholomew and Horowitz, ibid.: 227). 
Such actors require constant  validation and 
approval, and may appear needy or ‘clinging’ to 
instructors or peers. 
The fearful-avoidant actor can also be 
characterized as  feeling unworthy (and 
unlovable), but this  belief is  “combined with an 
expectation that others  will be negatively 
disposed to them, and that others are  likely to be 
untrustworthy and rejecting”  (Ibid.). By avoiding 
close involvement  with others, the fearful-
avoidant actor protects themselves  “against 
anticipated rejection by others” (Ibid.). 
The dismissing-avoidant actor combines a  sense 
of personal unworthiness, with a  negative 
disposition to others, and protects themselves 
“against disappointment by avoiding close 
relationships and maintaining a  sense of 
independence and invulnerability” (ibid.:227).



the development of the capacities of maintaining interpersonal relationships, coping with stressful 

stimuli, and regulating emotion” (Schore, 2001:208; emphasis added) as well as leading to distorted 

patterns of thought56, 57.

Here Schore (2001) shows prescience in describing behaviors evidenced, to a greater or lesser 
extent, by some actors addressed in the case studies and apparent in my wider practice. A number 
of actors have struggled to maintain positive and nurturing relationships with peers and mentors; 
others have demonstrated marked and disruptive levels of anxiety and self-defeating coping 
mechanisms, such as situational avoidance and, in the extreme, cutting, alcoholism and addiction. In 
the long term, these patterns of emotion regulation undermined the actors’ achievement of their 
explicit goals58. Other actors unconsciously constrain the range and/or intensity of the emotions 
they expressed, and face challenges in coping with strong emotions in themselves and others59.

Relationships with significant attachment figures are characterized, for good or ill, by primitive 
emotional contagion. Primitive emotional contagion60  is typically referred to as the unconscious 
antecedent of the empathetic process61. Rogers (1951) is careful to distinguish between the ‘as if ’ 
quality of empathy — where an individual is consciously aware that another person is the source of 
their affective state — and the experience of identification62  that typically characterizes primitive 
emotional contagion. A consequence of emotional contagion is that an individual loses a sense of 
the boundary between themselves and the person with whom they are interacting; they experience 
the other’s emotions as their own without an awareness of the source of their feelings, and the fact 
that they have ‘caught’ their emotional state from the other. Later in life, actors who have had such 
experiences may invoke defensive boundaries and appear less disposed to allow emotionally 
charged relationships with fellow actors during training or performance.

While in early attachment relationships distressing emotions, such as anger or contempt, may be 
directed at, and ‘caught’ by the child, it is equally true that the child or adolescent can ‘catch’ 
emotions that are simply present in the environment63. This can be the case when living with a 
depressed parent, for example. It is important to note that synchrony in a dyad or group does not 
necessarily mean congruence. Primitive emotional contagion can provoke similar responses to the 
source (e.g., a smile elicits a smile) or a complementary response, when rage, disdain or the threat 
of violence, causes an individual to shrink back in fear or turn upon themselves64. 

For an actor who has experienced the distressing effects of emotional contagion, it is reasonable to 
expect that she will be prone to feelings of anxiety when faced by the challenge of letting down her 
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56(Briere, ibid. emphasis added). 
57 This estrangement from others is exacerbated by the tendency of insecurely attached actors to strive competitively for 
the acceptance of others (Gilbert. 2009a; Gilbert & Irons, 2005)
58 (e.g., Actors S, X, FF and GG)
59 (e.g., Actors E, F and S)
60 (Hatfield, 1993)
61 Emotional contagion and empathy is facilitated by the human mirror system (Pfeifer, Iacoboni, Mazziotta, & Dapretto, 
2008; Rizzolatti & Craighero, 2005; Gallese, 2001). 
62 (Hatfield, ibid.)
63 (Hatfield, ibid.)
64 (Ibid.)



guard in order to become open to powerful emotions in her fellow actors. Here, I suggest, is a 
further a influence that occludes an actor’s potency. 

As Conger (2005) pointedly notes: “[a]s children we are trained into blindness and unreasoning 
fears and we eat the poisons our parents feed us unawares.” (ibid.:183). Such histories seem to 
make an actor vulnerable to experiences of anxiety, shame and self-criticism/self-attacking65 during 
both the process of learning and in anticipation of, or during, public performance66. 

For many actors, their self-evaluative concerns originate from the image of a “blaming, comparison-
making, or contemptuous parent, [an] alien ‘internalized other’ now located within the 
self ” (Kaufman, ibid.). The admonishments of this internalized or introjected other constitutes a form 
of attack upon an actor’s self67, 68 . Such self-criticism can be “harsh, punitive, derogatory, [or] 
passionately cruel” (ibid.) as appears to be the case for Actor MMM, but is most clearly exemplified 
by Actor V:

I feel like I’m the only one in this class falling backwards. It’s getting worse. I’m so 
in my head now whatever the fuck that means. I’m comparing, I’m self-
criticizing, I’m literally so angry with myself…

Actor V, Journal entry. 11th October, 2013

The critical internalized voice69, caught through emotional contagion, is mistakenly believed by an actor 
to belong to the self70. As such, a negative internalized parent can profoundly affect an actor’s sense of 
herself and, as exemplified by Actor V, center around her perceived inability “to exercise control over 
[her] own functioning and over events that affect [her life].” (Bandura, 1994). In this context, actors such 
as Actor V experience low self-efficacy beliefs71 as a result of a perceived inability to cope with the 
demands of a given situation during the learning process or the pursuit of their artistic work.

This is not to suggest that each and every actor experiences some form of negative emotional 
contagion in their family of origin, nor that all experiences are equally severe or potent. However, 
even socially acceptable parental behaviors, such as the drive for their child to be successful, can 
have deleterious results, as exemplified by the story of Actor AA, a one-time athlete, related in 
Appendix A. In another instance, Actor M was distressed by the tenacity of her habituated patterns 
of muscular armoring and her constrained experience and expression of emotion. As Actor M 
believed she had benefitted from the ‘perfect’ suburban American childhood, she concluded that 
there must be something fundamentally wrong with her self. Over time, however, she came to 
realize that her father was a demanding perfectionist who, as was the case with Actor AA, withdrew 
his affection when she failed to live up to his elevated expectations of her. 
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65 (Shahar, 2015)
66 (c.f., Chapter 6)
67 (Mor, Day, Flett, & Hewitt, 1995; Shahar, 2015)
68 Ferenczi (1933) suggests that children who feel threatened by an adult will “subordinate themselves like automata to the will of 
the aggressor to divine each one of his desires and to gratify these; completely oblivious of themselves they identify themselves 
with the aggressor [...]. The weak and undeveloped personality reacts to sudden unpleasure not by defence, but by anxiety-ridden 
identification and by introjection of the menacing person or aggressor” (Ferenczi, 1933:162-163, qtd. in Frankel, 2002:102), a process 
Fairbairn describes as internalizing (or introjecting) the bad object. (Fairbairn (1943) ctd. in Frankel, ibid: 106).
69 Referred to in Transactional Analysis theory as the internalized Critical Parent (Berne, 1964)
70 (Kaufman, ibid.)
71 (e.g., Bandura, 1997; 1977)



Significantly, for Actors V, M, AA and many others, “it can be too threatening to blame a parent for 
the parent's harsh behaviour (and see the parent as bad). It is safer to blame the self, and self-monitor 

behaviour so as not to stir up a parent's anger.” (Gilbert & Irons, 2015:269, emphasis added). In a 
relationship with a dominant other (such as a parent or instructor) there is little an actor can do to 
change her behavior, so she is conditioned to monitor her own behavior and “check for its ‘threat-
safeness’” (ibid.) — a further influence that may occlude an actor’s potency and inhibit her 
propensity to learn. 

While the conditional nature of the affection afforded Actors AA and M by their fathers was potent in 
an of itself, it was exacerbated by the actors’ sense of dependence on this significant figure in their life72. 

The dependence relationship in which we are given a sweet if we are good girls 
and boys, in which we have to acquire the right to live by complying with 
somebody else's desires, must be completely eliminated before a society of 
creative and evolving beings will be formed.

(Feldenkrais, 2002:44)

A child’s need for the reward of attention, affection and approval, and the fear of withdrawal or 
punishment (or withdrawal as punishment), are cultivated as a consequence of their dependence 
upon parental figures73. For the unwitting actor in training, the sensation of insecurity and anxiety 
arises even in anticipation of a possible action — such as the expression of certain emotions — that 
would have compromised that actor’s security in childhood.74, 75

The conditioning an actor experiences in such circumstances is likely to lead to submissive behavior 
and a desire to appease others, such as an instructor or director. It follows that it is also possible that 
actors who have a fear of criticism or rejection by others are likely to fall prey to perfectionist 
striving, “or seek high rank to try to put themselves beyond rebuke, have social control, and defend 
against fears of inferiority.” (Gilbert & Irons, ibid.:270).

The intoxicating and insidious nature of emotional contagion, and an actor’s desire to appease others, 
can have a powerful influence on the learning climate. As I discuss in Chapter 7, the disposition, 
attitudes and behavior that a trainer models directly impacts individual actors — and here I am 
mindful of Actor G’s experience of being told by an acting instructor that her work was “always 
neurotic”76  — and has a powerful influence on the learning space. An instructor can model anger, 
frustration and disappointment in response to the work of an actor, or empathy and compassion. 
These emotions will be caught by the actors in a class or workshop and amplified, leading to a 
climate that fosters or inhibits risk taking, creativity and learning77.
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72 Children “come to decide from an early age whether the world is a safe or a threatening place and much of their 
subsequent behavior is based on that early assessment…” (ibid.), a trenchant observation that highlights the significance of 
the learning climate in the search for optimal levels of motility. 
73 (ibid.:40)
74 (Feldenkrais, 2002:44)
75 In my experience, a number of actors appear inhibited when it comes to the expression of anger. Here it is insightful to 
note that “if children express anger and this generates anger or withdrawal of love from the parent, a child's anger can 
become conditioned to [stimulate] anxiety.” (Ferster ctd. in Gilbert & Irons, 2015:269)
76 (c.f. Chapt. 2)
77 (c.f. Chapt. 7)



For many children, adolescents and adults, the anxiety felt in anticipation of a loss of affection, 
approval and/or security, can cause greater distress than the pain of punishment itself78. Later in life, 
punishment for an actor may take the form of criticism from his instructor(s) or peers79, or a 
perceived diminishment of his social standing. At such times an actor succumbs to conjuring up 
distressing thoughts. Through inefficacious thoughts an actor diminishes his functioning80, often 
bringing about the very outcome he feared. Such was the case, it is suggested, with Actor C81. 

It is significant that the pain felt by an actor who experiences performance anxiety is real, and it is 
not only confined to those actors preparing for, or engaged in, an audition or public performance. 
An actor can experience, and thus seek safety from, the pain of performance anxiety in any 
environment where she fears a withdrawal of approval by a significant other, or a loss of acceptance or 
status amongst her peers: I hold that this includes the acting studio or classroom82.

For many actors these inefficacious thoughts diminish their self-efficacy beliefs and the goals they set 
themselves83. An actor’s efficacy beliefs determine the degree of effort she will make and her 
capacity to persist in the face of obstacles and challenging experiences84. This is pertinent when 
encountering the novel demands inherent in psychophysical actor training. This is especially true for 
undergraduate actors who enter training in late adolescence, when they are seeking to develop 
their own identity85. Blos (1967) proposes that adolescence is “the second individuation process, the 
first one having been completed toward the end of the third year of life” (Blos, 1967:163). During 
this period, an adolescent actor seeks to gain “independence from the internalized parent, or more 
precisely, from the parental object representations” (Ibid.).

The loss of important social attachments has long been noted as amongst the most painful 
experiences an individual can suffer86. It is important to the understanding of an actor’s blocks during 
a process of transformative learning that such pain is not fanciful. Contemporary research has 
produced strong evidence that the pain experienced during distressing emotional episodes is 
processed, at least in part, by regions of the brain associated with processing physical pain87 . The 
significance of this phenomenon cannot be underestimated, firstly in elucidating the processes by 
which the influences that occlude an actor’s potency do their work, and secondly in formulating an 
effective pedagogy for nurturing an actor’s creative nature and optimal levels of motility. 
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78 (ibid.:49)
79 As was possibly the case for Actor C in the case studies: Actor C visibly registered the presence of his primary acting 
teacher in the audience and abandoned the discoveries of several weeks rehearsal, embarking on an overwrought 
performance.
80 (Thomson & Jaque, 2012)
81 (c.f., Chapt 2:27)
82 (c.f. Chapter 6)
83 (Bandura, 1977)
84 (Ibid.:194) 
85 (Marcia, 1980)
86 (Eisenberger & Lieberman, 2004:294)
87 (Lieberman & Eisenberger, 2008; Eisenberger and Lieberman, 2004; Eisenberger, 2012). In evolutionary terms, “the social-
attachment system—which ensures social bonding and connection—may have piggy-backed onto the physical-pain 
system, borrowing the pain signal to highlight social disconnection and motivate social reconnection” (Panksepp, 1998). In 
other words, to the extent that being separated from a caregiver or from the social group is detrimental to survival, feeling 
“hurt” by this separation may have been an adaptive way to prevent it.” (Eisenberger, 2012)



If the emotional pain an actor experiences is similar to his experience of physical pain, then it should 
be no surprise that an actor will seek to mask feared-selves with false-selves that are capable, likable 
and held in positive regard88, when striving to meet the perceived standards and wishes of others89. 
In so doing, an actor aims to protect and promote his social self, win favor, and preserve critical 
relationships90. In pragmatic terms, as noted earlier, an actor’s standing and popularity within a 
cohort can contribute to him being his peers’ first or last choice when it comes to picking scene 
partners, or ( in the American context) can influence his casting in college productions.

Self-efficacy Beliefs
In spite of the evidence available to Actors Y, M, V and AA in the shape of their work, and in spite of 
positive feedback given to these actors by both myself and their peers, there existed a significant 
dislocation between what, in objective terms, each actor could do and what they believed they could 
do. In each instance the actor’s mindset, and specifically their weak self-efficacy beliefs’91, proved to 
be a potent influence that hampered and threatened to occlude their potential92.

An actor’s sense of self-efficacy, a core constituent of her sense of self, is derived from her personal 
autobiographies, which give rise to the frames of reference by means of which which she appraises 
her experience of being-in-the-world. When self-appraisals of efficacy are reasonably accurate, they 
afford an actor valuable insights into her work and her learning93. During training, the discovery 
process, and in performance, however, a major influence that hampers and occludes an actor’s potency 
is the misjudgment of self-efficacy94. This is illustrated vividly in the case of Actor Y (who doubted her 
ability to play dramatic roles)95, when personal factors distorted her processes of self-appraisal and 
her perceived self-efficacy96. 

It is significant to both the learning process and the creative work of actors, that those with low 
self-efficacy beliefs:

i. do not fully commit to, or seek to avoid, challenging tasks which they 
experience as threatening 

ii. are prone to experience the dys-appearance of sensations of distress and 
anxiety when imagining anticipatory scenarios prior to, or during, activities with 
which they imagine they are unable to cope

iii. tend to focus on adverse outcomes (such as disapproval from the instructor or 
their peers) rather than concentrate on how to perform successfully in the 
moment
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88 (Harter, 2005:383)
89 (Ibid.)
90 (Ibid.)
91 (Bandura, 1977, 1994, 1997)
92 In the case of Actor S, she believed she had potential as an artist and actor, but felt inefficatious in overcoming her 
habitual patterns of self-defeating behavior.
93 (Bandura 1986:398)
94 In some instances, this will happen when an actor faces a novel or demanding approach to learning or discovery in 
training or rehearsal and have "insufficient experience to assess the veridicality of their self-appraisals and hence must infer 
that performance capabilities from knowledge of what they can do in other situations, which may be misleading." (Bandura 
1986:398). Movement confidence, by way of example, has been used to denote an individual's self-efficacy beliefs in a 
movement context, exemplified by Actor DD (Griffin and Keogh ctd. in Feltz, 1988:279)
95 (c.f., Chapter 2:22)
96 (Bandura, 1986:398)



iv. become distracted by their personal deficiencies, and compare themselves 

negatively to others when faced with, or engaged in, novel tasks
v. tend to ruminate about perceived failure or setbacks; and lack resilience97 i.e. they 

are slow to recover their sense of efficacy or self-belief
vi. may have lofty ambitions, but exhibit fragile motivation to persevere in the work 

needed to achieve their goals and slacken their efforts, giving up quickly in the 
face of difficulties

vii. tend to think in terms of perfection and failure. They perceive failure as a failure 
of the self (something which cannot be ‘fixed’) rather than a lack of knowing or 
experience (which can be addressed through learning)98

Herein lies a description of issues faced, to a greater or lesser extent, by many actors I have 
encountered in my practice.

Common sense suggests that in the context of the work of the actor, both in training and 
performance, that an actor’s perceived self-efficacy beliefs and his imaginal experience influence each 
other bidirectionally99. Actors with high self-efficacy beliefs in a given area or undertaking visualize 
successful outcomes. These success scenarios provide him with encouragement100. Conversely, an 
actor’s low-perceived self-efficacy feeds into pre-experienced scenarios of failure101. What follows 
for an actor is that his prevailing, self-inflicted emotional trauma leads to the pre-experiencing of 
future scenes of failure, played out in the theatre of his imagination. In many cases “incompetence 
results…from the imaginations being fed on ideas that have never been tested in 
reality.” (Feldenkrais, 2002:38). 

Of particular significance is that, for an actor, doing, imagining and understanding share a common 
neural substrate102— imagination is “the central engine of meaning behind the most ordinary mental 
events.” (Fauconnier & Turner, 2002:15). Furthermore, fMRI studies indicate a near complete overlap 
in the brain networks activated by both recalling autobiographical memories and imagining possible 
future events that are personally significant to an actor103. In other words, there are many 

neurologically functional similarities between an actor imagining his past and imagining his future104.

While seeking to construct a self that lives up to the real or imagined expectations of others, actors 
such as Actors C, M, V and Y, fall prey to pathological (or neurotic) perfectionism105. Such pressures, 
can make an actor prone to the limiting effects of performance anxiety106  and compromise the 
authenticity of their behavior107. This is a theme to which I return in the following chapter. 

An Actor’s Sense of Self  64

97 (e.g., Fredrickson, 2002)
98 (Bandura, 1994)
99 (Bandura, 1989:1176)
100 (Ibid.)
101 (Hassabis & Maguire, 2007)
102 (Gallese & Lakoff, 2005:456)
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Conclusion
The Western notion of the bounded self and, in particular, the mythical American self with its 
emphasis on individualism and self-promotion, appears at odds with the conception of the relational 
self as being fundamentally interwoven with others. However, attachment theory suggests that an 
actor’s sense of self is derived from her relationships with significant others during childhood and 
adolescence. 

An actor who has experienced strong emotional resonance with the anger of an abuser, the 
volatility of an alcoholic or addicted parent; the distress of a depressed parent; the anguish of a self-
loathing parent; the fear of an abusive parent; or the withdrawal of affection by a capricious parent (in 
response to some perceived short coming, such as poor grades), will likely perceive the experience of 
her own emotions as dys-apperance108 and activate coping or safety-seeking behaviors in an attempt 
to ward off the experience and/or expression of hitherto unwelcome emotions — a phenomenon 
that frequently occurs during the destructuring phase of Fitzmaurice Voicework.

Safety seeking behaviors are beyond an actor’s awareness when entering training and are likely to be 
deeply entrenched. They are of fundamental importance to an actor’s sense of self and as a 
consequence, the via negativa requires her to surface, scrutinize and challenge both her habits of 
mind — the self-beliefs, assumptions and myths that give meaning to her life109 — and engage with 
the concomitant psychophysical patterns of armoring which constrain her experience and 
expression of emotion, and the manner in which her body moves and occupies space. These 
phenomena I address in Appendix C. Both habits of mind and habituated patterns of muscular 
armoring are inherently resistant to change110 and thus constitute powerful influences that occlude 
an actor’s potency.

In this context, any form of deep transformative learning challenges and impacts an actor’s sense of 
self. As such, pursuing the via negativa should reasonably be expected to provoke patterns of avoidant 
behavior or blocks, especially in actors who tend towards a fearful-avoidant attachment style.

Depending upon their attachment style, an actor, to some degree or other, may enter training with a 
sense of self that is dependent on the opinions of others and think in terms of perfection and 
failure. As such, in order to bolster a positive sense of self, they may seek acceptance and approval, 
and be prone to compete for social status (to be thought of as the best) and scarce resources (such 
as sought after roles or the particular patronage of their instructor). 

While it is possible that, as powerful and influential figures, an instructor111 may unconsciously develop 
a culture of dependence in the actors whom they seek to train, it is equally true that a facilitator of 
learning can foster in an actor enhanced self-efficacy beliefs and a sense of autonomy. 

Just as limiting habits of bodymind were forged through relationships, so they can be remediated 
through relationships with compassionate others, in a learning climate that actively privileges 
collaboration over competition and promotes working with a sense of ease over striving for success.
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The actor who undertakes an act of self-penetration, who reveals himself and 
sacrifices the innermost part of himself — the most painful, that which is not 
intended for the eyes of the world — must be able to manifest the least impulse. 

(Grotowski, 1969:35)

… stage fright is not a neurosis that occurs only in certain people with 
predisposing personality organizations and with specific genetic experiences 
leading to equally specific intra-psychic conflicts. Rather, stage fright is a universal 
human experience that occurs in everyone who places himself in front of an 
audience of other people and demands their attention.

(Gabbard, 1979:385)

Performance anxiety is typically conceived of as pertaining to public performance alone. I argue 
however, that in order to better understand the nature of the influences that hamper and occlude 
an actor’s potency, it is necessary to expand the conception of performance anxiety to account for 
the social nature of the process of training. 

Summarizing salient points from previous chapters, the process of actor training can be seen as both 
a social and performative act. An actor, even in an acting class, is aware of being observed and that 
the quality of her work is being judged by her peers and her instructor, consciously or 
unconsciously, as being worthy or unworthy. Being judged by others and by the self, and failing to live 
up to real or perceived expectations can, as has been argued, call into question an actor’s sense of 
competency and worth. As a consequence, an actor may fear a diminished social standing or even 
social marginalization1. Perceived poor performance, failure to meet other’s expectations, and the 
disappointment an actor feels in themselves are powerful inducers of shame2. Shame, in the context 
of challenging social situations, can be a particularly potent emotion, and can threaten an actor’s 
sense of self3. 

In two related papers, educator and director Dieckmann (1991) poses important ethical questions 
regarding the nature of the demands that emotionally potent productions make on an actor and the 
impact that such demands might have on his personal life4. These demands can be extrapolated to 
the training required to perform those roles. What is it that is required of an actor in training when 
he is asked to “reveal the innermost part” of himself — that which is “most painful” and “not 
intended for the eyes of the world” (Grotowski, 1969:35) — before instructors and peers? 

1 (Gruenewald, Dickerson, & Kemeny, 2007:69)
2 (Ibid.:70). Shame, or the prospect of shame, can be seen as a significant mediating force in actor training, rehearsal and 
performance. The construct of shame would seem to offer the potential for affording insight into many of the case studies 
outlined in Chapter 2 and a number of actors encountered in my wider practice.
3 (Ibid.)
4 (Dieckman, 1991; Burgoyne, Poulin, & Rearden, 2013)

From Striving to Ease
—————————————————————————
Performance Anxiety, Flow & Peak Performance6



New York acting coach Jason Bennett echoes the sentiments of Grotowski, reflecting the commonly 
held belief that “[t]o have a successful career as an actor you must have a process for relating to and 
accessing your core vulnerability” (Bennett, retrieved 2013)5. The word vulnerable comes from the 
Latin vulnerare, to wound6, which echoes Grotowski’s (1969) image of optimal levels of performance 
as acts of ‘self-penetration’7. Thus it follows that to ask an actor to be vulnerable during performance 
and training is to ask her to be open to the possibility of being emotionally/egotistically wounded. 
How might such an expectation be experienced by an actor, at a time when she can reasonably be 
expected to be striving “not only to protect and promote the self but also to curry favor, obtain 
social currency […] and preserve critical relationships.” (Harter, 2005:383)?

As has been established in Chapter 4, there are strong social taboos and judgements associated with 
the public display of emotion. It follows that there is a prevailing sense that the proper place for certain 
emotions, certain aspects of the self, is within the privacy of the home8. As a consequence, when 
learning to do the work required by psychologically realistic acting, an actor is required to subject 
herself to the experience of being expected “to do in public what most people are increasingly 
learning to make private” (Ridout, 2006:45). Training, therefore, is a process of facilitating a capacity and 
willingness in an actor to transgress formidable social, and in some cases, familial taboos. 

It also salient to note here that to be creative, to make something original, in and of itself, 

…demands courage and the ability to bear doubt and pain and all the anxieties 
that are provoked when one jettisons what is old and familiar and risks 
innovation—that is, the forming of something new, something as yet unknown.

(Gordon, 1978:152)

When an actor’s creative work is “drawn out of the very depths of [the] self ” the fear that his work 
may “evoke ridicule and dismissal, rather than admiration and praise” (ibid.), brings in its wake great 
apprehension and the potential for an exaggerated dependence on other people’s judgement9, as 
argued in the previous chapter. Here lies a dilemma for an actor in training, particularly in the closed 
culture of a college training program: on the one hand, he may be motivated by the explicit goal of 
becoming the best actor he can be; on the other hand, he is striving for the approval and acceptance 
of his peers and his trainers. 

An actor stands to gain significant approbation, far more than is possible through normal social 
interaction, by manifesting instances of 'peak performance’10; conversely, she is exposed to the 
possibility of public failure, which leaves her particularly susceptible to the onset of performance 
related anxiety11. What is at stake for an actor, in such a scenario, should not be underestimated by 
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5 As acting teacher Richard Brestoff (2005) observes, “we have conflicted feelings about vulnerability. We like to see it in 
others, we know that we should value it, but when it comes to showing it ourselves, we have trouble. And this is only 
natural. One is, after all, vulnerable when showing vulnerability. And being vulnerable means that one is open to being hurt. In 
real life, we try to avoid this.” (Brestoff, 2005:12)
6 (“Vulnerable.” Oxford Dictionaries, Oxford Dictionaries , retrieved 2 Mar. 2012, en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/
vulnerable.)
7 (Grotowski, 2009:35)
8 (Ridout, 2006:45)
9 (Gordon, 1978)
10 As attested to by the celebrification of society and culture (Driessens, 2013)
11 (Mor et al., 1995)



those responsible for an actor’s learning. What is being asked of an actor should be a central 
concern in the planing of any pedagogy that seeks deep transformative learning, such as the one 
espoused by my practice.
In this chapter I address how this dilemma manifests itself in an actor’s journey from a place of 
striving to one where she learns to work with a sense of ease, a dilemma that I address further through 
my work with actors in Chapter 9 and Appendices B, C & D, which illustrate my practice.

The Roots of Anxiety
Over the past year I feel as though I have struggled […] simply because I am 
one of those people who needs to do it right. By end-gaining, I feel as though 
I’ve hindered my progress.

(Actor J, Self-reflection. Spring 2004)
In order to avoid threats to the social self, many actors, such as Actor J, become prone to end-
gaining and socially prescribed perfectionism in striving to meet what they imagine to be the 
expectations of others. Many theorists hold that individuals with perfectionist standards are 
particularly susceptible to feelings of anxiety12. Flett et al. (1993), for example, found that both self-
oriented perfectionism and socially prescribed perfectionism lead to anxiety in college students, 
provoked by a fear of failure13. 

The popular belief is that fear is a more intense form of anxiety. It is possible, however, to make key 
distinctions between fear and anxiety14. In the case of fear, there is always a discernible object of that 
fear. In the case of anxiety, however, there is no direct threat. When stricken by anxiety, an actor is 
consumed by vague sensations of apprehension and uneasiness15, and the sense of being attacked 
on all sides16 by forces that are ephemeral and therefore impossible for an actor to defend himself 
against. This interpretation makes anxiety the more devastating condition17.

Anxiety works primarily through anticipation or ‘pre-experiencing’, a process of imaginatively 
rehearsing future events or scenes18. Pre-experiencing can take place prior to, or, as experienced by 
Actors C and V, during performance. It is a potent dimension of what is popularly termed as “being 
in my head” (Actor V). 

In its evolutionarily adaptive form, pre-experiencing future scenes, drawing upon both explicit and 
implicit memories19, “is experimental action, and anxiety is one of the crucial tests in the 
experiment” (Kaplan, 1969:72). Experimental action, in its adaptive form, allows an actor to rehearse 
different behaviors and anticipate possible outcomes. Anna Freud (1936) aptly described anxiety as 
a signal to the ego of the imminent presence of something potentially catastrophic to either the 
physical or psychological self20. Functionally, anxiety is intended to provoke defensive or safety seeking 
attitudes or behaviors21.
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12 (Ibid.)
13 (Flett cited in Blankstein, Flett, Hewitt, & Eng, 1993)
14 (e.g.:LeDoux, 2015)
15 (Kelvens, 1997)
16 (May, 1997:63)
17 (Goldstein, qtd. in May, 1997:63)
18 (Hassabis and Maguire, 2009:1269)
19 (Ibid.)
20 (Freud, 1936)
21 (Kaplan, 1969:61)



As popularly conceived of, anxiety is a monolithic and nonspecific construct. However, anxiety can 
be construed as a highly complex phenomenon, in that it “includes several affective elements, such 
as fear, shame, guilt, frustration, distress, anger, and even excitement” (Cheng, Hardy, & Markland, 
2009: 272). Furthermore, researchers22 have made the important distinction between state anxiety, 
which is a transitory felt experience23, and trait anxiety, which is a stable characteristic of the personality 
of an actor24. Anxiety, as popularly conceived of in the theatre as performance anxiety, may be a 
combination of both state and trait anxiety. 

The popular view of anxiety also fails to countenance the adaptive nature of the experience as “a 
defense mechanism with positive potential for focusing, energizing an individual and preparing [an 
actor] to respond to a perceived threat” (ibid.). Thus a degree of state anxiety, at a level specific to 
each individual actor and to each circumstance, can facilitate optimal levels of performance.

I have argued that an actor’s mindset leads her to appraise her visceral experiences in her own 
idiosyncratic way25, based upon habitual expectations derived from past experiences and, more 
significantly, on the nature of the situation an actor finds herself in26.As a consequence, actors whose 
beliefs have been shaped by powerful cultural and familial taboos around the experience and/or 
expression of emotion, may reasonably appraise exercises during training that surface and challenge 
habitual patterns of emotional suppression as presaging shame-laced or threatening experiences. 
This is certainly true during the early destructuring phase of Fitzmaurice Voicework, or indeed any 
form of voice training that aims at the release of deep habits27.

In such circumstances it is reasonable to expect an actor to experience anxiety in regard to how 
others perceive them and to manifest patterns of avoidant behavior, the goal of which is to diminish 
the degree to which they “reveal the innermost part of themselves […] not intended for the eyes of 
the world” (Grotowski, 1969).

Goals and Motivation

Approach motivation may be defined as the energization of behavior by, or the 
direction of behavior toward, positive stimuli (objects, events, possibilities), whereas 
avoidance motivation may be defined as the energization of behavior by, or the 
direction of behavior away from, negative stimuli (objects, events, possibilities). 

(Elliot, 2006)

An actor’s motivation to achieve her goals varies not only in the level of motivation (i.e., how 
strongly motivated she is), but also the orientation or type of motivation.

Expanding on the notion of an actor’s attachment style, discussed in the previous chapter, when 
entering the learning process, an actor may either aspire to achieve (i.e., approach) competence and 
success, or strive to avoid incompetence (i.e., being judged negatively by others or feeling that she 
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herself has failed)28. Some actors, exemplified by Actors B and Q, feel successful if they believe they 
are doing better work than other actors and are fulfilling the instructor’s expectations (a self-

enhancing performance goal orientation). Other actors feel successful if they sense they are moving 
towards their own personal goals. In both cases this can be seen as movement towards possibilities.

Another group of actors, such as Actors C, S or W, feel successful as long as they avoid doing 
anything that they feel is ‘stupid’ or disappointing to significant others (a self-defeating performance 
goal orientation)29. This can be seen as a movement away from a negative stimuli. 

The anticipation of failing to achieve either of these goals leads to anxiety, but it is important to pay 
particular attention to an actor with a tendency towards self-defeating goals30. 

Intrinsic and Extrinsic Motivation31

Intrinsic motivation has emerged as an important phenomenon for educators
—a natural wellspring of learning and achievement that can be systematically 
catalyzed or undermined by parent and teacher practices.

 (Ryan & Deci, 2000b:55)

On a basic level, it is possible to distinguish between an action or behavior that is intrinsically motivated, 
whereby an actor engages in a task because he finds it inherently interesting, enjoyable or satisfying, 
and an action or behavior that is extrinsically motivated, whereby an actor is pursuing a reward that 
is separate from the activity itself32. External rewards for an actor can take the form of grades, the 
praise or patronage of an instructor, or the approval of his work by peers, spectators or critics.

An actor’s level of perceived self-efficacy mediates their level of intrinsic motivation “such that the 
more competent a person perceives himself to be at some activity, the more intrinsically motivated 
he will be at that activity” (Deci and Ryan 1985:58)33. The linkage between self-efficacy and intrinsic 
motivation is bi-directional, and in the context of actor training, it is important to note that:

Comparisons between people whose motivation is authentic (literally, self-
authored or endorsed) and those who are merely externally controlled for an 
action, typically reveal that the former, relative to the latter, have more interest, 
excitement, and confidence, which in turn is manifest both as enhanced 
performance, persistence, and creativity.

(Ryan & Deci, 2000a:69; emphasis added)

It is a subject that warrants empirical research, but my intuitive sense is that a large number of the actors 
with whom I have worked, certainly at the college level, tend to be disposed to extrinsic motivation 
and a self-defeating goal orientation. It is speculated that this occurs as a result of a combination of 
parental dependency34 and the American student’s obsession with grades.
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28 (Elliot & Harackiewicz, 1996; Skaalvik, 1997:72)
29 (Skaalvik, 1997:72-80)
30 (Ibid.)
31 While there are those who oppose (e.g.,Cameron & Pierce, 1994; Cameron, Banko, & Pierce, 2001) the theoretical 
underpinnings of Ryan and Deci’s (1985, 2000, 2001) model of intrinsic and extrinsic motivation, their theory has been 
widely accepted in the sphere of education.
32 (Ryan & Deci, 2000b: 55)
33 It will be remembered that intrinsically motivated actor “feels the experience to be extremely rewarding in and of 
itself ” (Martin & Jackson, 2008:146)
34 (c.f., Chapt. 5)



Integral to traditional curriculum models35 is the assessment of an actor’s progress as reflected in 
the grades awarded to him: “[g]rades are highly charged with personal meaning. For many students 
grades carry the burden of defining their worth.” (Covington & Müeller, 2001:167; emphasis added). In a 
college setting, the natural inclination of most actors to seek out novelty and challenge, and to learn 
through engagement in activities because of their intrinsic appeal36, becomes “imperiled not 
principally because of the tangible, extrinsic features of the rewards that dominate in school, but 
because all too often [an actor’s] sense of worth [and their perceived self-efficacy] becomes 
equated with high marks…” (Ibid.)37. In this context, as evidenced in my practice, actors who enter 
training seeking to elevate or maintain their self-worth appear more concerned with striving to 
please an instructor and achieve a high grade than in transformative learning38.

Compulsive and Contradictory Motivation

Of particular salience in affording me an understanding of the blocks and influences that occlude an 
actor’s potency are the notions of compulsive and contradictory motivation39. 

In those planes of life in which our maturity is least developed, we continue 
acting compulsively; we do (or we do not do) things knowing perfectly well that 
we want the exact opposite. Under these circumstances, impotence appears. 

(Feldenkrais, 2002:8)

Actors H and S expressed a fervent desire to release their habitual patterns of muscular armoring 
during Fitzmaurice Voicework40; Actor Q sought to avoid repeatedly looking to myself during exercises 
for signs of approval or disapproval — and yet, in each case, the actors’ motivation to change their 
habits of bodymind were undermined by a compulsive, contradictory motivation41.The actors 
mentioned above frequently experienced their habituated, limiting behaviors as being more 
powerful than their motivation to change42. As a consequence, each succumbed to perpetuating 
habitual and self-defeating behaviors under emotional pressure43.

Of importance in the context of a consideration of psychophysical approaches to training/learning, is 
Feldenkrais' (2002) trenchant observation that, when caught up in compulsive behavior, an actor is 
aware of an “inner tension and resistance” (ibid.) and feels a sense of strain when acting as she does. 

This strain is always expressed through muscular tension of the muscles of the 
face or neck, the abdomen, the fingers, or the toes that can easily be detected if 
looked for. 

(Ibid.)
Subjective observation suggests that the presence of contradictory behaviors are particularly 
injurious to an actor’s sense of self-efficacy and their belief in their autonomous capacity to manifest 
their potential and realize their goals. Actor S, a woman in her late twenties, was fully aware of her 
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considerable potential as a writer, dancer and actor. During the two years I worked with her, there 
were occasions that she experienced the fulfillment of her potential. Actor S’s frustration, however, 
was that she frequently thwarted the achievement of her larger goals by succumbing to situationally 
inappropriate, contradictory motivation, which manifested in avoidance or safety-seeking 
behaviors44. Experience suggests that this is a dispiriting and disempowering experience, one that 
seriously undermines an actor’s self-efficacy beliefs.

For my part, understanding the dynamics of motivation, and the notion of compulsive, contradictory 
motivation, has been invaluable when working with actors to overcome their blocks. Through 
synthesizing theory, and the striving of Actor S in particular, I came to understand that actors who 
engage in safety-seeking behaviors — behaviors that once ensured their survival45 but which have 
become self-defeating — are not unmotivated to succeed or overcome the influences that occlude 
their potential. 

Grasping the fact that avoidant behaviors are the consequence of powerful, often unconscious, 
contradictory motivations46  has fundamentally changed the manner in which I interpret the 
behaviors of such actors and how I work with them47. In such instances it becomes important to 
maintain unconditional positive regard48 and compassion49. It is also important to recognize that the 
particular needs of such actors are often best served by those who work outside the context of 
theatre and who are specially trained. 

To summarize the foregoing argument, the notion of performance anxiety is expanded to include an 
actor’s endeavors before not only the public, but also her peers and trainer during the learning 
process. As a consequence, performance anxiety is seen as bidirectionally linked with an actor’s 
unconscious goals and her self-efficacy beliefs. 

If, as has been suggested, self-efficacy beliefs determine how much effort an actor will exert, and for 
how long she will persevere in the face of challenge and obstacles before settling for mediocre 
solutions50, then understanding the dynamics of an actor’s goal orientations and motivational style is 
critical. Approaching actors from the point of view that goal orientations and motivational styles are 
not fixed in any given actor, but can be changed through experiential, transformational 
psychophysical learning, is central to my teaching. Such learning is critical, as there is “a clearly 
established link between intrinsic motivation and Flow” (Martin & Cutler, 2002:345).

 Flow, Experiencing and Peak Performance
Flow represents the ultimate in harnessing the emotions in the service of 
performance and learning. In Flow, the emotions are not just contained and 
channeled, but positively energized, and aligned with the task at hand.

(Goleman,1995:90)
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44 (Kaplan, 1969:61)
45 i.e., during adverse childhood experiences (c.f., Felitti et al., 1998; Anda et. al., 2005; Bellis et. al., 2015)
46 As has been noted (Chapt. 1:7), Klein suggests that unconscious phantasies “underlie every mental process and 
accompany all mental activity.” (Melanie Klein Trust, Retrieved 08/31/2015)
47 As is the case of Actor RM, with whom I am working in a university voice class, as I complete this dissertation. 
48 (Rogers, 1951)
49 (e.g.,Gilbert, 2004; 2005; 2010)
50 (Bandura, 1989:1176)



Stanislavsky’s work to “gently open” the unconscious, developed through intuition, trial and error and 
practical testing in the studio, did indeed find paths leading to inspiration. However, Stanislavsky 
(1989) was prescient in recognizing that the emergence of “new triumphs of science” (Stanislavski, 
1989:330) might eventually reveal other paths. It can be argued that Flow theory is one such 
‘triumph’. However, rather than revealing a new path, Flow theory validates, and expands our 
understanding of, Stanislavsky’s methodologies; or, to put it another way, it can be said that 
Stanislavsky’s fictional narrative of actor training describes all aspects of the Flow experience51.

Much of the thinking that underpinned this inquiry at its inception was inspired by Maslow’s (1968) 
theories regarding the process of self-actualization52, in concert with the conjoint notions of peak 
experience and peak performance53. These latter concepts share many qualities with 
Csikszentmihalyi’s54 notion of Flow55. Indeed, Flow state can be seen as the psychological process 
that underlies peak performance56, and is synonymous with an improvisatory state of bodymind57. 
Striving is antithetical to a state of Flow.

Flow theory has found widespread acceptance in a number of fields, including business and 
education58. However, interest in, and the usage of, Flow theory has burgeoned in the realm of 
sports psychology and the pursuit of peak performance in athletic activity in particular59. In spite of 
the demonstrated value of Flow states in facilitating peak performance, and the fact that 
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51 (Silberschatz, 2013:17)
52 “The realization or fulfillment of one's talents and potentialities, especially considered as a drive or need present in 
everyone.” (“self-actualization” Oxford Dictionaries, Oxford Dictionaries, retrieved 12 Mar 2015 https://
en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/self-actualization)
53 (Maslow, 1968)
54 (e.g., Csikszentmihalyi, 1991, 1996, 2012)
55 (Fritz, 2001)
56 (Martin, 1991:344)
57 Fostering a mindful acceptance of co-occurring inner/outer experience in an actor is at one and the same time 
necessary for, and facilitated by, her capacity to manifest an inner creative state and an improvisatory state of bodymind. 
(Martin and Cutler, 2002:344) 
58 (c.f., Abuhamdeh, 2012)
59 (Jackson et al., 2001:131)

6.1 Actor NN working in Flow state 
Senior BFA Acting class



Csikszentmihalyi himself suggests that sport and artistic performance expressly facilitate Flow (ibid.), 
there has been very little research into the contribution Flow can make to the manifestation of peak 
performance or motility in theatre60. However, the term is achieving the status of common currency 
in the theatrical milieu61. Notably, it is used by Carnicke (1998) as a synonym for Stanislavsky’s “lost 
term” experiencing, described as "the genuine penetration of a psychic state in a represented 
character.” (Carnicke, 1998:109)62, a defining quality of non-performance in performance. In 
Carnicke’s (1998) view, experiencing is the sine qua non of the System63. 

Experiencing is the most elusive of Stanislavsky’s concepts and presents challenges to both actor and 
the trainer seeking to foster it, for it doesn't name anything concrete: it "resides within the tacit 
dimension; it can be known but not expressed.” (Ibid.: 108). 

At a foundational level, the Flow experience affords a sense of merging of action and awareness; it 
focuses or centers an actor’s attention; and it unites inner/outer experience. Flow theory holds that 
what an actor pays attention to, how intensely they pay attention to it and for how long, determines 
the experiential information available to the actor64.

For an actor, Flow state is characterized by a loss of self-consciousness or a loss of ego. Self-relevant 
concerns, such as the opinions and judgements of others, do not fill an actor’s attention65. The loss of 
self-awareness reflects an actor’s total immersion in any given activity66, whether in training or 
(non-)performance. Immersion in the activity at hand leads to another characteristic of Flow state, a 
sense of the transformation of time. In my experience, actors often remark, at the end of a work 
session, that a long period of time has passed without their realizing it67.

For Flow to occur for an actor, the facilitator of learning or director must ensure that the demands 
of a task or exercise are clear and noncontradictory68. During the task, there is a need for 
immediate and clear feedback69. In such circumstances, action and reaction are automatic70, a 
defining characteristic of co-regulated behavior, which is the foundation of authentic, motile 
relationships between char-actors71. 

Flow occurs in the “delicate zone between boredom and anxiety.” (Csikszentmihalyi qtd. in 
Goleman, 1996:90). As a consequence, it is the facilitator of learning’s task to ensure that there is a 

75 Chapter 6 

60 (Martin, ibid.)
61 (Carnicke, 1998; Martin & Cutler, 2002); Gruzelier, Inoue, Smart, & Steed, 2010; Silberschatz, 2013)
62 As Carnicke notes, in Hapgood’s translation, “the Russian subtitle of the first volume of his acting manual, The Creative 
Process of Experiencing, was dropped for the more commercially appealing An Actor Prepares. Furthermore, in Hapgood “no 
single word or phrase emerges as a consistent equivalent.” Hapgood instead, “translates the term variously in order to 
encompass its many meanings and nuances. In so doing, however, she makes readers unable to see it as a discrete 
concept…” (ibid.:109)
63 (Carnicke, 1998)
64 (Nakamura and Csikszentmihalyi, 2002:92)
65 (Csikszentmihalyi 1975:42)
66 (Engeser & Schiepe-Tiska, 2012:2)
67 (Martin & Jackson, 2008:146)
68 (Engeser and Schiepe-Tiska, ibid.). It should also be noted that feedback to the actor by mentors and an actor’s peers 
during periods of post-exercise reflection, should also be “clear and non-contradictory”, in order to accurately reflect back 
to the actor when the spectator has experienced the actor as being in a state of flow.
69 (Csikszentmihayli, 1975)
70 (Ibid.)
71 (c.f. Chapters 10 and 12)



degree of balance between the skills of an individual actor and the demands of the situation — if an 
actor perceives the demands of the situation as too low, the consequence is boredom; too high, and 
anxiety results72. From a pedagogical perspective the skills/demands balance is no simple formula. An 
actor disposed to high anxiety will feel confidence at different levels of challenge to one disposed to 
low anxiety73. Thus, an actor’s degree of perceived competence74 or self-efficacy75 is a critical factor 
in determining their capacity to enter into Flow76. 

Whilst Flow research is first and foremost “concerned with flow as a motivational state,” an actor 
who exhibits an autotelic personality actively seeks out new challenges and flow experiences77, 
believing that they can successfully achieve that which is just far enough ahead of their current skills 
to be manageable78, 79 . When the skills/demands ratio is optimal the autotelic actor develops 
without conscious effort or striving to achieve their goals80, experiencing a sense of autonomy and 
‘ease’81. During Viewpoints improvisations, for example, an autotelic actor experiences “a sense of 
discovery, a creative feeling of [being transported] into a new reality.” (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990:74).

Turning Towards Experience

Facilitating an actor’s transformation from striving to ease necessitates diminishing her habitual safety 
seeking behaviors, whilst fostering her embodied system for calm and connection. The calm and 
connection system is associated with trust and curiosity instead of fear and anxiety82. In the optimal 
conditions for learning (i.e., the Potential Space), peace and calm prevail. In such a climate, an actor is 
more likely to lower her defenses, become sensitive and open, engage with those around her83, and 
experience the fullness of her own phenomenological experience — in other words, an actor turns 

towards experience84. This process is facilitated in my practice through Fitzmaurice Voicework, 
Contact Improvisation, Viewpoints and consonant psychophysical modalities of learning.

When turning towards experience, actors learn/work in a state of mindfulness, a multi-faceted and 
multi-dimensional construct that has its roots in the Buddhist practice of meditation85 . Mindfulness86 
can be described as a meditative state that is continued into action87. Acceptance, or non-
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72 (Csikszentmihayli, 1975)
73 (Engeser and Schiepe-Tiska, ibid.: 5; Engeser and Rheinberg, 2008)
74 (Deci and Ryan, 1980; 1985; 1999)
75 (c.f., Chapter 5)
76 (c.f., Chapter 5)
77 (Baumann, 2012:165)
78 (ibid.:167)
79 The actor predisposed to anxiety sees only the difficulties inherent in a given situation or task and is inclined to be more 
extrinsically motivated, that is, focussed on achieving a specific goal, such as a good grade or the approval of the instructor. 
In these terms, the skill of the Facilitator of Learning is thus to structure learning experiences, within a facilitative learning 
climate, that fosters in all actors, but especially those prone to habitual patterns of anxiety, an increasingly autotelic 
disposition. I will return to this theme in Chapter 8.
80 (Engeser & Schiepe-Tiska, 2012:2)
81 (c.f., Murray, 2010b)
82 (Uvnäs Moberg, 2011:xii)
83 (Ibid.)
84 (Crane, 2008:19)
85 (Topoff, 2006:267)
86 A similar model has been proposed by Langer (Langer, 2000; 2014) who conceives of mindfulness as being the antithesis 
of ‘mindlessness’ (Langer & Piper, 1987).
87 (Crane, 2008:19)



judgemental awareness, is key to mindfulness-based models of mastery learning. Already established 
in the realm of sports psychology, mindfulness and acceptance-based models of actor-learning 
encourage an actor to develop a compassionate, non-judgemental, moment to moment awareness 
of, and curiosity about, his emotions, thoughts, and bodily sensations without trying to change, 
control, or avoid them88.

Rather than invoking defensive psychophysical behaviors to suppress the experience of unwelcome 
emotions89, or attempting to change their form or frequency90, acceptance entails a willingness on an 
actor’s part to remain in contact with experiences (i.e., cognitions, emotions, and physiological 
sensations) even if they are uncomfortable or unwelcome. Acceptance is “an apt comparison 
condition for emotional suppression because it involves welcoming all types of internal experience 
as opposed to pushing experiences away.” (Campbell-Sills, Barlow, Brown, & Hofmann, 2006:1253).

Empirical research into mindfulness and acceptance based interventions has met with the highest 
level of support by the American Psychological Association91; research shows that athletes who 
receive mindfulness based training experience significantly increase their capacity to act with 
awareness in the moment and reduce their susceptibility to task-irrelevant cognitions92, such as the 
future-focussed catastrophic thinking93 or rumination that is characteristic of performance anxiety94. 

Parallel research that explores the use of neurofeedback training with musicians and dancers validates 
the association between Flow state and advantages for creative performance as experienced by 
spectators95. In addition, the results of training using slow-wave neurofeedback suggest that enhanced 
creative, artistic performances were correlated with an actors’ experience of Flow state96.

Conclusion
Expanding the phenomenon of performance anxiety to include the performative dimension of an 
actor’s work within the studio or rehearsal hall, adds another dimension to the nature of the blocks 
and influences that occlude an actor’s potency. Understanding anxiety, neither as an antecedent to, 
nor a diminished form of fear, but a potentially debilitating experience in and of itself, has been 
invaluable to me in interpreting and understanding an actor’s resistances and safety seeking 
behaviors. This perspective is particularly significant in the context of any process of deep 
transformative learning that challenges and disorientates an actor’s sense of self, or that results in the 
dys-appearance of unwelcome emotions, such as is the case with Fitzmaurice Voicework. In this 
context, it is possible to grasp why transformative learning processes cause anxiety, and lead some 
actors to the deeply frustrating experience of compulsive or contradictory motivation97.
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88 (van Waning, 2006:141; Campbell-Sills et al., 2006:1253; Crane, ibid.; Nobo Komagata, 2010:2)
89 (Ibid.:142) 
90 (Gardner & Moore, 2012:309)
91 (Ibid.) 
92 (Ibid.: 315) 
93 (Sugiura, 2006:254)
94 (Knebel, 1967:276 cited in Carnicke, 2010:106)
95 (Gruzelier & Egner, 2003; Raymond, Sajid, Parkinson, & Gruzelier, 2005)
96 (Gruzelier, J. H., Inoue, A., Smart, R., & Steed, A., 2010)
97 (Feldenkrais, 2002)



It is also important to remember that actor training seeks to prepare actors for emotionally charged 
dramas that push an actor, in scene study classes or the discovery process, to publicly embody 
emotions that are more usually experienced in private.

As Maslow (1968) observes, “[c]aution, self-criticism, […and] deliberateness are the brakes upon 
[…] the unpremeditated [or spontaneous] expression of the self.” (Maslow, 1968:197). Cautiousness 
and deliberateness can be seen as characteristics of striving or end-gaining, while spontaneous self-
expression is seen as a hallmark of Flow state, leading to creativity and motility.The via affirmativa, a 
characteristic of the Potential Space, offers an actor the emotional support and encouragement to 
overcome caution, self-criticism and deliberateness in order to declare, or manifest, their creative, 
latent self.

The Potential Space is characterized by a culture and 
climate that foregrounds cooperative learning, whilst 
diminishing competitiveness. In diminishing the making of 
social comparisons an actor is encouraged to take 
personal and creative risks and work with a sense of ease. 

Cooperative learning, or learning in the potential space 
between us, is addressed in the chapter that follows and 
illustrated in the context of my practice as a trainer and 
director — through video documentation, commentary 
and actor reflection — in Appendix B, Fostering a 

Transformative Space.
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6.2 Ensemble building and trust - Actor GGG
Julius Caesar Discovery Process, University production

Appendix B
http://bit.ly/2l31cqE 3:17 mins



 

 

The distance the ignoramus has to cover is not the gulf between her ignorance 
and the schoolmaster’s knowledge. It is simply the path from what she already 
knows to what she does not yet know, but which she can learn just as she 
learnt the rest…The ignorant schoolmaster who can help her along this path is 
named thus not because he knows nothing, but because…[h]e does not teach 
his pupils his knowledge, but orders them to venture into the forest of things and 
signs, to say what they have seen, to verify it and have it verified.

(Rancière, 2009:11; emphasis added)

As has been argued in the preceding chapters, it is the manner in which an actor entering training is 
acculturated to ‘see’ the world, and her experience of herself-in-the-world (her bodymindset1), that 
both mediates, and is the subject of, the process of learning required to manifest optimal levels of 
creativity/motility. 

This process of learning, as has also been proposed, does not take place in a vacuum, it too is mediated 
by the reified truths of the dominant culture. As Smyth (1995) argues, “[d]eveloping teachers and 
improving their teaching involves more than giving them new tricks. We are beginning to recognize that, 
for teachers, what goes on inside the classroom is closely related to what goes on outside it.” (Smyth, 
1995:vii). The climate of the learning environment is also predicated by the ways in which those who 

facilitate the learning ‘see’ the world and themselves in relation to it. As a consequence, the attitudes 
and behaviors that trainers manifest in the learning space, and the ways in which they teach, are 
“grounded in their backgrounds, their biographies, in the kinds of teachers they have become.” (ibid.)

Teaching practices are “often rooted in ‘commonsense’ assumptions that go relatively 
unchallenged” (Giroux, 2011:19). As was noted in the prologue to this dissertation, in my experience of 
American college training, it is the unchallenged perpetuation of these assumptions, from one generation 
of acting instructors to another, that can be said to contribute to acting at the turn of the 21st Century, 
and the learning processes invoked to prepare actors to to that work, having exhibited little change 
since the mid-1930’s2.

Many trainers continue to perpetuate the didactic, teacher-centered “instruction, attempt, failure, 
lecture” (Kamotskaia, 2013:265) approach to the teaching of acting. Contemporary theories of 
learning, however, espouse a person-centered3, experiential approach to learning, in which the 
“ignorant schoolmaster” (Rancière, 2009:11) structures training in such a way as to foster actors as 
autonomous learners who learn through their own direct experience. An actor’s discoveries are 
then verified through personal and group reflection4.

1 (c.f., Nagata, 2009)
2 (Chambers qtd. in Konijn, 2000)
3 (Rogers,1951, 1969; Rogers, Lyon and Tausch, 2013)
4 Through journalling and post-exercise discussion (e.g., Moon, 2004)

Learning in the Space Between Us
————————————————————————————————
Pedagogy and Actor Learning7



Reified beliefs are actualized and perpetuated through the agency of the curriculum — both explicit 
(stated) and implicit (hidden)5  — that the learning institution and trainer advances6. As a 
consequence, the actualization of an optimal learning space requires the surfacing not only of the 
reified beliefs and frames of reference that determine an actor’s mindset when entering training, but 
also the manner in which ossified practices, enshrined in the culture of many institutions of 
education, perpetuate these hypostatized beliefs. These beliefs, together with instructors’ attitudes 
and behaviors, “convert instructional experiences into education in inefficacy.” (Bandura, 1994).

The optimal space (i.e., the Potential Space) for challenging the ways in which an actor ‘sees’ himself-
in-the-world, and for reimagining his self-efficacy beliefs, is characterized by a sense of participative 
safety7. The Potential Space is an environment in which actors work together and support each 
other8  within the context of a facilitative ensemble. The culture of the Potential Space promotes 
cooperative learning9 and learning through relationships10, in a climate that eschews competition and 
diminishes anxiety. 

While many facilitators of actor learning intuitively recognize the significance of fostering such an 
environment in the acting studio/classroom or rehearsal hall, there is currently little guidance in the 
literature as to the manner in which such conditions can be created11. 

Culturally Embedded Conceptions of Education 
Organizational culture includes the values, beliefs, history, and traditions that 
reflect the deeper foundations of the organization…The culture determines the 
worldview or mindset for those who belong. It influences the way people behave, 
particularly how they respond to surprise, ambiguity, creativity, and change. 

(Isaksen, Lauer, Ekval, & Britz, 2000:173)

In the traditional model of education, an instructor talks about reality as if it were fixed and 
predictable12 . In so doing, he presents significant aspects of the world as ‘given’ (i.e., existing 
independently of culture) rather than ‘made’ (i.e., culturally constructed)13, thus perpetuating the 
axiomatic beliefs of the prevailing dominant culture. He does not, in Ahmed’s (2004) terms, look at 
the world with a sense of wonder which allows him to see the “surfaces of the world as 
made.” (Ahmed, 2004:179).

The long-established teacher-centered14, ‘banking’ concept of education15  sees instruction as “an act 
of depositing, in which the students are the depositories and the teacher is the depositor.” (Freire, 
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5 (e.g., Stenhouse, 1975)
6 This is likely to be more true of conservatory or college training programs than it is of independent acting studios. Such 
institutions have the potential to serve as profoundly counter-cultural progenitors of learning.
7 (Issaksen et. al., 2000)
8 (Bandura, 1997)
9 (e.g., Sharan, 1990; Slavin, 1994; Palmer, Peters, & Streetman, 2010)
10 (e.g., Sharan, ibid; Slavin, ibid; Gergen, 2009)
11 (Yorks & Kasl, 2002).
12 (Freire, 1999:53)
13 (Stern, 2003)
14 (Rogers, 1951, 1969)
15 (Freire, ibid.)



1999:53). In this relationship, largely passive students 
receive and store the deposits16. The banking 
concept of education implicitly values abstract, 
discursive thought over embodied knowing and 
casts an actor in a passive role, for “the teacher 
knows ever ything and the students know 
nothing.” (ibid. :54). In a teacher-centered 
epistemology, instructors are prone to explicate17, 18  

topics that are outside the existential experience of 
the learners19, with little cognizance of the 
idiosyncrasies of those they teach and largely 
without adaptation. Such a teacher-centered, 
transactional epistemology can be said to inhibit 
learning20. By way of contrast, a person-centered21 
epistemology is focussed not on the explication of a set of global ‘skills’22, but on a differentiated23 
approach to learning that addresses the specific needs of the actors in front of the facilitator of 
learning. A person-centered epistemology promotes learning24 (See Box 7.1).

Here it is useful to quote Bogart and Landau (2005) at length:

The most essential quality in teaching Viewpoints is being open to what actually 
occurs in the group rather than what you had hoped would occur. Viewpoints 
training needs practice on the part of the instructor/leader/director as well as 
the participants. The only times we've witnessed Viewpoints "failing" is when the 
instructor has had a set and rigid way of teaching, a prescribed plan for the 
session. Teaching Viewpoints requires extreme awareness on the part of the 
instructor. Remain open to the particular obstacles and dynamics that arise 
within your group.

(Bogart & Landau, 2005:61/2; emphasis added)

As the interaction between pedagogical change and personal change is intimate and reciprocal in 
nature25 , the change from a teacher-centered perspective to a person-centered perspective can 
constitute a threatening emotional experience for the instructor26, provoking anxiety and resistance 
as much in them as in actors. Here it is possible to identify a further latent influence that can shape 
the learning space in such a way as to hamper or occlude the development of an actor’s potency.
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16 (Ibid.)
17 (Rancière, 1991)
18 Kamotskaia's (2013) account of her early training reflects that of many actors: “[t]he schooling took [the form of] 
instruction, attempt, failure, lecture.” (Kamotskaia, 2013:265)
19 (Freire, ibid.)
20 (Santangello & Tomlinson, :307)
21 (Rogers, 1961, 1965, 2013) 
22 In the sense of Grotowski (1969:16)
23 “…differentiation is acknowledged to be a compelling and effectual means of restructuring the traditional classroom to 
include students of diverse abilities, interests and learning profiles” (Subban, 2006)
24 (Santangello & Tomlinson, 2009)
25 (Dirkx, 2008:65)
26 (Mezirow, 2000:24)

Box 7.1 • Person-centered learning
As  early as 1951, Carl Rogers expanded his seminal 
model of person-centered therapy to  education, 
coining the  term, student-centered teaching1. These 
principles were further developed in Freedom to Learn 
(1969), and most  recently in On Becoming an Effective 
Teacher (2013)2. For Rogers (2013), “teaching is a  vastly 
overrated function and only the facilitation of learning is 
important.” (Rogers, Lyon, & Tausch, 2013:17).
Freire’s (1973)  concept of dialogical education and 
Rogers’ (1951) model of person-centered learning, 
with its  defining characteristic of individuated 
instruction, derived from  my training as an educator, 
form  the foundation of my practice as  a trainer of 
actors and inspired this project.
aaaaaaa
1 (Rogers,1951)
2 (co-authored with Lyon and Tausch)



Curriculum

…the teaching of facts as absolute truth can lead to mindlessness […] In most 
educational settings, the “facts” of the world are presented as unconditional 
truths, when they might better be seen as probability statements that are true 
in some contexts but not in others.

(Langer, 2014:117/8)
Surfacing the work done by the various layers of the curriculum27  is key to understanding how 
traditional curricula actively perpetuate the axiomatic beliefs I have encountered, in different guises, 
in American training programs. Experience suggests that this is especially true in regard to the 
hierarchical bifurcation of body/mind and feeling/thought, outlined in Chapters 3 and 4, beliefs that 
serve to delimit the mindset of an actor. In many contexts, the curriculum prevalent in an institution 
constructs and constrains knowledge in such a way as to confound learning approaches derived 
from Eastern wisdom, contemporary theories on embodiment and emotion, and approaches which 
espouse a cooperative rather than competitive learning culture. The culture and curriculum of an 
institution can promote social comparisons and exacerbate performance anxiety as addressed in 
Chapter 6. 

A preoccupation with pleasing the instructor28 or securing a high grade leads to surface learning29. 
Deep learning, conversely, seeks to identify underlying principles and to relate new learning to 
previous experience or knowledge30. Facilitating deep learning, it is argued, is a fundamental 
prerequisite for the attainment of optimal levels of motility by an actor, for deep learning results in a 
change in an actor’s perception, mindset, orientation and behavior that is both more challenging and 
more profound than simply learning knowledge or ‘skills’31. Significantly, an actor’s most profound 
learning “may not be at all obvious if we seek it within the traditional frames of reference of 
cognitive learning.” (Moon, 2004:51).

The Explicit, Implicit, Null and Process Curricula

The explicit curriculum32 states what it is that a student-actor is expected to study and to learn. The 
explicit curriculum (reinforced by its assessment procedures) suggests to the actor-in-learning the 
knowledge and modes of processing the world that are valued and those which are not. If one accepts 
the notion that formal educational institutions teach that which is valuable, what is not taught — the 
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27 The term curriculum “typically refers to the knowledge and skills students are expected to learn, which includes 
the learning standards or learning objectives they are expected to meet; the units and lessons that teachers teach; the 
assignments and projects given to students; the books, materials, videos, presentations, and readings used in a course; and 
the tests, assessments, and other methods used to evaluate student learning.” (Abbott, 2016)
28 In the majority of American institutions instructors also direct departmental productions, with the result that ‘pleasing 
the teacher’ can be perceived by student-actors as having implications that lie beyond the acting studio. In a college setting 
the notion of assessment can be expanded to include the tacit evaluation of the actor’s abilities implicit in their casting for 
departmental productions. Typically, in American institutions, casting for a semester is posted on a communal noticeboard, 
prompting very public scenes of elation and distress — as related in Chapter 2. For many actor’s their sense of self-worth 
is equated with their casting.
29 (Moon, 2004:61). In a typical surface approach to learning, “the general intention of the learner is to ‘absorb’ (in her 
terms) as much of the content as is necessary for the task at hand […] without reflecting on it or the underpinning 
purposes or structure of it or without relating it to previous learning or knowledge.” (ibid.:59).
30 (Ibid.)
31 (Moon, 2004:51)
32 (Eisner, 1979:87; Stenhouse, 1975:40)



null curriculum33  — is, by implication, unimportant or 
simply wrong. The null curriculum represents 
perspectives, concepts and attitudes of which an 
actor may never become aware, much less be able 
to invoke in their work34. Perspectives the learner 
may never know about, in many acting programs, 
include those afforded by Eastern wisdom; notions 
of mindfulness; contemporary theories of emotion 
and embodied cognition; and processes that invoke 
visual, auditory, metaphoric and synesthetic modes 
of thought35. 

It is of particular importance to note that affect is 

the single most important dimension of the null 

curriculum36. While this may be less true in the 
acting classroom, generally speaking there are 
certain feelings and intensities of feeling that 
instructors do not want to induce in classrooms. 
Concerns about provoking emotions, in turn, guide 
the selection and delivery of course content37.

The teaching of attitudes towards emotions is also 
embedded in the implicit or hidden curriculum38. The 
hidden curriculum accounts for learning that is not 
explicitly acknowledged as a learning goal for a class. The hidden curriculum is derived from the behaviors 
and attitudes of the trainer39. Significantly, for an actor-in-learning, the lessons taught by the hidden 
curriculum are “among the most important ones that [actors] learn.” (Eisner, 1985:90; emphasis added). 

By way of example, anecdotal evidence gathered from actors’ reflections suggests that it is entirely 
possible for an instructor of Fitzmaurice Voicework to avoid interacting with an actor whilst she is 
experiencing or expressing strong emotion in the course of her work40, 41 . Such an instructor, 
through modeling behavior, implicitly ‘teaches’ the belief that experiencing and expressing strong 
emotions is ‘not okay’, and that strong emotion is something to be avoided. In so doing an instructor 
risks becoming an influence that hampers and occludes motility, reinforcing an actors’ prevailing mindset 
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33 (Eisner ctd. in Flinders, Noddings, & Thornton, 1986:34)
34 (Eisner, 1985: 107 emphasis added)
35 (Flinders et al., 1986:35)
36 (Ibid.:36)
37 (Ibid.:36)
38 (Eisner, ibid.; Stenhouse, ibid.)
39 (Longstreet & Shane, 1992)
40 Expressed by graduate actors in regard to Instructor C. 
41 The sense that some instructors either avoid situations where actors are experiencing strong emotions, or avoid creating 
situations where strong emotions may emerge, was reinforced by Rodenburg (Personal communication, November 16, 
2003).

Box 7.2 • The Process Model Curriculum
In response  to the  perceived limitations  of objective 
model curricula, the author’s practice  is shaped by the 
need to  foster deep  learning through a process  model 
curriculum1. In a  process  model curriculum the 
activities in which actors are invited to engage  are 
“argued to be  worthwhile  in themselves rather than as 
a  means towards objectives”  (ibid.). In a  process 
model curriculum, any goals that preface  training are 
provisional, based upon the commonality of human 
experience and desire. Provisional goals  must be 
validated by the learners themselves. It must also be 
accepted that  actor-learners have  their own pressing 
personal goals for their learning, and that ‘success’ for 
them is likely to be  idiosyncratic and personal in 
nature. The acknowledgement and validation of each 
actor’s  autonomous learning is derived from post-
exercise  open-ended mindful reflection2 guided by 
probing open-ended questioning; reflective 
journalling3; post-course self-evaluation; and 
reflective  actor/trainer conferences. Where grades are 
required in formal academic settings, they are  not 
determined by an arbitrary rubric and post-testing, but 
by the actors  themselves  as they reflect  their own 
sense of personal and artistic growth4.
aaaaaaa
1 (Stenhouse, 1975:84)
2 (Varela et al., 1993)
3 (Moon, 2006)
4 (c.f., Appendix B illustrating my practice)



and strengthening her ‘blocks’42. Similarly — and echoing Bogart and Landau’s (2005) assertion that 
Viewpoints fails when the instructor has a rigid way of teaching — the testimony of actors43 suggests that 
if an instructor or director is overly prescriptive in his invocation of Viewpoints, and/or didactic or 
judgmental in his feedback, an actor will not make creative discoveries or undergo transformative 
learning. Indeed, she will have old habits of mind reinforced. 

It is, perhaps, common sense that simply invoking the external form of psychophysical training is not in 
and of itself sufficient to nurture optimally creative and motile actors, thus it is of critical importance to 
note the significance that the attitudes and beliefs of a trainer play in determining an actor’s progress 
towards optimal levels of creativity and motility. Just as an actor faces blocks and influences that 
diminish his capacity for co-regulated, empathetic and authentic relationships due to his personal 
history, the same is also true, to a greater or lesser extent, for those who seek to train him44. The 
facilitator of learning’s level of emotional intelligence and self-efficacy beliefs mediate the efficacy of the 
learning process as significantly as that of the actor-learners45. 

While it is not possible to prescribe optimal attitudes and behaviors amongst trainers, or guarantee 
that they will interact with all actors sensitively, the importance of raising awareness in this regard is 
emphasized in Rogers and Lyon’s (2013)On Becoming an Effective Teacher. The significance of teacher 
authenticity and empathy in motivational teaching, and the facilitation of optimal levels of learner 
achievement, is a major theme of pedagogical research46.

Atmospheres
Creative atmosphere is one of the powerful factors in our art and we must 
remember it is extraordinarily difficult to create a working atmosphere. The 
director is in no position to create it on his own, only the collective can create 
it. But it can be destroyed unfortunately by any person.

 (Stanislavsky, qtd. by Knebel in Merlin, 2007:50)

Go deeper! Play your Goddamn actions!
(Instructor B, March 24, 2005)

Learning is not something that is confined to educational institutions, as has been argued throughout 
this dissertation; equally, it does not only occur in supportive situations. In formal but unsupportive 
climates, an actor’s “learning may not be the learning that is expected” or desired (Moon, 2004:50). 
There is considerable research that supports the common-sense assertion that some atmospheres 
facilitate learning while others inhibit it47. This is clearly of great significance in view of the profound 
challenge that deep transformative learning presents to an actor’s sense of self. 

The nature of the learning climate in a particular classroom or studio, while influenced by the wider 
culture and the culture of the learning institution, is shaped most particularly by the trainer’s 
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42 Here it is necessary to reiterate that instructor’s are the products of the same cultural and familial forces as the actor’s 
whose learning they seek to facilitate (Moore, 2014).
43 Derived from conversations with actors at the University of California, Irvine (1999) and during the rehearsal process 
for The Life of Galileo (Brecht, 1955), Open Fist Theatre, Los Angeles, 2000.
44 (Moore, 2014)
45 (Mortiboys, 2005; Jha and Singh, 2012; Finnegan, 2013)
46 (e.g.: Cranton & Carusetta, 2004; Cranton, 2006a; Frego, 2006; Kreber et al., 2007, 2013a, 2013b)
47 (Moon, 2004:49)



leadership style48  and the learning climate they 
evince. As has been outlined above, a trainer’s 
attitudes are predicated upon her beliefs about the 
process of teaching and learning49; the achievement 
goal orientations she invokes50; and her own self-
efficacy beliefs51. 

A trainer’s self-efficacy beliefs are a “distinctive and 

significant predictor of classroom practices” (Guo et. 
al. qtd. in Finnegan, 2013; emphasis added). 
Instructors who have low self-efficacy beliefs are 
more likely to loose confidence and/or change 
approach at the first signs of challenge52. Research 
indicates that facilitators of learning with “grit” —  
that is, a passion for their long-term goals and 
perseverance in working towards them — are over 
30% more likely than less perseverant trainers to 
facilitate learning in their students53. 

Anecdotal evidence from actors and instructors 
themselves suggests, for example, that some college 
instructors54  will cur tail their teaching of 
F itzmaur ice Voicework i f they encounter 
resistance55 to the work from student-actors56.

Low self-efficacy beliefs can be a source of insecurity 
for the instructor57. Teachers who feel insecure in a 
class exhibit stress58. It is significant in the context of 
the acting studio, that stress can hinder an instructor’s 
feelings of empathy for an actor with whom they are 
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48 (Jung, 2000; Bass & Riggio, 2005; Goleman, Boyatzis, & McKee, 2003) 
49 (Santangello & Tomlinson, :307)
50 i.e. stressing outperforming others or developing competencies (Ames 1992b; Patrick et al. ctd. O’Keefe et al., 2012:50).
51 (Finnegan, 2013)
52 (Bandura, 1997 qtd. in Finnegan ibid.)
53 (Duckworth, Quinn, & Seligman, 2009)
54 (e.g., Instructor G, personal communication, November 2, 2012)
55 My practice-based research was prompted, in part, by such patterns of resistance. The insights and experience 
developed over time (and discussed in this dissertation) have increased my own strategies for dealing with resistance and 
thus enhanced my self-efficacy beliefs in addressing such situations when they arise.
56 The degree to which an instructor manifests ‘grit’ is also of significance if they, albeit tacitly, afford a degree of credibility 
to the ‘talent myth’ (Syed, 2010; Colvin, 2010). The talent myth holds that “the characteristics responsible for exceptional 
performance are innate and are genetically transmitted” (Ericsson et al., 1993:363). An instructor who accepts the talent myth 
is much less likely to persevere in their work with an actor who they come to view as having no talent. Such was the case, it 
can be argued, with Instructors A and B.
57 (Tausch & Hüls, 2013:145)
58 (Ibid.)

Box 7.3 • Transactional and Transformational Leadership
Transactional leadership1, often found in classrooms 
(and rehearsal halls), is  based upon a  system of 
rewards (such as praise  or good grades)  for work that 
is perceived to meet the instructor’s  expectations. 
Conversely, an actor may subject to  criticism, censure 
or poor grades, with the  of goal correcting less  than 
adequate  work2. This  approach promotes extrinsic 
motivation 3  and a desire  on the  part of the actor to 
please the instructor.
Transformational leadership  aims to  stimulate  and 
inspire  followers, promoting intrinsic motivation; 
transformational leadership, “involves active and 
emotional relationships  between leaders and 
followers” (Jung, 2000:187).
Transformational leaders:

• create interest and inspire
•empower actors by aligning the  goals and needs 
of members of the group  with the broader goals 
of the leader and the project

•challenge  group  members to take greater 
ownership of their work

•help  actors grow and develop  by responding to 
their individual needs

•act as a role model for the group4

Based on the strong attachment between the leader 
and followers, a  transformational leader seeks to 
transform  followers’ personal values  and self-
concepts, elevating their aspirations  to fulfill their 
potential 5. 
Transformational leadership  is  instrumental in 
fostering creativity “by establishing group  norms that 
allow members to  focus on intrinsic motivation and 
[the] satisfaction they can draw from  the enactment of 
their task.” (Jung, ibid.:192).
aaaaaaa
1  (e.g., Bass, 1985, 1996; Bass & Riggio, 2006)
2 (Odumeru & Ogbonna, 2013:358)
3 (c.f.,  Chapter 6:71)
4 (Jung, 2000:187; Bass & Riggio, ibid.:3)
5 (Jung, ibid.)



working59. The absence of empathy in the learning space 
can lead to negative consequences60, engendering 
feelings in actors such as helplessness, rejection, stupidity 
or worthlessness61, as exemplified by Actor J. Conversely, 
the more empathetic and understanding a teacher is, the 
more transformational learning is possible62. 

Low self-efficacy beliefs also diminish the degree to which 
an instructor can exhibit authenticity — also referred to 
as realness or genuineness — in his interactions with 
actor-learners. Authenticity is a complex concept that 
refers to sincerity, truthfulness or the sense and practice 
of being true to one’s beliefs and values63. While such a 
definition has been challenged by postmodern notions of 
the self as fluid, comprised of a number of situation 
specific drafts64,

[t]aking on board the postmodernist critique 
of stable identities is helpful in that it leads us 
to view the notion of 'authenticity' not as 
something fixed, or something that one has, 
but rather as a project that one always seeks 
to strive towards in particular contexts. 

(Kreber, 2013c:17) 

In the context of my practice, authenticity denotes a 
capacity to engage with actors without judging them; to 
be aware of my own intuitive feelings; and to allow that 
awareness to be present in my communication. An 
authentic teacher relies less on projecting a facade that is 
indicative of role or status and more on spontaneous 
interactions — a “kind of separate closeness, close 
separateness” (Rogers, 2013:73).

Learning in the Space Between Us

Together with authenticity in relationships, empathy, compassion, and unconditional positive regard lead 
to the development of trust65: “[m]entors with these traits foster learning significantly more […]than 
those without these traits.” (Lyon, 2013:155). Most significantly of all, “[t]hese traits were found to be even 

more important than the mentor’s competence in the subject matter.” (Ibid.; emphasis added).
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59 (Ibid.)
60 (Tausch & Hüls, 2013:136/7)
61 (Ibid.:136)
62 (Rogers qtd. in ibid.:139)
63 (Vannini & Franzese, 2008; Kreber, 2013a)
64 (c.f.: Chapter 3)
65 (Lyon, 2013a)

Box 7.4 • Trainer Education
...individual performance  is  not enough for 
genuine  pedagogic improvements  in 
universities. What is  essential is that  relevant 
actors  come  to agreement about what counts 
as good pedagogy, for what purposes  and 
what is to be done to make it happen.

(Maclean qtd. in Kreber, 2013:6)
As  noted in the body of this chapter, it is not 
possible  to prescribe the  manner in which a 
trainer of actors engages with those  whom they 
seek to  train. However, scholarship  in 
pedagogical practice in further education 
provides a  depth of insight  into  the 
commonsense understanding that some 
pedagogical practices  are more effective than 
others  in facilitating optimal levels of creativity 
and motility in actors. 
It has been a goal of this  project to not  only 
improve  my own practice through insights afforded 
by a synthesis of scholarship  that lies  outside  a 
provincial consideration of acting theory, but to 
also  foreground how pedagogical practices  may, 
in general, enhance or inhibit an actor’s search 
for optimal levels of creativity and motility .
Through the sharing of this knowledge, in 
particular with graduate  students whose 
ultimate goal is to  become a teacher/trainer of 
actors, it  has  been my goal to  stimulate  dialogue 
and inform  and influence future generations of 
acting teachers . 

 I never got a  chance to tell you how much I 
appreciated EVERYTHING you have  done  for 
me. I am a better actor and professor for it.

(Actor YY, personal communication, 
11 August, 2017 original emphasis)

aaaaaaa
1 (c.f., Chapter 2:28)



If, as I have argued, the blocks that an actor experiences during the learning necessary to manifest 
optimal levels of creativity and motility are derived, in some cases to a significant degree, from her 
relational history, then relationships also have a central role to play in any process of transformational 
learning. Empathy, authenticity and trust facilitate relational learning66 or learning-within-relationship67. An 
optimal learning climate is derived from the nature of the relationship between the facilitator of 
learning and the actors68. This relationship in turn sets the tone for, or models, the desired nature of 
the relationships between actors, and indeed between an an actor and themselves. Relational 
learning, to develop a theme addressed throughout this dissertation, is neither individualistic nor 
competitive, but cooperative69 and collaborative70.

The Potential Space, as conceived of in my practice, is thus seen as a process of learning and 
creating in the space between us71. This space “…is created for and literally by particular people 
meeting at [a] particular moment.” (ibid.:32)72. In a learning environment shaped by a sense of 
community (or ensemble), echoing the argument regarding identification and individuation, “a many 
[turns] into a one without ceasing to be many” (Rousseau, 1991:3). 

In an ensemble that foregrounds community, relationships “do not just provide the context or 
container for…learning, but it is within the dialogue, debate, and interaction of the relationship 
between faculty and students, and among students” (Schapiro, 2009:112) that an actor’s 
transformative learning towards the manifestation of optimal levels of creativity and motility occurs. 
Thus it is that the nature and quality of the relationships between myself and the actors, and 
between actors, not only creates the learning climate, it is a means of learning itself.

[My professor] set up an environment that ensured we would all be successful 
in whatever tasks we were given. …Every single day, I learned something new 
from my peers and my professor. My professor set the class up so that we 
would all learn things from each other as we learned things about ourselves. 
Whenever anyone had a breakthrough with something they had been 
struggling with since before the beginning of the semester, everyone was happy 
for them and we were all very supportive of them. 

(Anonymous teaching evaluation, December, 2014)

As If Looking in a Mirror

The epistemological philosophy developed in this dissertation is founded upon the belief that an 
actor’s “knowledge depends on being in a world that is inseparable from [their] bodies, and [their] 
language, and [their] social history — in short, from [their] embodiment” (Varela, Thompson, & 
Rosch, 1993:149; original emphasis). It follows that in my practice, my goal is to foster a culture 
which encourages vicarious learning to take place, in part, through observation.
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66 (Gergen, 2009) 
67 (Yorks & Kasl, 2002)
68 (Dirkx, 2008)
69 (e.g. Palmer, Peters, & Streetman, 2010; Johnson & Johnson, 2009; Johnson & Johnson, 2002)
70 (Bruffee, 1993)
71 (Leahy & Gilly, 2009). As Leahy and Gilly (2009) note, there has been little research into the nature of ‘the space 
between us’, “where particular individuals, the group as a whole, and the space between are all transformed.” (2009:24).
72 By way of contrast, a contractual relationship within the learning environment “assumes that we are separate, unattached 
units with no natural ties to each other” (Ibid.)



A commonplace practice in actor training is for the 
instructor to stop the work of the class as a whole, in 
order that they can observe a particular group or pair 
working in a manner deemed exemplary by the 
instructor. On other occasions actors are coached while 
their peers observe. However, altering efficacy beliefs 
through vicarious observational learning is not a simple 
matter of exposing actors to models73. In a competitive 
environment, if an actor has the sense that she is being 
outperformed by others, her self-efficacy beliefs can be 
lowered74. 

In a learning space that foregrounds observational and 
relational learning it is therefore important to foster the 
notion in an actor that, when they are observing others, 
it is as if they are ‘looking in a mirror’75. Originating in my 
training with Ann Bogart and the SITI Company, this 
notion has become central to my practice. Here, the 
actor is encouraged not to judge their peers but to see 
their own habits of bodymind reflected back to them, 
whilst also allowing for the possibility that they may 
vicariously learn from the experiences of others76. 

Prior to entering training much of an actor’s knowledge 
and their bodymindset is derived from the observation 
of behaviors and rules of social/familial interaction77 with 
little or no explicit feedback78. 
In a cooperative learning environment, the observation 
of other actors engaged in enactive master y 
experiences can prove inspiring, if an actor empathizes with a peer who succeeds by perseverant 
effort79  to master a challenge or overcome his own ‘block’s or self-perceived inefficacy80. An actor 
senses that if others can do it, he too may have the wherewithal to do likewise81. It is worthy of note 
that mastery models, who perform flawlessly and with ease, are less effective tools for learning than 
coping models who begin uncertainly, but gradually overcome their difficulties by tenacious effort and 
perseverance82. Actors who have lower self-efficacy beliefs are likely to view coping models as more 
relevant to themselves than mastery ones and more indicative of own chances of success83. 
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73 (Bandura, 1997:90)
74 (Ibid.)
75 (c.f., Chapt. 9 and Appx. C for illustration and discussion of practice)
76 (Bandura, 1994:72)
77 (c.f., Chapter 6)
78 (Billman & Heit, 1988:587)
79 (Bandura, 1994)
80 As has been noted previously, in a competitive learning environment social comparisons can be “emotionally and 
motivationally debilitating” (Bandura,1997:91).
81 (Bandura, 1997:87)
82 (Bandura, 1997:99)
83 (Ibid.)

Box 7.5 • Optimal Conditions for Learning
The atmosphere  of the  class is still, as  it 
always has been, a  comfortable  place to 
actively pursue  our vocal goals. I think than in 
many other situations, if the  class dynamic 
was  not so comfortable, I would not have 
made half the progress I have made. 

(Actor GG. Self-reflection May 6, 2004)
While it is  true  that  the  acting profession is a 
highly competitive one, it  does not follow that 
the optimal conditions for actor learning or for a 
creative discovery process  needs must  be 
similarly competitive, in fact, quite the reverse. 
Substituting terms  appropriate  to theatre for 
those pertaining to athletics — itself a highly 
competitive  domain — Murcia  et. al. (2008) offer 
the following insight:  “[T]he climate established 
by the [trainer] can have a  profound effect  upon 
young [actors] goal orientations.”  If the mentor 
favors those students  who are perceived to be 
the ‘best’, or encourages (albeit  implicitly) 
comparison and punishment for errors (which 
can take  the form of harsh feedback), they can 
contribute  greatly to  the tendency for the  actors 
to adopt a  competit ive, ego-oriented 
motivational climate1. 
The Facilitator of Learning who places emphasis 
on daily improvement and personal effort, 
increases the  probability that the learning space 
will be characterized by a mastery orientated 
motivational climate  (ibid.), which is both 
collaborative and supportive.
aaaaaaa
1 (Murcia et. al, 2008:189)



Contemporary social neuroscience has afforded a 
clearer understanding of the potency of observational 
learning for good or ill. Research has revealed that 
shared circuits84  of the human mirror neuron system 
‘fire’ both when an actor observes an action manifested 
by another and when executing that action himself85. 
While it is the case that when observing another an 
actor does not “overtly reproduce the observed action, 
nevertheless [their] motor system becomes active as if 

[they] were executing that very same action that [they] 
are observing.” (Gallese, 2001:37; emphasis added). 
Thus, when watching sport, for example, “[s]ome of the 
same neurons that fire when we watch a player catch 
the ba l l a l so fire when we catch the ba l l 
ourselves”(Iacoboni, 2008:5). 

On a more subtle level, however, the human mirror 
neuron system facilitates the innate human propensity 
for mimicry86. An ‘action’ can be construed not only in 
terms of motion or gesture, but also the more subtle 
actions of facial muscles or body posture engaged in the expression of emotion. 

It is speculated87 that the benefit for an actor of the neurological/empathetic connection between 
them is in the learning of novel behaviors and coping strategies that are not yet present in the 
observing actor’s repertoire. For when an actor observes the uninhibited execution of actions and 
behaviors she has hitherto been too inhibited to engage in herself, she becomes more disposed to 
engage in such behaviors.

As was the case with the Sophomore acting classes, whose work is illustrated in Chapter 9, in a 
cooperative learning environment, an actor can actively observe both other actors, and the facilitator 
of learning, modeling optimal behaviors from a place of relative safety. From this vantage point an 
actor can empathetically engage with others who approach, cope with, and master personally 
challenging situations as if he was immersed in the activity. 

As a result, he can be inspired by those perceived as similar to himself88 and vicariously enhance his 
expectations of self-efficacy, reduce his anxiety and diminish any predisposition to situational and 
experiential avoidance behaviors89. 
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84 (Hurley, 2008; 2005)
85 (Gallese, 2001)
86 (Sonnby-Borgström, Jonsson, & Svensson, 2003:4)
87 (Rosenthal & Bandura, 1978:624)
88 (c.f., Video B.3, Appx. B:169)
89 (Bandura, 1994)

7.1 In Suzuki Training, Contact Improv, and 
Viewpoints, the practice  of splitting groups, so 
that one group  of actors  can actively observe 
others  at  work, is  central to  my practice. Here 
Actor LL is exploring the relationship  between 
body and text through Suzuki Standing Statues.



Reflection

Actors in a cohort can be invited to model efficacy “by word as well as by action.” (Bandura, 1997:88). 
Through guided compassionate, mindful, open-ended reflection90, I encourage an actor to verbalize 
and thus surface the covert thoughts guiding her actions91. Reflection brings into the Potential Space 
the common fears and anxieties that an actor shares with others92, and so she can see how others are 
like her in many ways. Perseverant attitudes expressed by an actor, as she copes with challenges, can 
be enabling to other actors93. Reflection may also “reveal the tasks to be more or less difficult, and 
potential threats more or less manageable than was originally believed.”(Bandura, 1997:88)94.

What others say about an actor’s abilities and probability of success can influence her self-efficacy 
beliefs95. Self-efficacy beliefs can be affected by verbal feedback when an actor has established a 
trusting relationship with a facilitator of learning or mentor. As has been validated by my practice96, 
persuasive arguments as to an actor’s efficacy in a given domain are more likely to be believed when 
she perceives that they are based upon expertise and researched knowledge97. In some cases, 
however, when an actor’s experience,, or the verbal feedback she receives contradicts firmly held 
beliefs of weak efficacy she may resist changing her views of herself if she can find reasons to 
discount the value of the successful experience or the veracity of the feedback98. Such was the case 
with Actor Y who, initially, believed she could not play dramatic roles99.

In my practice I also aim to transform an actor’s self-efficacy beliefs by modeling an acceptance of 
‘mistakes’ that occur at the edge of an actor’s knowing100. Through a process of compassionate 
open-ended reflection101, or simply by invoking the phrase “fix it”102 , an actor is encouraged to 
“discursively construct alternative rules and understandings of mistakes and failure [which lead to 
the] reconsideration and removal of conditioned responses.” (Clarke, 2009:193/4). As a 
consequence, an actor may change the nature of his primary goal orientation (i.e., to avoid errors)103 
and learn to approach, rather than avoid, risk-taking, with its implicit uncertainty of outcome and 
potential for ‘mistakes’ and perceived failure. 

Whilst observational, relational learning and verbal persuasion are powerful tools for enhancing an 
actor’s self-efficacy beliefs, an actor’s personal enactive mastery experiences104 are undoubtedly the 
most influential source of learning towards achieving the goal of optimal levels of creativity and motility.
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90 (Varela, Thompson, & Rosch, 1993)
91 (Bandura, 1997:93)
92 Thus an actor understands how others share challenges that she previously believed were hers alone.
93 (Bandura, 1997:88)
94 c.f., Chapter 11 for examples drawn from my practice.
95 (Eagly & Chaiken, 1993 qutd.in Maddux & Volkmann, 2010)
96 Exemplified by the feedback on my teaching afforded by one student-actor: “I felt that I was with a knowledgeable, 
trustworthy instructor” (Anonymous teaching evaluation, December, 2004).
97 (e.g., Eagly & Chaiken, 1993 cited in Maddux & Volkmann, 2010)
98 (Bandura, 1977:83)
99 (c.f., Chapter 2)
100 (Taylor, 2007:187)
101 (Varela, 1993:27)
102 (c.f., Appx. B:174)
103 (c.f., Chapt. 6:71)
104 (Bandura, 1997:80)



The Structured Progression of Facilitating Mastery Experiences

Insights gained from self-efficacy and transformative learning theories, in concert with the my 
experience, suggest that effective trainers foster an actor’s embodied sense of self-efficacy by 
structuring exercises for learners so they experience steady success. 

In facilitating the development of an actors’ level of mastery and self-efficacy beliefs, a facilitator of 
learning must structure, within the parameters of the course, learning experiences that are cognizant 
of each groups’ specific needs and character105. This approach avoids placing actors in overly 
challenging situations prematurely, whereby they are prone to fail often106. In order to do this, the 
trainer must remain aware of the need to be “flexible in his approach to teaching and adjust the 
curriculum and presentation of information to learners, rather than expecting [actors] to modify 
themselves for the curriculum” (Hall et al., 2003:2). Expecting actors to modify themselves to the 
curriculum, rather than the trainer adapt the curriculum to the cohort in front of them, is the 
hallmark of many traditional instructor-centered training programs. Typically, such programs tend to 
present the same material, at the same pace, to different cohorts with little or no adaptation.

Between what an actor can do unaided107, and what he is not ready to do independently at a given 
point in his development108, lies what he can do with the facilitator’s guidance and the appropriate 
performance mastery aids109 — his zone of proximal development110. 

In a class or workshop, the goal is to provide as much individuated instruction as is possible, in order 
to accommodate the different levels of accomplishment of each actor in a given area. In classes/
workshops that utilize Fitzmaurice Voicework, for example, this means working with students 
individually within the context of the class. In some instances, individuated instruction means actor 
conferences and small group tutorials. 

In all cases, it is important to remind actors that each is on his own individual journey, and that 
comparisons to others can be limiting. I will often work with actors to establish their own individual 
goals., with the aim of identifying each actor’s zone of proximal development.

The concept of an actor’s zone of proximal development is congruent with the concept of 
deliberate or purposeful practice111. In many cases practice per se does not lead to improvements in 
performance. Many of the actors in the case studies habitually trained at a level at which they felt 
comfortable. Purposeful practice is comprised of pursuing longer-term goals through tackling, in a 
focussed way, a number of specific subtasks112 which lie outside an actor’s present comfort zone113. 
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105 While there has been a growth in the prevalence of differentiated instruction at many levels of education, 
“postsecondary instructional practices” have not “evolved from being uniform and didactic” (Santangelo, 209:308). While 
Santangelo’s assertion relates to postsecondary education in general, and some might imagine that instruction in acting 
would prove an exception, my experience in the USA suggests that much of the instruction of actors tends to be more 
teacher-centered, uniform and didactic rather than individuated and student-centered.
106 (Bandura, 1994:72)
107 The actor's “actual developmental level” (Lipscomb, et.al., 2010:228).
108 The actor’s “potential developmental level” (Lipscomb et. al., ibid)
109 (Bandura, 1994)
110 (Vygotsky, 1978:86)
111 (Ericsson et al., 1993, 2002; Ericsson & Pool, 2016)
112 Rather than pursuing a sense of general improvement (Ericsson, 2016:99)
113 (Ericsson, 2016:15 & 22)



By identifying each actor’s zone of proximal development the goal is to provide, through an astute 
choice of exercises, the appropriate instructional scaffolding114. Instructional scaffolding denotes 
temporary, structured support for an actor in order to facilitate what he cannot currently do alone. 

In the initial stages of learning, purposeful practice requires supportive and informative feedback 
from the facilitator115. As an actor’s mastery and self-efficacy beliefs develop in regard to a particular sub-
task, the support, or scaffolding, is judiciously withdrawn. Repeated mastery experiences, with 
increasingly diminished active support from the trainer, lead the actor to an autonomous sense of 
mastery and enhanced self-efficacy which is transferable to other undertakings. 

Suzuki Training can be utilized as a form of pressure training116, a concept adopted from sports 
coaching/sport psychology. For an actor, the demands of the exercise(s) during pressure training 
increase in a structured manner, with the ultimate goal of reducing the gap between the demands of 
training and those of public performance117. Through open-ended reflection in response to Suzuki 
exercises, actors raise their awareness of how they, and others, typically respond in pressure situations 
and identify their current coping strategies118. Purposeful practice promotes trying ‘differently’ rather 
than trying ‘harder’119  and through compassionate guided reflection and vicarious and enactive 
experiences, actors are invited to explore other ways in which they can engage with demanding 
performance scenarios.

In the context of a college program, where training continues over two or three years, the notion of 
instructional scaffolding can be seen enacted in a larger context. Tasks may not only increase in their level of 
challenge, but an actor must engage with each task with less and less direct support. Actors with whom I 
worked in one university program, by way of example, would begin working on scenes from contemporary 
drama; progress to a semester focussed on Shakespeare; and conclude, in their last semester before 
graduation, with work on scenes drawn from Greek drama. During this final semester, actors explored their 
characters and scenes through exercises drawn from Fitzmaurice Voicework, Contact Improvisation, Suzuki 
and Viewpoints. The actors, however, were responsible for integrating their discoveries from the exercises 
into their scenes, which were, in essence, self-directed. In creating their scenes without direct instruction or 
direction, the actors developed a strong sense of autonomy and self-efficacy as creative artists120.

Conclusion
Through learning and development, [the practitioner] move[s] away from a 
mechanistic kind of approach to selecting teaching techniques, we question our 
practice rather than repeating what we have done in previous sessions, and we 
become models for our learners.

(Cranton, 2006:198; emphasis added)
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114 (Wood, Bruner, & Ross, 1976; Chaiklin, 2003; Liu, 2012). 
115 (Ibid.)
116 (c.f., Appx. C:200)
117 (Lee, 2008)
118 (Ibid.)
119 (Ericsson, 2016:19)
120 (c.f., Actor P, Appx. A:157)



The nature of the influences that hamper and occlude the actor’s potency are constructed in part by an 
actor’s familial experiences and in part by the cultural milieu in which they develop their sense of self, 
their habits of bodymind and, in particular, their self-efficacy beliefs. These influences are more than a 
backdrop to an actor’s learning, they are active protagonists in the conflict and drama of their search for 
the fulfillment of their creative nature and the manifestation of optimal levels of motility.

Formal institutions of learning play an essential role in the perpetuation of the axiomatic beliefs of the 
dominant culture, while at the heart of the learning process lies the trainer, who shapes the learning 
climate and process in his or her individual studio or classroom. The most powerful and potentially 
damaging learning that occurs in a classroom is unlikely to be stated in the explicit goals of the official 
curriculum. The reified cultural mores addressed in earlier chapters, and the personal attitudes and self-
beliefs of the trainer, are ‘taught’ to students by what is not included on the curriculum. The behaviors 
and attitudes modeled by the trainer influence the learning of the actor in unplanned ways. 

The reified beliefs harbored by both instructors and actors, when they initially enter training, may be 
antagonistic to certain pedagogies. This is especially true in the American context, with its cultural 
emphasis upon individualism and competition. These dynamics can be said to contribute to patterns 
of resistance to pedagogies derived, if only in part, from traditional Eastern wisdom, with its 
emphasis on community.

It is certainly true that the acting profession as a whole is highly competitive. Experience teaching and/or 
directing in five college training programs also suggests that, within the closed environment of a training 
program, where actors are competing against the same peers for three or four years, feelings derived 
from personal comparisons can be particularly intense. It does not follow, however, that competitiveness 
is inevitable or necessary in an acting classroom or during a discovery process. Indeed, quite the 
reverse. My experience suggests that even within the context of a departmental culture where 
student-actors are competitive, an atmosphere of cooperation and collaboration can be nurtured121.

The optimal learning space for the development of an actor’s facilitative self-efficacy beliefs, creative 
nature and optimal levels of motility — in the terms of my practice, the Potential Space — is 
summarized by Cornelius-White, (2007) as follows: it is person-centered rather than teacher or 
curriculum-centered; relationship-based rather than instruction-based; experiential rather than 
instructional; cooperative rather than competitive or individualistic; it foregrounds thinking and 
feeling rather than memorizing; it focuses on showing rather than telling; it is inquiry-based (with the 
actors as co-researchers) rather than knowledge-based; and it is about learning rather than 
teaching. It is a space that integrates enactive mastery experiences, compassionate open-ended 
reflection and cooperative, vicarious, observational learning. 

The Potential Space, and the journey of the via negativa/via affirmativa, fosters a capacity for 
mindfulness, a capacity to turn towards and accept hitherto unwelcome affective states; it is 
characterized by a climate that enables an actor to embrace disorientation and challenge. Through a 
task-oriented (rather than self-oriented) focus, derived from constructed mastery experiences122, an 
actor discovers what her bodymind can do123.
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121 (c.f., Chapt. 10 and Appx. D)
122 (Cornelius-White, 2007:115) 
123 As documented and discussed in Appx. C, Re-membering the Body.





Children’s ability to think in a detailed and reflective manner as well as their 
motivation to be creative increased steadily until high school, when it is static, 
and then decreases in adulthood.

(Kim, 2011:291)

In the extensive academic research into creativity, little attention has been paid to what is 
traditionally known as the rehearsal process, nor to the manner in which a program of actor learning 
might explicitly foster an actor’s creative nature. Perhaps this is because actors are considered by 
many to be interpretive artists, rather than creative artists in their own right1. Nurturing a creative, 
improvisatory disposition, especially in college actors, not only has to overcome this preconception, 
but also, in the American context, a steady decline in creative thinking among Americans of all ages 
since 19902 — a decline that begins during an actor’s early education. 

Against this backdrop, I have sought a deeper understanding of the ways in which creativity might 
manifest itself in an actor’s work and how I might better foster it. In searching for information on 
creativity and acting I found few extant sources, and so turned to the broader field of creativity 
research3. Salient concepts that inform the work illustrated in Chapter 9 and Appendices B, C and 
D, are developed in the pages that follow.

The creative mind “is characterized, according to most modern students of creativity, by its propensity 
for thinking in concrete images: visual, auditory, tactile” (Noy, 1978:725/6). In addition, Mednick’s 
(1964; 1962) view of creativity as being, in part, an associative process, resonates with my own 
experience of creativity. 

Mednick conceived of creative thinking as “the forming of associative elements into new combinations 
which […] are in some way useful. The more mutually remote the elements of the new combination, 
the more creative the process or solution.” (Mednick, 1962:221). In addition, Mednick suggested that 
“any ability or tendency which serves to bring otherwise mutually remote ideas into contiguity will 
facilitate a creative solution” (ibid.:222). Expanding on Mednick’s theory, more recent research suggests 
that associative creativity may be enhanced by an effective access to, and processing of, emotion laden 
memory content4. 

I hold that image research (as exemplified in Appendix C)5, is one device to bring mutually remote 
ideas into contiguity. This process primes an actor’s imagination in preparation to create, with others, 

1 (Nemiro 1997)
2 (Kim, 2006:293)
3 (e.g.,Amabile, 1979; Averill, 2005; Becker, 2000; Boden, 2003; Brakel, 2004; Carlsson, 2002; Csikszentmihalyi, 1996; Getz & 
Lubart, 1993; Glover, 1998; Isaksen et al., 2000; Jung, 2000; Kogan, 2002; Nemiro, 1997; Noy, 1969a, 1969b, 1978, 1979)
4 (Benedek & Neubauer, 2013; Getz & Lubart, 1993; Lubart & Getz, 1997)
5 (c.f., Appx. C:196)
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the larger tapestry of a production prior to performance. This is, perhaps, a commonplace view of 
creativity. Critically, however, a motile actor possesses the wherewithal to create ‘new combinations’ 
— through the medium of a co-regulated, coenesthetic relationship with a partner or partners — in 
the moment to moment unfolding of non-performance in performance6. 

Expanding on the theme of play, introduced in Chapter 17, experience suggests that popular 
connotations of play in actor training are associated with an actor regressing to a primitive child-like 
state8, 9 . However, “[w]hat we call artistic talent cannot be considered simply as a regression to an 
infantile ability.” (Noy, 1966)10, for such a view largely ignores the kind of play that adults engage in, 
which include the creative and artistic pursuits of music, painting or theatre11. Transposing child-like 
notions of play to the training of actors has the potential to mislead both trainers12  and actors 
themselves. Over the years of my practice, many actors have initially sought to imitate the external 
form of child’s play, that is they seek to perform ‘as if ’ they were a child at play. In so doing, they fail 
to grasp that the external form of ‘playful’ exercises has little to do with developing an inner creative 
state13 or an improvisatory state of (body)mind14. The defining prerequisite for ‘play’ in the work of 
the actor is encapsulated by the notion of the beginner’s mind, for “[i]n the beginner's mind there 
are many possibilities, but in the expert's there are few.” (Suzuki, 2011).

Fostering an Improvisatory State of Bodymind
Central to the process of fostering a beginner’s state of bodymind is diminishing an actor’s reliance 
on “clear, cold thinking,” (Chekhov, 1985), the “murderer” (ibid.) which dominates and diminishes her 
creativity15. To an actor overly attached to the realm of ‘facts’ and to stepwise ‘logic’, working in an 
improvisatory state of bodymind can be experienced as chaotic, an experience fraught with flux and 
uncertainty. For such an actor, a novel experience is threatening if it does not easily fit into past 
experience. Such experiences provoke anxiety and defensive reactions16. Such reactions are 
exemplified, it is suggested, by the stories of Actors A and D, narrated in Chapter 2, who appeared 
to be rigid and constrained and unable to play very well17. 

Training an actor to rely on his emotions, as Michael Chekhov proposes18, necessitates bringing an 
actor “to the state in which his creative subconscious can burgeon”(Stanislavski, 2008a:329). In order to 
do this, it is necessary to challenge an actor’s reified beliefs regarding the nature of, and the relative 
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6 (c.f., Videos 9.14 and 9.15)
7 (c.f., Chapt. 1:6)
8 (e.g., Freud, ctd., in Noy, 1969:156; Kris, 1964). 
9 (c.f., Box 8.1)
10 Noy continues: “ [Artistic talent] is an ability that has its genetic roots in infantile modes of relation from which it has 
continued to grow throughout life, until, eventually, it can attain such high levels that are no longer comparable either to 
organization forms of the child or the psychotic or to those of the ordinary adult.” (Noy, 1966:215-6)
11 (Csikszentmihalyi, 2012:v)
12 i.e., in structuring, introducing and giving feedback on exercises
13 (Merlin, 2007:49)
14 (Knebel ctd. in Carnicke, 2010: 106)
15 (Ibid.) 
16 (Maslow, 1993)
17 (Ibid.)
18 (Chekhov, ibid.) 



value attached to, secondary process mentation (i.e., 
discursive, logical ‘thought’ and language) and primary 
process mentation (i.e., the emotion laden unconscious). 

In his early theorizing, Freud (1900), proposed that the 
primary and secondary processes were two distinct 
kinds of mental phenomena19, conceived of as 
constituting a hierarchical developmental continuum. 
Primary process mentation was seen as the primitive 
means by which the infant processed the world20 before 
developing the reality-oriented secondary processes as 
they grew older21, 22 . As the secondary processes 
developed, the primary processes were seen as being 
displaced, relegated to sleeping/dreaming and to the 
processes of the unconscious23. At this point, Freud 
supposed, the primary processes cease to continue their 
development and that they remain forever in their 
infantile form24. As a consequence, any later-in-life 
engagement with, and expression of, the subconscious 
primary-processes must be regarded as a regression to 
primitive-infantile levels of organization25. 

The Freudian perspective is significant, for it has shaped 
prevailing attitudes to the creative processes of actors. As 
Connolly et. al. (2007) observe, “psychoanalytical opinion has regularly positioned the subconscious as a 
dark and hidden source of truths, where chaotic desires reign” (Connolly & Ralley, 2007:238), with the 
consequence that this assumption “has imprinted itself on the imagination and vocabulary of theatre 
practitioners and theorists with considerable force.” (ibid.).

Contemporary writers have significantly revised the psychoanalytic model of the relationship 
between the primary and secondary processes with regard to creativity26. Noy (1996, 1969), in 
particular, asserts that the primary processes continue to develop and improve along with general 
cognitive development27 . Furthermore, the primary (unconscious) and secondary (conscious) 
processes are no longer seen as opposing poles of a hierarchical continuum, nor as competing and 
antagonistic forces, but rather two interdependent systems of human experiencing28.
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19 (Noy, 1969b:156)
20 (Robins, 2002:359)
21 (Noy, 1969:156; Robins, 2002:359)
22 Freud “equated the unconscious with the passionate, the illogical, and the irrational. In contrast the preconscious system 
was seen as logical and orderly. Freud believed that through speech and language one is able to bting logic and rationality 
to the irrational unconscious.” (Modell, 2006:53-4)
23 (Robins, ibid.)
24 (Ibid.)
25 (Noy, 1969:158). 
26 (e.g., Noy, 1969, 1978, 1979; Robins, 2002; Piha, 2000; Brakel, 2004)
27 (Noy, 1969b:150)
28 (Noy, 1966, 1969, 1979)

Box 8.1 • Changing Attitudes to Creativity
From  the Freudian perspective, manifestations of 
regression to infant-like  states  in adults are more 
generally associated with dysfunctional or 
psychopathological behavior (Noy, 1969:158), 
constituting another strand to  the  belief that the 
work of the  creative artist is  synonymous with 
psychopathology. Freud’s theory of ‘regression’ 
“led to the  strange  result  of putting the creative 
art ist  into the  same category as the 
schizophrenic”, and “forced psychoanalysis…to 
spend many years  in attempts to find criteria to 
differentiate  between schizophrenic production 
and artistic…creativity.” (Ibid.). 
Kris  (1964)  suggested that creative  artists are 
“more able to shift between primary and 
secondary modes of mentation” (Rossmann and 
Fink, 2010) and attempted to  solve the difficulty 
posed by the  creative artist’s ‘regression to a 
superior ability’ by introducing the  notion of 
creativity as “regression in the  service of the 
ego” (Kris, 1964). 
Kris  asserts that regression is “not out of ego 
weakness, but  the act of a  strong and healthy 
ego, which can, without endangering itself, 
achieve access to deeper and earlier levels  in 
order to derive from  this source additional 
resources and modes of expression.” (Noy, 
1969:156).



The cognitive unconscious, for Lakoff and Johnson (1999), is not the Freudian home of sexual desire 
and repression, but simply the level of mind/brain operations that usually work below conscious 
awareness. The cognitive unconscious also includes “an emotional unconscious, encompassing not only 
the ‘somatic demands upon the mind’ but also the potential expression of unconscious emotional 
memory and unconscious fantasy” (Modell, 2006:48; original empahsis). The cognitive unconscious is 
the well-spring of imagination, creativity and cognition29. As Maslow (1993) would have it, it is 

[…] out of this portion of ourselves of which we generally are afraid and 
therefore try to keep under control, out of this comes the ability to play — to 
enjoy — to fantasy — to laugh to loaf — to be spontaneous, and, what's most 
important for us here, creativity, which is a kind of intellectual play, which is a kind 
of permission to be ourselves, to fantasy, to let loose, and to be crazy…

(Maslow, 1993:85; emphasis added) 

As a consequence, I argue that fostering an inner creative state in an actor necessitates providing her 
access to fenced off areas of her inner world, areas that she may fear contain “forces so dangerous 
and so destructive that, if externalized, they would wreak disaster” (Gordon, 1978:5). It is thus 
reasonable to expect that such an undertaking is challenging, even threatening, for an actor, as it can 
be suggested was the case for Actor A30. It follows that such a process is likely to be anxiety 
provoking, as argued in Chapter 6. As a consequence, the process to foster a creative state of 
bodymind in an actor is likely to be met with varying degrees of safety seeking behaviors. 

Memory: a Telescope Pointed at Time
[…] it is from [the] ongoing dynamic between time and memory that our 
autobiographies — the stories we tell about our lives — are born. We cannot hope to 
understand memory’s fragile power without examining what happens to memory as 
time passes, and considering how we translate the residues of experience that persist 
across time into tales of who we are.

(Schacter, 1997:73; emphasis added)

In 1998 Benedetti wrote in Stanislavski and the Actor that “[t]he nature of memory is still a matter of 
scientific investigation, not least because it seems so arbitrary”. At the same time, memory 
researchers Schacter (1997, 2003) and Squire (2000), in addition to neuroscientists Pert (1999) and 
Ledoux (1996), were publishing seminal research that affords profound new insights into the 
relationship between emotion, memory and the work of the actor.

Memory can be described as a telescope pointed at time31. As popularly conceived of, memory 
affords an actor the ability to create a complete and accurate record of his experiences32. This 
record, it is supposed, can be recalled in the fullness of its original form some time later, in much the 
same manner as retrieving photographs stored in a shoebox. This model of memory is known as the 
reappearance hypothesis33. Research, however, now suggests that rather than there being a single 
memory system in the brain34, memory is a disparate entity incorporating separate systems (for 
example, related to different senses), each system being characterized by different properties and 
utilizing different brain mechanisms35. 
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29 (Lakoff & Johnson, 1999). 
30 (c.f., Actor A’s story, Chapt1:21)
31 (Schacter, 1997:28)
32 (Hassabis & Maguire, 2009)
33 (Schacter, 1997:40)
34 (LeDoux, 2007)
35 (Davis, 2001:1; Thompson and Madigan, 2013)



Implicit memory is an unintentional, nonconscious form of retention that can 
be contrasted with explicit memory, which involves conscious recollection of 
previous experiences. 

(Schacter, 1992).

Of significance to understanding memory in relation to the creative work of an actor, research 
indicates that memory systems fall within two broad categories. The explicit (or declarative) systems 
support conscious memory, while the implicit (or non-declarative)36  systems store information 
unconsciously. Memories about emotional situations are often stored in both systems37 (see fig. 8.1).

fig. 8.1 Adapted from Ledoux (2007)

In this model of memory38, salient details of an experience are deposited as memory fragments in 
the particular part of the brain assigned for storing that aspect of sensory information39. Recalling a 
memory is, in actuality, a process of reconstructing fragments of experience, “much as a 
paleontologist is able to reconstruct a dinosaur from fragments of bone” (Schacter, 1997:40). Thus it 
is that the process of remembering can be seen as an act of imagination40, one that has more to do 
with the circumstances and emotional state of the rememberer at the time of remembering, than at 
the time the memory traces were embodied41. 
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36 i.e., cannot be rendered in language
37 (LeDoux, 2007)
38 To complicate a complex picture further, and to suggest the fluid nature of understanding in this field, evidence is 
growing that the explicit and implicit memory systems are not the discrete systems hitherto imagined (Dew and Cabeza, 
2011:175). As Dew and Cabeza report, “traditional constructs used to distinguish between explicit and implicit memory— 
including those centering on automaticity, consciousness or awareness, intention, control of retrieval…have been shown 
not to produce entirely straightforward or consistent dichotomies” (ibid.:185). This suggests a rich vein of future research 
into the ways in which the explicit and implicit memory systems might interact in the context of an actor’s work.
39 (Schacter, 1997:73; Fogel, 1993:127)
40 (Edelman, 1998)
41 (Schacter, 1997)



The recalling of an emotionally charged event may give the impression of a single memory system42. 
However, while an actor’s memory of facts and events are products of explicit memory systems43, 
the attendant phenomenological and physiological changes she experiences at the time of 
remembering are expressions of the implicit memory systems. Implicit memories do not represent 
the past in terms of any consciously accessible content44. Implicit memories manifest themselves as 
changes in behavior45, in part expressed in emotional dynamics, micro facial expressions and vocal 
dynamics46, in addition to fine and gross motor behavior47. 

The notion of memory as a reconstructive process is derived, in part, from research into the 
evolutionary advantage of memory distortions48. While memory provides the foundation for an 
actor’s autobiographical sense of self, perhaps more importantly, it allows him to flexibly adapt and 
conflate diverse fragments of memory in order to pre-experience possible future events through a 
creative process of scene construction49. That is, memory processes enable an actor to imagine how 
current life circumstances might be expected to evolve; an actor tests ‘off-line’ the potential 
consequences of different courses of action50  in the theatre of his imagination. It is significant, in 
understanding the actor as a creative artist, that while not entirely synonymous processes, 
neurologically there is significant overlap51 when: recalling past episodic memories; imagining the future; 
imagining the possible actions of others and imagining fictitious scenes52, 53. 

Everyday reasoning and decision making is grounded in a feedback loop that integrates emotionally 
valenced memories54 and an actor’s in-the-moment felt experiences, referred to as somatic markers55. 
Somatic markers are integrated into the feedback loop as an actor experiences a given situation, or 
pre-experiences an anticipated situation56 ‘as if ’ they were living it57. The apperception of this somatic 
state information makes it more likely for an actor to either approach or withdraw from a situation, 
or to pursue or desist from a course of action. Somatic markers can function at an overt level, 
where an actor is consciously aware of feelings and bodily changes, or at a covert level, where he is 
unaware of both emotions and the associated bodily changes58. 
In this paradigm, I argue, an actor’s capacity to live truthfully in the imagined reality of the mise-en-
scène, rather than constituting unusual or aberrant behavior, is a highly adaptive invocation of innate 
human abilities that lie at the core of human existence.
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42 (Ledoux, 1996; Davis, 2001)
43 (Thompson & Madigan, 2005:8; Squire & Zola, 1994:203)
44 (Schacter,1997:1)
45 (Tobias, Kihlstrom, & Schacter, 1992:68; Squire, Knowlton, & Musen, 1993:457)
46 (e.g.,Jessen & Kotz, 2011; Kraus, 2017; Bachorowski, 1999)
47 (e.g., Calbi, Angelini, Gallese, & Umiltà, 2017)
48 (Schacter, 2003; Schacter & Addis, 2007)
49 (Hassabis & Maguire, 2007; 2009; McLelland, Devitt, Schacter, & Addis, 2014; Schacter & Madore, 2015)
50 (e.g., Devitt & Addis, 2016) 
51 (e.g., Addis, Wong, & Schacter, 2007; Maguire & Mullally, 2013; Mullally & Maguire, 2014; Devitt & Addis, 2016)
52 For reviews of the parallels between remembering past experiences and imagining future experiences see Klein, 2013; 
Schacter et al., 2012; Szpunar, 2010 
53 i.e., day dreaming or fantasizing
54 (Damasio, 1994:159; Merlin, 2007: 145)
55 (Damasio, 1994). Decision-making “can be viewed as a combination of ‘high reason’, carrying out a logical cost-benefit 
analysis of a given action, and marker signals, indicating how rewarding or punishing an action is likely to be.”(Damasio ctd. in 
Dunn, Dalgleish, & Lawrence, 2006:242).
56 (Hassabis & Maguire, 2007; Dunn et al., 2006). Somatic markers are integrated into a visceral feedback loop from the 
body proper or from imagined ‘as if ’ representations of an action or series of actions.
57 This process also lies at the heart of the manifestation of performance anxiety (c.f., Chapter 6)
58 (Dunn et al., 2006:242)



Grasping the difference between effortful and associative retrieval59 is critical to understanding the 
difference in approach implied by Stanislavsky’s early work in affective memory, the work of 
Strasberg, and Stanislavsky’s seminal explorations of Active Analysis. 

When invoking emotional memory through ‘personal substitution’, as proposed by Strasberg, an 
actor must “find the appropriate personal pain” to drive her character’s objective (Chubbuck, 
2005:ix). In order to do so, an actor consciously draws upon experiences in her own life that are 
thought to be analogous with those of the character60 — a process of effortful retrieval. The insights 
afforded by contemporary research suggest that as a conscious process, effortful retrieval results in 
the recall of explicit memories, 

I argue that emotion/memory61 functions in a significantly different way during Active Analysis62. When 
an actor is working in a state of Flow or experiencing, emotionally valenced, implicit memory 
fragments63 are evoked for an actor through a process of unconscious associative retrieval64. In this 
scenario, when developing a char-actor, an actor does not consciously surface and substitute his own 
personal pain, but unconsciously activates associated implicit memory fragments drawn from his life 
experience in response to the moment to moment reality of his relationship with his scene partner(s) 
in the circumstances of the mise-en-scène. 

Implicit in this process, illustrated by actors exploring a scene from The Secret Rapture (Hare, 1989) in 
Videos 9.28 and 9.3065, is the notion that the emotions that the actors experience/express are not 
pre-meditated, but generated in real time (i.e., in the moment) through a process of interbodily 
resonance, which “creates a circular interplay of expressions and reactions running in split seconds 
and constantly modifying each partner’s bodily state” (Fuchs & Koch, 2014:82). 

I also hypothesize that an actor’s ongoing apperception of the memory/emotion and somatic 
marker loop, as illustrated in Videos 9.28 and 9.30, includes memory fragments derived not only 
from her previous lived experiences, but also from implicit memories that are grounded in her 
empathetic response to multiple sources, such as her image research, a visualization exercise66, her 
daydreaming and, it is posited, her dreams. 

Here it should be noted that recent developments in experimental aesthetics, grounded in 
contemporary neuroscience, afford significant insights into the power and potential of image-based 
research and visualization exercises in creating explicit and implicit memories for an actor. As Gallese 
(2018b) argues, neuroscience “has shown that vision is multimodal: it encompasses the activation of 
motor, somatosensory, and emotion-related brain networks.” (Gallese, 2018b:72)67 and that “the line 
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59 (Schacter, 1997:120)
60 When seen in this context, the assertion of Actor F that all approaches to acting and actor learning that evoke strong 
emotions are potentially abusive has veracity — and here she would receive support from those such as Lloyd (Lloyd, 2006:72).
61 In an attempt to confound traditional associations evoked by emotional or affective memory (e.g., Chubbuck, 2005), and 
to indicate that emotion and memory are inseparable in the actor’s work, I use the idiosyncratic term emotion/memory.
62 This is not to imply that in the course of recalling explicit memories, or in the course of the rehearsal process, an actor 
may not also activate unconscious, implicit memories.
63 (Schacter, ibid.)
64 (Schacter, 1997:120)
65 (c.f., Chapt. 9:135)
66 (c.f., Videos 9.13, 9.14 and 9.15 Chapt. 9:123)
67 (See also Gallese, 2018a; 2017)



between what we call reality and the imaginary and imagined worlds of fiction is much less sharp 
and clear than one might think.” (ibid.:75). For an actor (or director) “to see something and to 
imagine it, to act and imagining to act, share the activation of partly common brain circuits.” (ibid.) 
leading to an experience of embodied simulation68: “[m]erely thinking about a kind of person can 
induce ideomotor mimicry of that person's behavior.” (Bargh, Chen, & Burrows, 1996).

The Emotional Resonance Model of Creative Thought

[The] emotional resonance model (ERM)…specifies how idiosyncratic emotions 
contribute to the access and association of cognitively remote concepts in memory…
[which serve as a] functional relationship between emotion and creativity.

(Getz & Lubart, 1993:42)

Whilst there are a number of theories regarding the nature of the creative process and its inter-
relatedness with emotion and memory69, the emotional resonance mechanism, proposed by Lubart 
and Getz (Ibid.), affords insight into the concept of emotion/memory and the mechanisms by which 
it works. The emotional resonance model makes intuitive sense in the context of my own creative 
process and my work with actors as a trainer and director. 

The emotional resonance model of creative thought is composed of three aspects. Firstly, emotion-
based feeling tones70, or background feelings71, are vague, mixed emotion states attached to specific 
concepts or images in memory and are unique to the individual actor72

…“feeling tones" or emotional traces that reflect the person's covert subjective 
judgments and attitudes related to an experience are encoded in memory 
representations by emotional schemas (e.g. a person's emotional schema for love). 
[…W]e refer to these multi-aspectual, amorphous, experientially acquired 
representations of emotions as endocepts.

(Getz and Lubart, 2000:284)

Social emotions, such as anger, happiness, or love, which 
“influence behavior and are used for interpersonal 
communication such as expressing how one feels about an 
object, person or event.” (ibid.), are “attached to concepts 
or images representing objects, people, and events in 
memory.” (ibid.). 

The second aspect of the ERM is an automatic 
resonance mechanism. This mechanism generates an 
active emotional pattern that flows through memory 
activating other endocepts73. Thus novel associations 
occur when two logically disparate fragments of 
experience/memory, from remote categories, share a 
common feeling tone or endocept. 
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68 (e.g., Gallese, 2018a, 2018b, 2017a, 2015)
69 (c.f. Csikszentmihalyi, 1991, 1996; Sternberg, 1988; Amabile, 1983, 1996; Schmajuk, Aziz, & Bates, 2009)
70 (Getz and Lubart, 2000)
71 (Damasio, 1994)
72 (Getz and Lubart, ibid.)
73 (Getz & Lubart, 1995; Lubart & Getz, 1995)

Box 8.2 • The Notion of Endocepts
Emotions, argue Lubart and Getz (1997:286) 

“…are attached to concepts  or images 
representing objects, people, and events in 
m e m o r y . T h e s e  e m o t i o n s a r e 
multidimensional, aspectually rich, and 
often cannot be  easily described in terms of 
socially determined emotional categories ”

In order to denote  these  complex emotionally 
valenced aspects  of experience, stored as 
intrinsic memories, Lubart and Getz use  the term 
‘endocept‘ — a  conflation of the combining form 
“endo-” (meaning internal or within)1 and 
concept.
ccccccc
1 (“endo-.” Oxford Dictionaries, Oxford 
Dictionaries, retrieved 12 Mar 2007 https://
en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/endo-)



The emotional resonance model is offered as one explanation of the process of metaphor creation. 
When Burns (1794/1993) writes “O my Luve’s like a red, red rose / That’s newly sprung in 
June” (Burns, 1794/1993), the connection is made because the two disparate images resonate 
emotionally on a pre-conscious level74. When such a resonance takes place, “the preconscious 
formation of new emotion-based links” may then be noticed by the poet and “become available for 
further processing.” (ibid.:285). 

The emotional resonance model can also serve as a model of creative thought for an actor. Whereas 
cognitive-semantic associations, consciously sought by an actor, bring to her awareness clichéd links 
between congruent concepts and extrinsic memories, the activation during an étude of multi-faceted, 
indeterminate, experientially acquired endocepts 75 , initiates “a global ‘wave’ throughout her memory 
system.” (Getz and Lubart, 2000:291). Here it is important to emphasize that “[w]hat we fail to 

remember [i.e., an implicit memory] is also part of our imagination.” (Modell, 2006:55; original emphasis).

The third component of the ERM “involves noticing that one or more endocepts (and the concepts 
or images to which they are attached) are resonating with the initially activated endocept (and its 
attached concept or image).” (Getz and Lubart, 2000:292; emphasis added).

An actor’s openness to experience, his capacity to apperceive emotions in self and others, 
determines his resonance detection threshold76 — the borderline above which the impulses that 
“waver between dream and reality” (Grotowski, 1968:35) enter into the margins of consciousness. 
Clearly, individual actors will “differ with regard to their acquired knowledge and experiences” and 
thus will “differ in the richness and content of concept- and image-based memory.” (Getz and 
Lubart, Ibid.). In this regard, the work done to re-member the body — and in particular Fitzmaurice 
Voicework, aiming as it does to reduce muscular armoring and facilitate access to hitherto ‘fenced 
off ’ emotions or feeling tones — can also be said to foster an actor’s inner creative state.

Memories Fragile Power

It is now widely recognized that human memory is not an exact reproduction of 
past experiences but is instead an imperfect process that is prone to various kinds 
of errors and distortions […] In essence, all memory is false to some degree. 

(Schacter, Guerin, & Jacques, 2011:467)
The flexible, adaptive and constructive nature of emotion/memory/imagination, while allowing an 
actor to consciously rehearse or intuitively adopt appropriate courses of action77 when adapting 
to unfamiliar circumstances, also makes her vulnerable to significant distortions of memory78. 
Research indicates that “[e]ven seemingly harmless techniques can alter people’s memories; for 
example, briefly imagining false childhood events can make people believe that those events were 

genuine experiences.” (Sharman & Scoboria, 2009:813; emphasis added)79. Of fundamental 
importance in the work of fostering an actor’s disposition to “live truthfully under imaginary 
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74 (Lakoff, 1980)
75 (Getz and Lubart, 2000:284)
76 (Lubart and Getz, 1997:288)
77 (Vygotsky, 2007:8)
78 (Schacter, 2003; 2011)
79 Empirical research suggests, “a brief imagination exercise can make people more confident that they genuinely experienced 
false events; this effect is referred to as imagination inflation” (Garry et al., 1996)



circumstances” (Meisner, 1987), has been understanding the nature of memory’s fragile power 80 , 
and exploiting the innate human capacity for remembering — with absolute conviction — that 
which did not happen81. 
When imagining plausible ‘scenes’82 that fall within an actor’s experience, he can draw primarily on 
memory fragments derived from his lived experience; if the imagined scene is plausible but 
outside his lived experience, an actor may incorporate details drawn from memories derived 
from external sources, such as family and friends and a variety of media (e.g., images, movies, 
novels). When imaginatively constructing scenes that are implausible for him in life, he relies on 
memory fragments derived largely from external sources83. 

It is salient to note that it is an actor’s ability to recollect source information that enables her to 
distinguish the origin of acquired information84 — and source memory is extremely fallible85. Source 
confusion involves misattributing the origin of one’s memories to oneself, rather than to the actual 
source, such as other people, the news media, writing, or images86.

[S]ome of the same brain regions are involved in both visual imagery AND 
visual perception (original emphasis). Since we rely on these areas to perceive 
the external world, it should not be surprising that when we use them to 
create visual images, the images may feel like the mental residue of actual 
events. These observations have an important implication: creating visual images 
may lead us to believe that we are remembering an event even when the incident 
never happened.

(Schacter, 1997:23 emphasis added)

Children can be unclear about the source of memories, confusing their own experiences with what 
they have seen in a video (Ibid.:136). This capacity does not diminish as an actor grows older, rather 
it becomes subject to checks and balances by other regions of the brain87. If an actor’s checks and 
balances are diminished during a fantasy exercise88resultant endocepts derived from image and 
media research89  may feel like true memories to the actor. Indeed, repeatedly imagining an event 
leads to a further fallacy of memory — imagination inflation: “[v]arious studies have demonstrated 
that the more times someone imagines an event, the more likely he or she will be to say that he or 
she has indeed experienced the event.” (Goff & Roediger, 1998). Of particular significance here to 
the use of the image research and visualization exercises, discussed in the following chapter, are 
research findings that suggest that “visually imagining an event from a first-person (own) perspective 
leads to greater imagination inflation than imagining from a third-person (observer) 
perspective .” (Libby, 2003).
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80 (Schacter, 2003)
81 (Ibid.)
82 In both the theatrical sense and in the sense of pre-experiencing possible future scenes in life. 
83 (Sharman & Scoboria, 2009:825)
84 (Schacter, 1997:116)
85 (Schacter, ibid:114)
86 The fragility of memory and the potency of memory distortions is evident when misattribution is combined with 
suggestibility. Individuals can confabulate with absolute conviction recollections of complex events that never occurred. 
Coercive police questioning and the power of suggestibility can lead individuals to develop fully realized ‘memories’ of acts, 
as serious as murder, which they did not commit (Schacter, 2003:94 &125). 
87 (Schacter, 2003:125)
88 (e.g., Video 9.16)
89 (e.g., Videos 9.14 & 9.15)



When considered in the context of the creative work of an actor, the following observation by 
Schacter (2003) is a trenchant one: “…some rememberers may interpret any subjective sensations 
elicited by [a] cue — vague feelings of familiarity, fragments of other possibly relevant experiences, 
perhaps even dreams or fantasies that are not recognized as such — as signs of an awakening 
[memory trace].” (Schacter, 2003:58; emphasis added). 

Through a process of associative retrieval during an étude, “it is just a short step for [an actor] to do 
what I have suggested that all rememberers normally do: knit together the relevant fragments and 
feelings into a coherent narrative or story.” (ibid.) by which means s/he lives truthfully in the 
imagined reality of the mise-en-scène. A process, I hypothesize that underlies the actors’ work on a 
scene from The Secret Rapture (Hare, 1989) illustrated in Videos 9.28 and 9.30. 

As Actor RC observes, in her reflection on the discovery process for a production of Richard II 
(Shakespeare)90, relationship work early in the process afforded her memories as a character and a 
lived history to her relationships, that aided the development of her work91. 

The Sagacity of the Body92

While there are those that hold that it is by means of logic that we prove and by by means of 
intuition that we discover93, others challenge the foundation of logical, conceptual thought itself 94 . It 
is argued that even the most abstract concepts95  are, at their root, founded in embodied 
experience96. Theories of embodied cognition hold that an actor’s “previous and current embodied 
actions” i.e., their body-memory97, “serve as the grounding for various aspects of imagination, 
memory, and reasoning” (Gibbs, 2006:157). Abstract concepts, that are the foundation of logical 
thought, are derived from categories formed in the past, and hold the world as fixed and constant. 
Embodied cognition gives rise to subjective, idiosyncratic and personalized meanings which, by 
means of intuition, bypass old categories. Central to my pedagogy is the belief that an actor cannot 
fully grasp what a concept means, or invoke that concept in a meaningful manner, without discerning 
a ‘felt’ meaning98.

Entering Text Through the Body

In our way of working, we enter a text through the body. We never sit around 
and discuss, but […] through movement, we ask the actors to get to grips 
physically with the text, its images, its words, its dynamics.

(Lecoq, 2000:137)
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90 (c.f., Appx. D)
91 (Actor RC, Reflective Journal, Richard II. May, 2017)
92 (Milner, writing under the pseudonym of Field, 1983). “What is particularly significant in [the writing of psychoanalyst and 
artist Marion Milner] is the emphasis on the […] the 'sagacity of the body’ [and its implications for] the way we 
conceptualise the workings of the creative process itself.” (Glover, 1998).
93 (Poincaré cited in Langer, 2014:114)
94 (e.g., Johnson, 1987, 2008; Gibbs, 2006; Williams and Duggan, 2006; Varela et al., 1993)
95 Concepts are derived from categories formed in the past. In this sense, both the categories and the terms (language) in 
which they are expressed hold the world as fixed and constant.
96 (e.g., Lakoff and Johnson, 1980, 1987, 1999; Gibbs, 2006). 
97 (e.g., Pylvänäinen, 2003) “Body-self acts in the present, and each lived moment becomes stored in the body-memory, 
which then provides an individual a background for the evaluation of the present moment and for recognizing and 
expressing familiar responses.” (ibid.)
98 (Gendlin, 1982:6)



For actors acculturated in Western traditions, the communicative power of language is understood 
first and foremost within the paradigm of disembodied discursive thought, they are largely unaware 
that their embodied, phenomenological experience directly influences what and how things become 
meaningful to them99. The process by which an actor makes meaning of text, as exemplified by the 
Ozymandias Question100 , is “never merely a matter of abstract conceptualizations and propositional 
judgments.” (ibid.). Any explanation of meaning and rationality that affords insight into an actor’s 
work “must give a central place to [the] embodied and imaginative structures of understanding by which 

we grasp our world.” (Johnson, 1987xiii; original emphasis).

An actor reliant on “cold thinking, this ‘murderer’ that sits in our head” (Chekhov, 1985:25), 
privileges, in Kristeva’s (1984) lexicon, the symbolic function of language, whereby speakers attempt, 
through grammar and syntax, to express meaning with as little ambiguity as possible101. However, 
implicit in most spoken language is a tension between the meaning that it is intended to communicate 
and the sound image (i.e., tone, prosody, rhythm)102. As a consequence, even clear and orderly 
language tends to be disrupted by the implicit, emotionally charged aspect of utterances, in Kristeva’s 
terms le sémiotique, or semiotic dimension of language103. Here Kristeva echoes Noy (1978):

Every word — and words are the main elements of speech as well as of inner 
thought — may give rise to two kinds of associations primary and secondary. The 
primary associations are based on the intrinsic qualities of the word, such as its 
form, clang [i.e., sound], and shape, while the secondary associations are based on 
the connotative meaning of the word.

(Noy, 1978:733-4)

As noted, many psychological processes work by association. On a symbolic level words are 
combined into sentences to form trains of thought that convey meaning through their secondary 
associations104, consciously processed through secondary process mentation105. On the semiotic 
level of primary associations, meaning is made intuitively through the agency of the unconscious 
primary processes106. The semiotic dimension of language is capable of inferring ambiguity and 
paradox, and contributes to what, in a creative context, is referred to as sub-text.

In spite of the power and pervasiveness of the coenesthetic dimension of language, where even 
wordless sounds constitute a developed communication system107 , “[t]he intellectual content of a 
text is studied everywhere” whereas the “vibratory power of its sound […] has become sadly 
neglected over the centuries” (Oida & Marshall, 2011)108. As Gallese and Cuccio (2015) note, the 
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99 (Johnson, 1987:xix)
100 (c.f., Chapt. 1)
101 (McAfee, 2003:17)
102 (Ibid.:xx)
103 (Kristeva, ctd. in McAfee, 2003: 17-24)
104 (Oatley, 2013)
105 i.e., discursive, reflective thought.
106 (Margaroni, 2005)
107 Piha and Jauhiainen (1993), in research with six hundred high school students, found that when interpreting the 
“meanings of twenty-four mere “hmm” sounds, that were deliberately different in nature and heard out of context, a 
“major number of the approximately twelve thousand verbal responses […] corresponded exactly or closely to the 
meanings the speaker had intended to communicate.” (Piha, 2000:40)
108 The exploration of text as sound, rhythm and movement is central to my practice, especially when training actors to 
work with rhetorically heightened text, such as Shakespeare (c.f., Chapter 12).



relationship between body and language has been underestimated in the last century, as a 
consequence, in part, of the Cartesian thesis that “language has little to do with the body.” (Gallese 
& Cuccio, 2015:14). It is necessary, therefore, when fostering the creative and motile actor to 
explicitly address the semiotic dimension of language.

The later stages of my work with actors explores the potential space between the co-regulated 
relationships of the char-actor and the semiotic and polysemic dimensions of language. My reading 
of the Lacanian notions of floating signifiers and quilting the text109 have been particularly influential 
in developing my iteration of Active Analysis110. Lacan argued that before an utterance/sentence is 
completed, the sense of each individual word (or signifier) remains uncertain: the words are floating 

signifiers. Upon completion of the utterance, the meaning of the words become, to a degree, fixed, 
or as Lacan put it, quilted. 

The aim of Quilting the Text is for an actor to quilt vocables in diverse and intuitive ways, thus 
avoiding a priori readings of the text. This strategy encourages an actor to become better able to 
discover their own personal and embodied sense of generic or clichéd concepts. In my practice this 
means that actors are encouraged during études to fragment passages of text, combining, 
recombining and juxtaposing not only their own words but also those of their scene partners in 
multiple ways. This is illustrated in Chapter 9 with examples of actors’ work with Contentless 
Scenes111. In Appendix D actors reflect on this process applied to the discovery process for a 
production of Richard II (Shakespeare).

Embodied and Situated Cognition

We cannot even know what a concept “means” or use it meaningfully without 
the “feel” of its meaning. No amount of symbols, definitions, and the like can be 
used in place of the felt meaning. If we do not have the felt meaning of the concept, 
we haven’t got the concept at all — only verbal noise. Nor can we think without 
felt meaning.

(Gendlin, 1997:5; original emphasis)

My search for answers to the Ozymandias Question, posed in Chapter 2, led me to Gendlin’s (1997) 
Experiencing and the Creation of Meaning, a text that profoundly influenced the development of my 
practice. Inspired by Gendlin’s (1997) argument that meaning is derived from an actor’s felt 
experience112, and informed by the notion of embodied simulation113, the belief that cognition is 
both embodied and situated114, 115 has been central to the development of my practice and my 
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109 (Sharpe, 2005)
110 (c.f., Chapt. 9:132)
111 (c.f., Chapt.9:130)
112 (Gendlin, 1997)
113 The theory of embodied simulation, facilitated by mirror neurons and the human mirror mechanism, “proposes that our 
social interactions become meaningful by means of reusing our own mental states or processes in functionally attributing 
them to others. In this context, simulation is conceived of as a non-conscious, pre-reflective functional mechanism of the 
brain–body system, whose function is to model objects, agents and events.” In addition to the observation of other’s 
behaviors, embodied simulation can be stimulated by visual images (e.g., Gallese, 2018a, 2018b) and language/literature 
(e.g., Gallese, 2008; Guan et. al. 2013), particularly action words (Gallese, 2009:251) and action sentences (Kemmerer, 
2016; Tettamanti et al., 2005; Goldman & de Vignemont, 2009). 
114 (e.g., Varela, 1993; Gibbs, 2006; Model, 2006; Shapiro, 2010; Barsalou, 2008)
115 Although it must be noted that a wholesale replacement of standard cognitive science seems not to be wholly useful 
(Shapiro, 2010).



implementation of Active Analysis. Embodied cognition (also referred to as grounded cognition) is 
founded upon two assumptions. Firstly, cognition can be seen as a function of conscious processes that 
reflect the brain-body’s direct interaction with the immediate world. Secondly, processes, which run 
beyond an actor’s conscious awareness, draw upon his previous embodied experience and intrinsic 
memories, connecting him to unconscious endocepts. 

At the risk of oversimplifying a complex process116, standard theories of cognition suggest that an 
actor’s understanding of the concept ‘chair’ exists in the brain as a semantic symbol that represents 
abstract knowledge about the object. Grounded cognition, however, proposes that an actor’s 
understanding of a ‘chair’ is derived from personal embodied experience117. This understanding is 
comprised of information collected from multiple systems in the embodied brain, i.e., from sense 
memories derived from perception, action and introspection118. Thus embodied cognition “is in the 
arms and legs, on the lips and tongue, and in the head. […] It is not entirely inside us, since part of 
cognition is our perception of the world around us.” (Fogel, 1993:119).

Situated cognition119 suggests that insight and meaning (or possible meanings) are revealed by the 
affordances120  of the 
a r c h i t e c t u r a l a n d 
relational dynamics of 
the space in which an 
actor is improvising. As 
illustrated in Chapter 9 
(Videos 9.28 and 9.30), 
during an étude, actors 
see a table, chairs, or 
s o f a a s a f f o r d i n g 
different potentialities – 
a so f a may a f fo rd 
intimate connection, or 
i t may ser ve as a 
protective shield/barrier. 
As a consequence, an 
actor will derive different insights into the potential meanings of the script, depending upon how they 
intuitively respond to the affordances of the architecture (i.e., physical characteristics) of the space121. 

In this paradigm, cognition can be argued to be both embodied and situated, as the process of 
making meaning is extended into the environment. The affordances offered to two or more actors 
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116 (c.f., Barsalou, 2008; Leitan and Murray, 2014 for a more detailed account)
117 Knowledge “is not simply an abstract representation of a list of contents [but…] a knowledge of our body’s relationship 
to things. […] When I remember a rose, I remember the way a rose looks and the way it smells, that is, I remember the 
rose through the perceptual modalities by which I initially gained information about roses.” (Fogel, 1993:121).
118 (Gibbs, 2006; Barsalou, 2008:619)
119 (e.g., Gibbs, 2006; Barsalou, 2008; Robbins and Aydede, 2009; Uithol and Gallese, 2015)
120 (Gibson, 2013)
121 Architecture is one of the nine Viewpoints proposed by Bogart and Landau (2005).

fig. 8.2 from Pezzulo (2013)



by the spatial dynamics between them exponentially increases the potential associations and 
conceptualizations over and above those afforded by the semiotic dimensions of language alone.

In the context of an actor’s engagement with a script, quilting the text, during a process of analysis 
through action122, allows an actor to intuitively explore different, emotionally potent, conceptualizations 
derived from embodied experience. New associations and new ways of integrating concepts are 
“allowed to surface out of rationally illogical relations” (Piha, 2005:24). The paradoxical meanings an 
actor discovers through quilting the text in multiple ways has the potential to live on through the 
discovery process, into non-performance in performance as sub-text, or inner conflict.

In one striking example of situated cognition, two graduate actors I was directing were quilting the 
text during an étude, exploring the scene from Hamlet (III.iv), where Hamlet confronts Gertrude. 
Both actors had diligently done their mental analysis of the scene prior to the discovery process, as 
they had been trained to do. At one point, the char-actor Gertrude found herself tearfully chiding 
her son, standing behind him and holding him tightly. The interaction became charged with a 
complexity of contradictory emotions and sexual ambiguity. The actor was surprised by her 
discovery and the understanding afforded her in that moment. Her mental analysis had suggested 
that at that point in the scene she was angrily berating her son from across the room. Her sense of 
the scene, and her personalized understanding of her text123, was transformed through the 
affordances of embodied and situated cognition.

Imagination, Creativity and the Environment

While the common place assumption is that the process by which a retrieval cue activates a memory 
fragment124  is internal to the actor, Modell’s (2006) ecological model of imagination, as with situated 
cognition, extends the imaginative process into the environment125. Thus it is, that the nature of the 
implicit memories126 that are activated during an étude are shaped by an actor’s context as it exists at 
the moment of remembering. That is, a memory fragment is not retrieved in its original form but, 
through a process of association and synthesis, is integrated with her current experience to create a 
newly emergent reality127. Different cues can thus trigger the same memories in different ways, 
affording different perspectives and experiences128. The ecological model of imagination suggests that 
fostering an actor’s creative nature is an altogether different process from one that sees creativity as a 
solely internalized process. Here an actor’s process of creating and re-creating a character, during both 
the discovery process and non-performance in performance, is a communal one, as illustrated in 
Videos 9.28 and 9.30.

Conclusion
In Appendices B and C, I illustrate and discuss how I seek to foster the optimal climate for learning 
and creativity, in both studio and rehearsal hall, by encouraging cooperation and collaboration, and 
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122 (e.g., Toporkov, 2001; Merlin, 2001, 2007; Stanislavsky ctd., in Carnicke, 2010; Knebel, 2016)
123 (c.f., the Ozymandias Question)
124 A function of the autonomous imagination.
125 (Modell, 2006:126/7)
126 Which it will be remembered are expressed as actions.
127 (Modell, ibid.)
128 (Schacter, 1997:80)



by seeking to diminish an actor’s anxiety about ‘being wrong’ or making ‘mistakes’. ‘Mistakes are 
reconceived as creative opportunities. Within this context, I encourage an actor to relinquish her 
reliance on abstract conceptual thinking and mental text analysis and trust her imagination and 
intuition by creating opportunities for the actor to experience creativity and cognition as embodied 
and situated phenomena. 

In my practice, fostering an actor’s inner creative state and capacity for co-regulated interactions 
begins with enhancing her interoceptive sensitivity, and her sensitivity to her partners, through 
psychophysical work, exemplified by Fitzmaurice Voicework and Contact Improvisation. 

Improvising with sounding and movement introduces an actor to the notion of playfulness with words. 
Through playing with text, an actor grasps the polysemous possibilities of language. Personalized 
meaning is created by an actor’s autonomous imagination129  through the interplay of current 
experience and the activation of remote associations between disparate, emotionally valenced implicit 
memories. These memories may be derived from many sources.

Drafts of multiple possible meanings are generated through the affordances of co-regulated 
relationships and the environment. Co-regulated relationships between actors are characterised by a 
sense of openness and play — and here play does not indicate a something that is playful rather 
than serious, but something that is not “bound by rigorous rules or by conventional schemata of 
memory, thought or perception.” (Schachtel, 1959 qtd. in Fogel, ibid.); such interactions, “are 
continuous processes, created out of the dynamics of action, the results of which are emergent, that 
is, occurring without an explicit plan” (Fogel, 1993:31; emphasis added). Co-regulated interactions 
constitute creativity and imagination in action, in that they afford “the emergence of something novel, 
something that was not there before.” (Ibid.), as addressed in the chapter that follows.

Armed with trust in her scene partners, the confidence that there are many possible ways of 
rendering each moment in a co-regulated relationship, and multiple possible nuanced meanings to 
be found in text, an actor becomes confident in improvising a scene anew during non-performance 
in performance. 
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129 “The dream is perhaps the most familiar example of the autonomy of imagination.” (Modell, 2006:49)



Winnicott’s notion of potential space, introduced in Chapter 1, as a multi-dimensional concept, was 
borrowed and made my own1. It has informed the conceptual development of this inquiry and 
served to shape the culture, climate and methods I foster in the acting studio and rehearsal hall in 
seeking to promote optimal levels of motility. 

The Potential Space connotes many things. It is at one and the same time a physical space (such as 
the training studio or rehearsal hall), but it is also the space that exists between an actor an the 
potentialities afforded by this physical space. It is a space that is characterised by a climate of 
compassion and a culture of cooperation and in this regard, the Potential Space also foregrounds 
the space between people2  (actors and actors, actors and trainers, actors and directors3) and the 
potential for learning and creating in this relational space. It is a conceptual space that in which an 
actor explores her potential for authenticity, creativity, potency and motility) — in this sense, it is a 
space without preconceived limits. The Potential Space is also indicative of the “space between symbol 
and symbolized, mediated by an interpreting [actor]” (Ogden, 1985:133)4; it is the space in which a 
creative, personalized understanding of text becomes possible; a space that sees creativity and 
cognition as both embodied processes and processes that are extended into the environment5.
One of the central challenges I have addressed in my practice is how to foster an actor’s disposition 
to play, (i.e., an improvisatory state of bodymind) further and further into the learning and discovery 
processes6. A key point in both processes occurs when an actor transitions from psychophysical 
work that focuses on fostering motility before speaking7, to their work with text. Often the 
heightened qualities of presence, creativity and interpersonal resonance8  between actors, evident in 
exercises and études prior to speaking, are dramatically lost when text is introduced. Actors can 
retreat to the high ground of habit when asked to speak, becoming walking, talking heads.

The following chapter addresses the fostering of the creative actor, founded upon the work illustrated 
in Appendices B and C. It traces the developmental progression from the introduction of Viewpoints 
exercises to the integration of Quilting the Text and the application of these processes to scene work9. 

1 (c.f., Gomez, 1997:86)
2 Drawing upon Object Relations theory (c.f., Chapt. 1)
3 And ultimately between and actors and char-actors and char-actors and spectators.
4 It is the space that gave rise to the Ozymandias Question.
5 As argued in the previous chapter.
6 See Appendix D for an illustration of the discovery process for a production of Richard II (Shakespeare).
7 Illustrated in Appendices B and C.
8 Interpersonal resonance occurs through the bidirectional linkage of movements, sensations and emotions when an actor 
or char-actor is susceptible to “being continuously modified by the continuously changing actions of [her] partner” (Fogel, 
2013:224).
9 This chapter illustrates work by Sophomore (second year) acting students intended for in-class performance. Appendix D 
documents the use of these techniques in the preparation for an undergraduate production of Richard II (Shakespeare).

9 The Potential Space
————————————————————————————————
Quilting the Text, Active Analysis and Non-performance in Performance



The Creative Actor
I would get up on stage — and you could probably see it — every 
performance was the same between me and Caesar, unless I had to 
compensate for something else. I am definitely a person of habit and so my 
movements ended up solidifying themselves. […] But it was not the same 
every time. The movement from here to there might have been the same 
cross, but the tempo of it, the attitude behind it, the intentions of the thoughts 
and feelings, all of that was changing through [to the final performance].
(Interjection: How did you feel about that?) I loved that! It was really neat. […] I 
was never nervous about what was gonna happen. I knew the lines were 
coming out and knew essentially where we were going to start and stop the 
scene. I knew what had to happen during the scene. So I was never 
uncomfortable. It was just neat how your reactions can change every time. 
[And that] happened through [doing] all of the Viewpoints. Because the script 
and blocking becomes secondary to [the] relationship. 

(Actor GGG. Reflection on her role as Calpurnia in Julius Caesar. c.f., Video 9.1) 
The apparent contradiction that begins Actor GGG’s reflection above, can be seen as indicating an 
evolving mindset. On the one hand, Actor GGG contends she is a creature of habit – and yet her 
subsequent comments suggest an emerging awareness that in fact, during this production, she no 
longer was. 

In Video 9.1, Actor GGG notes that her initial response to the improvisational approaches she 
encountered at the beginning of the discovery process was that they were “nuts”10. Actor GGG’s 
account of her experience, however, highlights how her mindset and efficacy beliefs changed in the 
course of the discovery process; it illustrates how she 
came to appreciate and embrace an improvisatory state 
of bodymind, and found confidence in her ability to create 
her performance anew each night. Her narrative suggests 
the transformative potential of improvisatory approaches 
to the learning and discovery processes and their ability to 
foster an autonomous, creative and motile actor.

In seeking to better understand the notion of the actor 
as creative artist, I have found inspiration in other artistic 
fields. Merleau-Ponty (1964:9) coined the phrase 
“Cézanne's Doubt” to describe the creative uncertainty implicit in Cézanne's modus operandi. 
Critical here, and central to the conception of an improvisatory state of mind, is Cézanne’s desire 
not to paint his “conditioned opinion” of a landscape, but to capture his “moment-by-moment 
perceptions as they connected him to the life in front of him.” (Briggs and Peat, 2000:21). One of my 
goals in using the improvisatory approaches of Fitzmaurice Voicework, Contact Improvisation and 
Viewpoints, is to encourage an actor to move beyond her conditioned opinion of character and 
relationship through developing a comfort with improvisation. 
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10 It can be suggested that the impetus for her initial sense that the process she encountered was ‘nuts’ was derived from 
an expectation that she would be ‘blocked’ by the director during early rehearsals.

9.1 Table work, Actor GGG
Julius Caesar (Shakespeare) discovery process.

http://bit.ly/2jGGOXP 7:17 mins
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We focused a lot on […] creating dynamic 
spatial relationships and determining the 
difference between A "10" and a "1" in terms of 
the strength of the relationship. I’ve never 
focused on the strength of a spatial relationship 
and how truly important it was to a scene. 
Distance can show you almost anything. […] 
My mind has been opened to something 
extremely old and yet entirely new. I have a lot 
to learn, I know this, but things that I thought 
were just basic knowledge have a lot more 
power and meaning than I ever knew.

Actor LLL September 29, 2012 

It was like painting a picture with only black 
and white and grey. But it was a really nice 
picture.

Actor FFF, Reflection on exercise in Video 9.2

Bogart’s Viewpoints are divided into Viewpoints of time and space. 
The four Viewpoints  of time are: kinesthetic response; duration; 
repetition; and tempo. 
The five  Viewpoints  of space are:  spatial relationships; gesture; 
shape; architecture and topography. 
It is  impossible in practice, however, to isolate  the  individual 
Viewpoints one from  another, as there  are multiple  points of 
overlap.

Video  9.2, illustrates  Overlie’s  principal of introducing the  ‘separate 
languages’ of Viewpoints  individually. Here  is shown the  first 
exercise  I use  when introducing Viewpoints, subsequent to the Flow 
exercise  (c.f., Appx. B). It should be noted that  although the focus is 
on the Viewpoints of spatial relationships  and kinesthetic response, 
other Viewpoints are inevitably present.
In this  video clip, the  improvisation becomes increasingly dynamic, 
especially with the introduction of music. The actors can be  seen 
moving beyond the  parameters  of the exercise to begin exploring, 
in real time, the dynamics of their relationship.
One actor observing reflects “There was a  lot going on. I saw a  little 
playfulness… Man they had this  really cool conversation going on 
there, it  was like really fun just to watch. I didn’t know what was 
coming next. It was just so interesting.”
A key goal of these  early Viewpoints exercises  is  to reveal to  actors 
(when spectators) how, as  social creatures, we are compelled to 
create  meaning from  even the most simple  human interaction. 
Many actors find this hugely freeing, for they realize  just how little 
they need to ‘do’ to  engage an audience  with their presence on 
stage.
These  exercises also reveal to an observing actor how clearly 
apparent it  is when those on stage are responding kinesthetically 
(i.e., on impulse) and when they are not.
The video also demonstrates  a  key aspect of my teaching style. 
Without initially explaining what a dynamic spatial relationship  is, 
the actors ‘on stage’, and those observing, are  guided by questions 
to  make discoveries  through a  process  of trial and error. In this way, 
actors figure out answers  for themselves, promoting autonomous 
learning.

9.2 Spatial relationships & kinesthetic response
Potential Space Workshop

http://bit.ly/2iL6aXU  15:21 mins

r

The greatest lesson I have understood in this 
class is that the best way to go into a 
performance is not knowing what we’re going to 
do at all. The simplicity of the improv allows us 
as actors to embody what feels right, rather 
than do what we think we need to do.

Actor RR, Journal October 9, 2014



As Briggs and Peat (2000) note, Cézanne “would make small movements of his head as he painted, each 
new glance acting to shift the entire scene and calling into question what he had previously seen and 
painted”. (ibid.). Thus a central goal in my use of Viewpoints 
is for an actor to learn, metaphorically, to ‘make small 
movements’ of his head while working, constantly casting 
aside what he thinks he knows. Such an actor is always 
open to new possibilities that are sourced from his own 
phenomenological experiences of living in the potential 
space afforded by the exercise. 

I see Viewpoints as a chaotic system that exemplifies the 
‘butterfly effect’. As the Chinese proverb would have it, 
“the power of a butterfly’s wings can be felt on the 
other side of the world.” (Briggs and Peat,1999:31). As a 
system, Viewpoints’ behaviour is highly complex, including 
“random unpredictable flows, eddies, and stable 
vortices.” (Ibid.: 13). One small change anywhere within 
the performance space will, if actors are working in a 
state of ‘soft focus’11, result in changes being manifested 
in a trice in actors on the other side of the stage. These 
changes precipitate a complex cascade of events that will 
flow across time. Any chaotic system is full of these 
bifurcation points, when the course of events within the 
system are launched on a new trajectory. This allows an 
actor to create anew in each moment. 

Experience suggests that, when actors are working in Flow 
state, characterised by soft focus, everything that happens 
during a Viewpoints improvisation, even the random 
slamming of a door elsewhere in the building, will result 
in a series of kinesthetic responses amongst the actors. 
These responses self-organize in the imaginations of the 
spectators, from which they, as social, communal beings, 
are compelled to make meaning. As Merlin (2007) notes, 
the inner creative state that is characteristic of the Flow 
experience, “is one where anything is possible” (Merlin, 
2007:49). An actor’s “sense of play and spontaneity is at 
[her] finger tips. [She’s] so physically relaxed and 
psychologically warmed-up that [she’s] open to every 
changing nuance in [her] fellow actors, [her] audience 
and [herself].” (Ibid.).
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11 i.e., an awareness of the group and the surrounding space introduced in early exercises (cf. Chapter 6)

Box 9.1 • The Origins of Viewpoints
Viewpoints was spawned amidst the same 1970’s 
post-modern dance  world in New York City, as 
Contact Improv. Thus, it is not surprising that it 
shares a  fundamentally similar philosophy, a 
philosophy which has, in its turn, shaped the  beliefs 
underlying this  project  and its continuing 
development. Originally conceived by dancer and 
choreographer Mary Overlie, Viewpoints were 
intended, as was Contact Improv, to democratize 
the creation and performance  of modern dance 
(Overlie, 2001). Like  Contact Improv, Viewpoints 
is a  vocabulary for  improvisation. Overlie 
originally formulated six Viewpoints:  space; 
time; shape; movement; emotion; story*.
For Overlie, “The practices focus on acquiring 
knowledge  and skill in each separate  language 
before  assembling the basic languages into 
formal art. They do not teach theatre in the context 
of finished products…”  (ibid.). The artist, within 
the framework of Overlie’s Viewpoints, enters into 
a  “mobile  concept of space, time, shape, 
movement, emotion and story”  (ibid.). I hold the 
notion of a  mobile space as being synonymous 
with Winnicott’s concept of potential space (Glover 
1998). In this  space, Overlie suggests, “[t]heatre is 
no  longer a  destination, a  solid object. It is an 
experience  emanating from an experience.”  (Ibid., 
emphasis added).
Overlie’s work within the  theatrical context, 
however, is now most associated with a one-time 
colleague in New York University’s  Experimental 
Theatre Wing, Ann Bogart.
Bogart expanded and redefined Overlie’s  six 
original Viewpoints into nine.
Infused by Bogart’s experience  of traditional 
Chinese and Japanese  performance, the martial 
arts T’ai Chi and Aikido, and her collaboration with 
Tadushi Suzuki, Viewpoints represents a 
“philosophy of movement translated into a 
technique for training actors” (Landau, ibid.:20). 
As  Landau notes, the Viewpoints  designate 
aspects  of good stage  practice which are 
identified in order to afford a  common language 
and facilitate discussion. 
aaaaaaaaaaa 

* “Space:’is a  word representing the stage and 
the placement of performers and objects’. Time: 
‘is a  word representing the duration of the 
performance’. Shape:’is  a  word representing the 
design of objects and bodies’. Movement: ‘is a 
word representing the kinetic activities of the 
bodies and objects’. Emotion: ‘is  a  word 
representing the presence of the  performers and 
the five other languages’. Story: ‘is  a  word 
representing the logic of the performance 
whether realistic or abstract’.” (Overlie, 2000).
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Viewpoints has been something I’ve been 
exposed to for a while now, but never once 
have I looked behind me! The second that I did, 
an immediate emotional reaction happened. Fear 
and anxiety coursed through me. I couldn’t help 
feel as if I was in danger of some kind, I felt 
exposed and vulnerable. Looking forward, and 
thinking about what that does, makes me feel 
confident and courageous.

Actor N, Journal, February 5, 2013

As for the Viewpoints exercise of looking 
behind or in front before moving… This was 
such a good exercise to introduce after doing 
the reading inThe Stanislavsky Toolkit about 
psycho-physicality. It’s the blatant proof. It’s 
inspiring in so many ways to actually feel what 
we’re reading about and gives us a substantial 
faith and belief in the process to come.

Actor S, Journal; Feb 5, 2013

9.3 Viewpoints: Tempo + Looking Behind
Romeo & Juliet discovery process, SGT

http://bit.ly/2yWTuRQ  3:54 mins

9.4 Early Open Viewpoints - 
Romeo & Juliet discovery process, Shattered Globe Theatre

http://bit.ly/2zZtqpd  1:35 mins

In Video 9.3, actors  can be  seen exploring the Viewpoint  of tempo, 
combined with looking behind them. Actors work on a  grid for the 
sake of simplicity and safety. Again, stripping away possibilities  for 
action focuses an actor on one  particular facet of their experience  of 
being on stage.
In this instance, the actors explore the different emotional valence 
that simple movement, without character or context, can evoke. As 
Actor N observes above, “The second that I [looked behind me] an 
immediate emotional reaction happened. Fear and anxiety coursed 
through me.”
Exercises such as this reveal to  the actor the  power and potency of 
the psychophysical, that  real emotions are  stimulated by 
psychophysical exploration, without character or dramatic context. 
This work becomes a  foundation for exploring relationships, and 
ultimately text, through psychophysical études.

As  a  companion text to sophomore and/or junior acting classes I use 
The Stanislavsky Toolkit, Merlin (2007). Feedback from  actors 
suggests they find this a valuable companion to their practical work.

Video  9.4 illustrates an early open Viewpoints improvisation. Open 
Viewpoints allows an actor to explore all of the  Viewpoints 
simultaneously.
It can be  observed that there  are  instances in which actors appear to 
be  responding on impulse and other times  when responses seem 
to  be consciously considered. It is illuminating for those observing 
that the  difference  between the two can be measured in a  fraction of 
a second.
One challenge evident  in this video is for an actor to remain aware 
of the  whole stage. In some early Viewpoints, a  group  will become 
fragmented into pairs or trios. Actors become  so invested in their 
relationship  they lose a  sense that they are part of a  whole. For 
some actors, the  duet can become  a  place in which there  is more 
certainty and safety.



Actors discover through early Viewpoints exercises without text, that they find meaning-full relationships 
within co-regulated interactions. This discovery challenges culturally constructed notions an actor might 
have that privilege language and the ‘intellect’. Exercises suggest to an actor that making meaning (i.e., 
cognition) is, in part, an embodied and situated phenomenon. This serves as a foundation for work 
with language, introduced later in this chapter.

In my experience, actors first coming to Viewpoints often feel the need to ‘assume’ a character, to 
create an ‘attitude’, to develop a story line with pre-meditated intent, or to indulge in self-conscious 
and clichéd ‘social’ facial expressions, rather than to simply ‘be’. In other words, there is a compulsion to 
‘act’. This phenomenon was most clearly articulated by an Equity actor during a pre-rehearsal 
workshop in Viewpoints. During a period of reflection after an exercise, during which he was self-
consciously ‘performing’, the actor came to the realization, “I don’t like people to see me on-stage.”12

Through feedback and reflection I aim to surface the disposition of such actors to avoid neutrality 
by assuming a character mask, or by imposing a level of ‘persona’ on an improvisation13. The notion 
of neutrality does not imply a frozen ‘poker face’, but rather one which eschews expressions that 
serve to conceal impulses rather than reveal them. Admonitions to work with soft focus, that is to look 
at other people “without desire” (Bogart, 2005:31) during Viewpoints, helps to remind an actor not to get 
locked in to one particular relationship during a group improvisation. 

If an actor becomes conscious of a clear sense of story during an improvisation, they are inclined to 
take control of an improvisation by, in Viewpoints parlance, ‘pushing the river’. When pushing the 
river, an actor seeks to drive the action in the direction of their story, forgetting the principles 
learned during the exercises that foreground proposing rather than imposing14. Pursuing a pre-
conceived story becomes a safety net that removes some of the uncertainty inherent in 
improvising. Additionally, it forecloses a multiplicity of creative possibilities. As a consequence, on 
occasions, I have to remind actors “Don’t think you know the story.” 

As noted in Chapter 5, American culture, in particular, emphasizes individuality, competition and 
individual success, even at the expense of the common good15. Viewpoints, with its grounding in 
Asian philosophy, as illustrated in Videos 9.4-9.6, emphasizes co-operation, collaboration and 
individual action for the benefit of the larger whole. By promoting collaboration and mutual 
dependence, my approach to actor learning seeks to alleviate performance anxiety by affording an 
actor a sense that they are not ‘alone’ on-stage. This applies during both the learning process and 
non-performance, as Actor GGG (Video 9.1) and Actor LL (Video 9.27) attest. 
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12 (Salyers, Personal communication, 11th October, 1999) Louis Slotin Sonata (Mullin, 1999) Circle X Theatre, Los Angeles
13 The nature of the character mask is derived from classical theatre, where it is intended to both make an impression on 
those observing and to conceal the aspects of the individual’s true nature (Jung, 1977:157).
14 (c.f., Appx. B:176)
15 (St Clair & Jia 2005)
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As  a group’s skill develops actors are encouraged — through 
exercises and observational learning – to become aware of where 
the ‘event’ is  on stage: are  they focus of the  action, or are they 
supporting an event elsewhere on stage?
In Video 9.5, there is  a  clearer sense of the  ensemble working 
together and being aware of the whole stage.
While some  moments appear to be  premeditated, there  is a  greater 
sense  of spontaneity and kinesthetic response, such as when two 
actors move simultaneously. Bifurcation points can be seen, where 
an action results in consequences  that ripple  through the 
ensemble.

9.5 Open Viewpoints
Romeo & Juliet discovery process, Shattered Globe Theatre 
http://bit.ly/2zReicF  2:41 mins

9.7 Finding the Character, Actor GGG
Julius Caesar discovery process, university production

http://bit.ly/2yXrpd4 5:37 mins

9.8 Motivation, fear and pride, Actor LL
Romeo & Juliet discovery process, university production

http://bit.ly/2gU2nXI 6:23 mins

In Video 9.6, there is  evidence of an emerging sense in the  actors of 
where the ‘event’ is. One  challenge, however, is to ‘let go’ of an 
event and allow the  uncertainty that ensues to lead to  the  next 
‘event’. The Viewpoint of duration is  perhaps the most subtle and 
intuitive  of the Viewpoints:  how long can an event  be  sustained and 
have it be interesting and engaging for the spectator?
In Video 10.7, without character or circumstance, some  sense of 
narrative  emerges. While some moments  during the  improv lack 
clarity or dramatic potential, others become compelling.

In Video  9.7, Actor GGG discusses  finding the character of Calpurnia 
in Julius  Caesar, comparing it  to  another recent experience: “The 
director and I discussed [the role] but the challenge really was 
getting all of this now out of my head and into my body. I found this 
to  be the  hardest  thing to do and I didn’t know about any of this 
[Viewpoints] and I wish I had.”

Reflecting on her experience  of the discovery process for Romeo 
and Juliet in Video 9.8, Actor LL (Juliet) expands upon her sense that 
“What motivated me was a  passion to create rather than a  fear of 
failure.”  Actor LL observes that  “I was  so much part of the process 
that it  was  part of me  too”. Any fears  she had disappeared quickly, 
when she began to see the relationships between char-actors 
“develop and develop so organically” through the Viewpoints work.
This was a  different experience  for Actor LL. In the past, she 
suggests, she was motivated by “wanting to impress, whether it be 
the faculty, my director or my peers…and to be really focused on 
that, on getting…a review from somebody else essentially.”

9.6 Later Open Viewpoints - R&J discovery process 
Shattered Globe Theatre, Chicago 

http://bit.ly/2igig7l 3:01 mins

r



Autonomous Creative Artists

[I]n the American system [rehearsals] are organized such that actors work 
privately, speaking to one another only through a director […] SITI16 (unlike the 
traditional American rehearsal process) is based on the collective sharing of ideas.

(Bond, 2018:321)

The Viewpoints are a philosophy of movement designed to develop a common 
language shared by the actors, through which they can become the collective 
choreographers of a play’s physical action.

(Coen, 1995) 

As can be observed in the progression of exercises illustrated in Videos 9.4-9.6, actors develop an 
awareness of the performance space and how to use it. Using the Viewpoints improvisations as a 
foundation, actors can stage productions for themselves. This process is explored at greater length in 
Appendix D. In such circumstances, my role as director is to create the conditions in which actors 
are empowered to improvise relationships, out of which the staging emerges17. Furthermore, as 
Actor GGG (Video 9.7) suggests, through this process actors find that not only character and 
relationships emerge more quickly than in some other processes, but that the production as a whole 
comes together quickly18, an observation corroborated by Knebel (2016:132). In part this may be 
attributable to the fact that, as Actor GGG observes in the epigraph to this section, “script and 
blocking becomes secondary to the relationships” (Actor GGG, Video 9.7), or alternatively, script and 
blocking emerge from relationships. 

When Viewpoints are used as the framework for a discovery process, actors sense the degree of 
autonomy they have, and come to feel a sense of contribution to, investment in, and ownership of, 
the production of which they have been co-authors. This 
sense of autonomy and co-authorship promotes 
intrinsic motivation19, as Actor LL attests in Video 9.8. 
While actor LL does admit to being distracted during 
the opening performance of Romeo and Juliet, by the 
presence of her acting faculty, as a consequence of 
which she became self-aware and self-critical at times, it 
is also clear — as she finally comes to admit — that she 
has a great deal of pride in her work and the 
production. A sense of autonomous achievement and 
pride serve to develop an actor’s self-efficacy beliefs.
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16 Saratoga International Theater Institute, the company led by Ann Bogart.
17 (c.f., The productions of Romeo and Juliet (Shakespeare), above, and Richard II (Shakespeare), Appx. D:203)
18 I have found that when productions devised in this manner transfer from the rehearsal space to the stage, 
they do so smoothly. Because the staging has evolved through improvisation and is based upon relationships, 
these relationships can be transferred to almost any environment.
19 (c.f., Chapt. 6:71 for a more extensive discussion of actor motivation and its ramifications)

9.9 Actor LL in the role of Juliet in Romeo and  Juliet
University production, 2009

http://bit.ly/2lglGIO  147:31 mins
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Video  9.10  is  an example  of image presentations  I share with actors 
(and designers) as part of the creative discovery process.
As  part of a  scene study class or discovery process, actors  will then 
create  their own presentations  in any form they choose  (i.e., printed 
images as in Video 9.12, Powerpoint presentations, or movies, as  in 
Videos 9.14 and 9.15).

9.10 Example of image presentation
Romeo & Juliet discovery process

http://bit.ly/2yeV4kH  8:50 mins

9.11 Production images from
Romeo & Juliet, University production

http://bit.ly/2gOREKj 1:02 mins

9.12 Actor WW making image presentation
suBurbia discovery process - The Garage, Winston Salem

http://bit.ly/2yeSETq 2:42 mins

Documentation of the production, seen in Video  9.11, shows the 
degree  to which the images shaped the  production, designed by 
undergraduate student designers, supported by a faculty mentor.

As  my understanding and use  of image  research has  developed, I 
have increasingly guided actors to  talk of their images in the  first 
person (See  Actors U and NNN below, and Actor LLL   on the  facing 
page). 
If I were to guide the discussion in Video  9.18 now, I would ask the 
actor to reframe his  comments  using ‘“I”: “I look like  I’m  just 
messing around and…I guess that’s what spoke  to  me ‘cause  that’s 
mainly what I spend my time doing. When I’m not making my 
movies I’m…high or drunk.” 
Probing with open ended questioning gets actors  to experience 
images through first person narratives  rather than abstract third 
person observations
Some actors assiduously resist talking about their images in the  first 
person — experience has shown that doing so often creates a strong 
visceral and emotional reaction for an actor.

At first I was getting really frustrated because I 
couldn’t bring myself to think like Irwin and that 
was the whole point of this presentation. When 
that concept kicked in [and I began to talk 
about the images in the first person] it was a 
completely different presentation. When I was up 
there I started to feel like Irwin [The Secret 
Rapture, Hare] and I could feel his emotions.
When I think about what happened in class, 
where I actually started to think like Irwin, it 
kind of blows my mind that random photographs 
can even bring out emotions. I’ve never thought 
that that could be possible.

Actor U, Journal October 2, 2013

We presented projects today.… When we went 
individually and had to answer questions as our 
character, I felt like I made discoveries I did not 
realize before. It was really cool to realize this.

Actor NNN, Journal; 9/17/12



Fostering an Actor’s Imagination
Stanislavsky (2008) intuitively understood that the 
emotion laden memories from which an actor draws 
their creative inspiration can come from not only from 
lived experience, but also vicariously from what she has 
read or experienced through images, movies or 
documentaries20. Knebel, likewise, valued the power of 
visual images21, as does Michael Chekhov (1991). 

Image presentations can serve as provocations in regard 
to character and relationships; propose themes; suggest 
an overarching mood or sensibility for a production; 
provide a sense of historical and social context; and excite an actor and an ensemble.

Image work creates a vision for the character that is more than “merely workable” (Knebel, 
2013:198), rather, it creates a vision that is inspiring22. Image work can be seen as a process of 
intuitively discovering the essence of the character23; it forges a link between character, actor, and the 
events of the play. This is the beginning of the process of fusion that leads to char-actor. Together 
with fantasy work, image work creates for an actor a sense of char-actor that is personal and 
imbued with a sense of the psychophysical. As Actor YY attests (Video 10.22), the power of visual 
research, in concert with her power of imagination, brought authentic emotions and a depth of 
sincerity to the character she was embodying.

For an actor, the process of image research involves the viewing and collection of multiple images and 
the construction of a presentation24. When introducing the exercise, I suggest that an actor chooses 
images that resonate for them in some way. At the time of the initial collection of images an actor 
may not know why each image is important. Constructing a digital presentation necessitates a 
process of reflection, distillation and selection. During the selection process the significance of a 
single image, or the ordering and juxtaposition of images, may begin to assume meaning for an 
actor. Through this process, an actor achieves an extra-rational understanding of text and character.

When an actor presents his images to the ensemble, as shown in Video 9.12, I probe an actor’s choices 
with open ended questions. Through this process my goal is to focus an actor on his embodied, felt 
experience rather than abstract concepts. Also critical here is that such a process challenges the 
privileging of the intellect over intuition and imagination. In challenging and changing an actor’s mindset 
in regard to the power of an empathetic connection with images and her intuition, as was the case 
with Actor LLL and Actor U (see journal entry on facing page), she comes to believe in and trust the 
capacity of her inner creative state to afford a depth of knowing unavailable through mental analysis.
In an acting class I typically have all the actors working on the same scene25. While this initially causes 
some consternation amongst actors, who are fearful of direct and unfavorable comparisons with 
their peers, this anxiety diminishes as they discover the multiplicity of interpretations of character a 
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20 (Stanilslavsky, 2008:226)
21 (Carnicke,2010b:108)
22 Knebel, 2013:198)
23 (c.f., Chapt. 8:106)
24 (c.f., Videos 9.14 and 9.15)
25 (c.f., Appx. B)

We started our image presentations [forThe 
Secret Rapture] today. It was cool to see how 
each person chose different images for how the 
story came across to them. The most 
interesting part of this was Roger telling us to 
explain the images as our character using the 
sense of "I" rather than "he" or "she." After 
discussing the images I started to feel Irwin's 
pain and turmoil as the events progressed. 

Actor LLL, Journal September 17, 2012
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The scene from  The Secret Rapture (Hare, 1998)  upon which the 
actors are working (c.f., Videos 9.28 & 9.30), comes towards  the end 
of the  play. Isobel has  separated from her former partner, Irwin. 
Irwin returns one evening to the  home  he used to  occupy with 
Isobel in an attempt  to persuade her to reconcile. He  brings a gun 
with him  that  he has purchased, ostensibly with the  idea  of taking 
his own life. At  the end of the play, he  shoots Isobel as she leaves 
the room.
Video  9.14 represents one actor’s  sense of Isobel. The images , set 
to  music, range from  the literal to the  impressionistic. They speak to 
her emotional state  at this point in the  play and her sense of the 
relationship.

r
9.15 Irwin - actor image presentation for Secret Rapture

Sophomore Acting class
http://bit.ly/2gYBim9 2:38 mins

9.16 Visualization Exercise
http://bit.ly/2ieHAut 36:00 mins

Video  9.15 is one actor’s response  to Irwin’s plight at this  point in 
the play. The images speak to how he  perceives his desires  are 
being thwarted by Isobel, and his inner turmoil.
These  images, and the emotions they evoke, serve  to inform the 
visualization exercise the actor undertakes, and provide inspiration 
for the Active Analysis of the scene.

This audio recording is  a  representative  example  of a  visualization 
and fantasy exercise, similar to the one through which I led Actor A 
in the attempt overcome her blocks to embodying Joan (Saint Joan, 
Shaw)*. 
During her visit, an actor will be invited to look through her 
character’s personal effects, observe  them going about their lives, 
and eventually merge into her character’s body. Before she ends her 
visit, an actor is invited to ask her character any pressing questions 
she has.
The basic format will remain the  same, but  details  are  adjusted to 
suit the context of the actors’ work.
* (c.f., Chapt. 2)

9.13 The value of image work - Actor LL
Romeo & Juliet discovery process

http://bit.ly/2gVnFEs 3:13 mins

In Video 9.13, Actor LL reflects that  image work “gave me a  lot  of 
places to start  from.” Image  work informed Actor LL “how I would 
sit, how I would stand”  as Juliet, while  also finding “a  lot  of what 
interested me.”
Images relating to her character’s  past also helped the development 
of her relationships: “There  was a  specific image of…a little girl 
with her dad. And the  dad really coddling and loving the child. That 
brought a lot of images back for me too.”

9.14 Isabel - actor image presentation for Secret Rapture 
Sophomore Acting class

http://bit.ly/2zihIsH  4:55 mins

r



given scene may invoke26. As Actor MMM suggests, individual actors’ image research is a clear 
indication that each actor finds different takes “on the characters [in the] same play” (Actor MMM, 
Journal – March 5, 2013); in so doing, it contributes to an actor’s evolving sense that she can create 
viable autonomous and idiosyncratic char-actors.

Visualization, imagination and memory

We did this thing in acting today for the Secret Rapture scene where we 
visualized ourselves as Isabel, in her house.[…] I asked her — “Do you love 
him? Do you love, Irwin?” She said…”Yes.” Now, probably, this would not be a 
great revelation to anybody else, but it really was to me. I guess, until today, 
when I go over her lines, I had felt her exasperation, the trying of her patience, 
her ]pity, and her anger, but not her love.

The fact that she loves him changes everything about how I read her lines. So many 
contradictions. I feel good about today. I feel like I made a breakthrough into 
her character. Characterization has always been difficult for me […] but when I 
was walking around today as Isabel I think I began to feel, not just another facet 
of my own personality and character, but really becoming her.

(Actor JJJ, Journal, November 2, 2004 - emphasis added)

Image research serves to prime an actor’s imagination for an immersive visualization/fantasy 
exercise, — adapted from Chekhov’s (1991) Psychological Gesture exercise (Chekhov, 1991:64), a 
meditative exercise drawn from psychotherapy, and informed by the work of Grof (1988) — in the 
course of which an actor is invited to go on an imaginative journey to meet her character (audio 
recording 9.16). For, as Knebel (2016) proposes, “'[t]o enter a scene properly, instead of like an 
‘actor’ you need to learn who you are, what happened to you, where you live and in what 
conditions, how you spend the day, [and] where you came from” (Knebel, 2016:114). 

Contemporary theories on the nature and function of mirror neurons support the notion that an 
actor empathetically experiences that which he observes ‘as if ’ he was experiencing the depicted 
events themselves. As noted in Chapter 827, there is significant neurological overlap for an actor 
between imagining the past, imagining the future and imagining fictitious scenes.

Thus it is that image and fantasy/visualization exercises not only facilitate a first person experience of the 
character, stimulating unconscious associations with an actor’s implicit, emotion laden memories, but also 
create powerful new memories. Such an approach affords an actor an embodied sense of character, 
rather than one that is abstract and conceptual and which must then be translated into action28.

Not all actors are able to enter this quasi dream-like state, while Actor A29 was able to enter into 
the world of the primary processes, but subsequently described the experience as “invasive” and 
refused to work this way again30. However, those that do access into the world of the primary 
processes, and draw upon their own implicit memories, discover the power of the imagination and 
the rich vein of insight available through daydreaming.
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26 See also Videos 9.28 and 9.30
27 (Chapt. 8:100)
28 As discussed by Actor GGG in Video 10.8
29 (c.f., Chapt. 2:20)
30 Leading, in part, to the formulation of the Ozymandias Question
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The intellectual content of a text is studied everywhere; our task [is] to 
concentrate on the aspect of language that has become sadly neglected 
over the centuries: the vibratory power of its sound.

Yoshi Oida, An Actor Adrift (2011)

9.17 A Map of the World (Hare) 
Burning Coal Theatre, Raleigh, NC, 2006



Creativity and Language
My practice has demonstrated repeatedly that there are two significant transitional steps within the 
developmental trajectory of training. The first is an actor’s ‘letting go’, and succumbing to the release 
process in Fitzmaurice Voicework and Contact Improvisation; the second is when text and character 
are introduced into an actor's process. This second transitional phase proved to be a problem-in-
practice that required several years of experimentation and development to address with any 
degree of success. When text is introduced, actors are inclined to become reflective self-editors, 
expressivity becomes stifled, often resulting in an actor becoming a ‘talking head’. Thus it is that the 
incremental introduction of language in Contact Improvisation, Viewpoints, and Fitzmaurice 
Voicework (in contexts where it is utilized), constitutes a critical developmental phase. 

During the initial phase of a course of Viewpoints training I avoid asking actors to engage with a 
dramatic character or the use of language, in order to foreground for the actor, both as a participant 
and as a spectator, the depth and complexity of non-verbal communication. Viewpoints don’t 
replicate believable behavior if an actor acts ‘as if ’ she is in a relationship with her partner. The goal of 
Viewpoints is firstly to facilitate authentic, co-regulated relationships between the actors themselves; 
as a consequence, an actor’s character emerges as an expression of the actual relationship and 
situation they are in.

As the training progresses, and as dramatic situations and text are introduced into acting exercises, 
the actors always begin by establishing an authentic relationship between each other, before adding 
a “single drop” of the dramatic character (c.f., Video 9.15). As an étude unfolds, an actor remains 
rooted in the authenticity of the relationship with his scene partner — a theme that I illustrate and 
expand upon later in this chapter. 

In classes where Fitzmaurice Voicework is used, work with text builds on the exploration of warm-
fluffy sounds31; the work then transitions into an exploration of emotionally charged pre-lingual 
sounds32. When lexical items are introduced, they are explored first purely as sound. Initially an actor 
will work with words such as “no’, and “home”, words that have open vowel sounds, and deep 
emotional connotations. In acting classes/workshops that don’t include Fitzmaurice Voicework, I draw 
on work inspired by my training at the Roy Hart Centre, Malérargues, and the work of German 
vocal artist Christian Wolz (c.f., Video 9.20). This work provides a direct and experiential link to what 
Kristeva terms the semiotic dimension of language and the "vibratory power of its sound” (Oida, 
1997). As Kristeva asserts, “[m]eaning is not made just denotationally, with words denoting thoughts 
or things. Meaning is made in large part by the poetic and affective aspects of the texts 
themselves.” (McAfee 2004:13). This is a theme I address in more detail in Appendix C33.

As illustrated in Video 9.18, during the destructuring phase of Fitzmaurice Voicework, an actor continues 
to tremor while voicing fragmented sounds from the text; she then transitions into voicing fragments (i.e., 
short phrases) of text. In so doing, an actor learns to trust ‘le sémiotique’ and to embrace the chaotic 
world of primary process mentation34; she discovers that pre-lingual sounds are the foundation of 
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31 (c.f., Appx.C:196)
32 (Fitzmaurice, 1997)
33 (Appx. C:195)
34 (Robbins, 2002: 356-359; c.f., Chapt. 8)
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9.18 Fitzmaurice destructuring with text
Junior voice class

http://bit.ly/2hnvTlR 3:26 mins

In Video 9.18, actors can be  observed destructuring the text of a 
sonnet they have  been assigned using Fitzmaurice Voicework. 
Actors  can be heard tremoring individual phonemes, words, and 
stitching words together into phrases. The  breath/sound remains 
chaotic. In this work they are not only exploring pitch, resonance 
and vocal presence, but also  exploring the  emotional valence of 
their text. In so doing, they both ‘somaticize  the text’ and make  their 
own personalized associations. 
This video clip  occurs  in the  same class, and immediately precedes, 
the Roy Hart-based exercise illustrated in Video 9.21.

9.19 Speaking truth after destructuring
Potential Space Workshop

http://bit.ly/2z3lsxa  1:67 mins

Video  9.19  shows  an actor sharing her piece  of text with a  partner, 
having spent a  period of time destructuring it whilst tremoring. The 
actor can be heard speaking simply, in a  non-performative  way, 
sharing her truth. It is  through such sharing that I transition 
Fitzmaurice Voicework from an individual exploration to a  relational 
experience.

9.20 Vocal improvisation R&J discovery process 
Shattered Globe Theatre, Chicago

http://bit.ly/2iebI9g  1:41 mins

Video  9.20  illustrates the  culmination of a sequence  of exercises. In 
these  exercises, actors improvise with vowels  and consonants. The 
ensemble  first create  a  base tone  in unison and then explore 
moments of solo, duet and ensemble-based improvisation. The 
actors can bee seen exploring physical movements that  are 
expressive of the sound/emotion.

Fitzmaurice Voicework Developmental 
Progression

•release breath
•release warm ‘fluffy’ sound
•release an open resonant voice
•explore pitch, resonance & vocal presence
•tremor words such as ‘home’ or ‘no’
•improvise pieces of text  - during training 

Shakespearean text is often used

O, yet, for God's sake, go not to these wars! 
The time was, father, that you broke your word, 
When you were more endear'd to it than now; 
When your own Percy, when my heart's  dear 
Harry, 
Threw many a northward look to see his father 
Bring up his powers; but he did long in vain. 
Who then persuaded you to stay at home? 
There were two honours  lost, yours and your 
son's.

(Shakespeare, Henry IV ii. II.iii.9-16)



language. These sounds resonate with a personalized, emotionally valenced meaning. The work at 
this stage facilitates access to language as sound and rhythm. 

When text is first introduced within the Destructuring phase of the work, the “text is brought to the 
breath.” In other words, an actor tremors and breathes as the tremoring dictates. There is no attempt 
to control the breath. The word-as-sound is allowed to bounce ‘on top’ of the tremor, and go wherever 
it is taken in terms of pitch, resonance and volume. As attested to by Actor S, an actor frequently finds 
deep emotional connections through tremoring the text:

[Tremoring Ophelia35] was an eye-opener to say the least. I am becoming more 
and more able to access the emotions of a scene due to tremoring.

(Actor S, Journal, 21 October, 2013)

When working with an actor who, was exploring Lady Percy’s admonition of her father-in-law 
Northumberland (Henry IV ii. II.iii.9-16), through Fitzmaurice Voicework, I encouraged her to tremor each 
phoneme of the opening line of her monologue. Significantly, the actor was prepared to tremor all the 
vowels, with the exception of the opening “O”, which was rendered as a truncated, emotionless utterance. 
Over a period of several minutes I encouraged her to tremor the “O”, but the actor resisted the invitation. 
Eventually, however, she succumbed and tremored the “O”, whereupon she began to sob. 

Encouraged to continue with the passage of text, as was the case with the actors who inspired the 
Ozymandias Question, she found a depth of meaning that infused every subsequent word36. In so 
doing, she transcended the conceptual connotation of the words to find her own personalized 
meaning. Subsequently, when simply speaking the text, her breathing, the phrasing of the thoughts, 
the tempo and rhythm of her speech, and the process of discovering each new idea in the moment, 
led to an authenticity and meaningfulness that had hitherto eluded her37, 38 .

I make use of the sound circle exercises (Video 9.20)39 in conjunction with Fitzmaurice Voicework, 
or as a standalone sequence. As this exercise develops, actors are invited to break out of the sound 
circle and begin to explore language by allowing the movement to inform their text-as-sound and 
rhythm, and the text-as-sound to inform their movement40.This is a development of the solo 
exercise that contributed to the formulation of the Ozymandias Question.

The Ozymandias Question and Quilting the Text

[Improvising] with my sonnet was one of the best things I have ever done. […] I 
think that the depth that I found in that piece after the [solo] Viewpoints was a 
mature depth that I have just started to grow into. I feel like placing images with 
the words and just finding how they rolled off my tongue made the individual 
words alone an entire monologue.. Words like — wildly, distrust, electric, thrill, 
synthesis, flames, kiss, feast, passionate, true, love, alone, hunger. These words in 
themselves have their own story behind them. I think truly finding the honesty 
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35 (Hamlet, Shakespeare)
36 While no attempt is made at ‘making sense’ when tremoring text, multiple possible meanings emerge out of the 
interaction between word-as-sound, the breath, the body, emotion and the primary processes.
37 ( e.g., Video 9.19)
38 It is salient to remember thatActor A (c.f., Chapt. 2) intuitively found the breathing/thought patterns of Joan of Arc’s 
(Saint Joan, Shaw) speeches as a result of a deep relaxation/fantasy exercise.
39 The sound circle sequence of exercises are based on workshops led by Christian Wolz for the production of Romeo & 
Juliet (Video 9.9)
40 This work is based on my training at the Roy Hart International Arts Center, Chateau de Malérargues, France (February 
10-13, 2003).
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In this  physical and vocal improvisation (which has been edited for 
length) Actor MMM  can be seen transitioning from  a physical, 
Contact  Improv inspired improvisation to music, to  an exploration of 
movement/sound/text, to a sharing of her truth with others. 
During the  improvisation, many of the  physical forms explored in 
the early part of the improvisation resurface  during the  introduction 
of text. Actor MMM resists the  safety of walking and talking, and 
allows  her abstract physical expressivity to inform her text  and visa 
versa. 

I don’t know how [my sonnet] came into the 
shape it ended up in but the most important 
aspect was realizing that I just had to fuck it 
all and do it. […] God forbid I get out of my 
own way and just allow something to happen.

Actor FF, May 4, 2004

In Video 9.22, actors can be seen exploring fragments of text that 
come to  them on impulse  in response  to the  co-regulated 
relationship  with a partner. The  actors use  Contact  Improv as a 
framework. The actors are working on monologues, and yet 
interactions begin to interlock. Through the  interaction of 
movement  and two disparate  pieces of text, actors  find meaning, 
and this meaning infuses  their intuitive, embodied and conceptual 
understanding of that text.

Adding text to the [Viewpoints] exercise today 
added more to the different scenes. […] The 
heart exercise really helped me feel connected 
to [Actor UU]. I noticed I wasn’t thinking when 
we went which I was very proud of myself. I 
feel like I did go with my impulse. I usually 
overthink everything when I act […] It was 
enjoyable to both watch and perform.

Actor XX, Journal 9/5/12

In Video 9.23, two actors  are led through the heart  centre/spring 
exercise, during the discovery process  for the production of Our 
Country’s  Good (Wertenbaker) at Shattered Globe Theatre, Chicago. 
The Actors are encouraged to make their initial contact as 
themselves. The  actors then explore the  basic human behavior of 
approach and withdrawal. Working on impulse, these simple 
movements provoke emotional reactions in real time. Critically, they 
are  then invited to add a single  drop of character (Merlin workshop, 
2006). 
This simple admonition is  critical during both the  learning and 
discovery process, for it leads to the char-actors’ relationship  being 
grounded in that of the actors (c.f. Chapter 12). 
The actors  are  then invited to  use fragments of text that come  to 
them on impulse. This obviates the pressure  to remember the text 
verbatim — the exercise focusses the  actors  on the  quality of their 
relationship, not their ability to remember their lines. Repeating a 
scene  partner’s lines helps an actor identify the  triggers in their 
partner’s  communication and helps establish their internal 
monologue.

9.21 Psychophysical exploration of sonnet
Junior voice class

http://bit.ly/2gUKzM5 9:27 mins

r

9.23 Heart Centre and Spring Exercise
Discovery process for Our Country’s Good 

http://bit.ly/2zhgOwx 6:36 mins

r

9.22 Early Contact Improvisation with Text 
 Potential Space Workshop

http://bit.ly/2gTagwq 2:49 mins



in the sonnet was what I got out of it the most. The fact that I was saying these 
words from a place of innocence and then a place of mystery — it was really 
cool having a double feeling that was melted into one.

(Actor FF, May 4, 2004)

As noted in Chapter 2, by inviting Actor BB to explore her sonnet Ozymandias through physical and vocal 
improvisation, I expected she would take the personal/emotional connection formed during Fitzmaurice 
Voicework into a performance to be shared with others. That Actor BB also found a conceptual 
understanding of her text through this exercise, albeit one that she found difficult to articulate, was a 
revelation that gave rise to the Ozymandias Question: how is it possible for an actor to find an 
embodied understanding of the text through physical/vocal improvisation when traditional cognitive 
analysis has failed? Video 9.21 illustrates the exercise that gave rise to the Ozymandias Question.

In seeking answers to the Ozymandias Question, I turned to research into the embodied and situated 
nature of cognition and creativity, as addressed in the preceding chapter. The dialectic between this 
research and experimentation with actors, in both the training studio and rehearsal hall, led to the 
development of a technique I term Quilting the Text. Quilting the Text can be seen as a practical 
response, to the Ozymandias Question. 

Quilting the Text, as a facet of Active Analysis, is shaped by, and predicated upon, Lacan’s notion of 
floating signifiers, whereby the meaning of words remains indeterminate until quilted into a complete, 
articulated thought41. Through fragmenting the text and playing with vocables in the various exercises 
illustrated here, an actor finds multiple possible meanings 
that can be quilted in a number of ways. 

Video 9.22 shows actors exploring fragments of text through 
abstract, improvised movement, while video 9.23 illustrates a 
process I use as a entry point to approaching text in an 
improvisatory state of bodymind through more literal, 
but still improvised, movement. Here I expand on the 
heart centre exercise discussed in Appendix B, which 
serves as a preface to a synthesis of Merlin’s spring 
exercise42  and Viewpoints, described (to the right) by 
Actor PP and discussed by Actor GGG in Video 9.1. In 
acting classes and workshops this exercise, in turn, leads 
into work with contentless scenes (Cohen, 1992). 

Contentless Scenes

I really like the way we work with [the contentless scenes] because we took 
little parts of lines and talked on impulse, so basically the scene was not in 
order. It was really cool to just see what happened and not focus on “do I know 
the lines and what line comes next.”

(Actor UU, Journal; Fall, 2011)
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41 (Sharpe, 2005)
42 (Merlin,2006)

Today Roger had us do “heart-centers.” We 
placed our hands on each other’s hearts, 
closed her eyes, matched our breathing and 
shared energy. He had us open our eyes, drop 
our hands, and picture a spring connecting us 
(I like to think of it as a Slinky), and move back 
and forth, until he told us to move off the 
[imaginary railway] track. I really like this idea 
of just going with our impulses. I wasn’t really 
thinking about what any of it meant — just 
going from the music and reacting to Actor LLL 
when I needed to do so. It’s weird though, when 
you watch someone doing the exercise, it is 
almost impossible not to make a story out of it.

Actor PP, Journal 8/31/12
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Contentless scenes are interesting in that they 
are very simple and nondescript but when they 
are improvised with movement and/or music 
they can take on an infinite number of forms. 
There is an immense amount of subtext in the 
contentless scene. I’ve never worked with them 
in the sense that you can repeat/switch up the 
lines. Mine was very powerful and extremely 
connected. 

Actor MMM, Journal February 26, 2013

In Video  9.24, two actors explore the  Contentless  Scene  below. 
Having begun the exercise  with the heart  centre/spring exercise, 
the video clip  begins at the  point they are exploring open 
Viewpoints, integrating fragments  of text. The  actors can use  any of 
their text at random; they work with repetition of their own lines, 
and once words are out in the space, they can repeat their partner’s 
lines, paraphrase them, or change  the personal pronoun. Both 
actors can be  seen being playful, working impulsively off each 
other. The two actors find multiple ways of rendering the text.

Observing actors, in the  role of spectators, reflect on the  scene  in 
Video  9.15. As one actor says, “I didn’t want  that  to end, because…
like it was the  same text, in the  same order sometimes, but it  was 
completely different  every time. And it was…awesome  every time. 
And that was really great to watch.” 
The actor recognizes a central goal of this work — that there are 
multiple  ways of rendering a  scene, all of which are  good. This 
reduces competition amongst the actors to ‘be the best’. 

Contentless Scene
A: Hi!
B: Hello.
A: What’d you do last night?
B: Oh, not much. How about you? 
A: Oh, watched a little TV. 
B: Anything good?
A: Well, no. Not really.
B: See you later 
A: OK.
aaaaaaaaaaa

Adapted from Acting One, Cohen (1992)

9.24 Contentless Scene
Sophomore Acting Class 

http://bit.ly/2iKAjX8 7:06 mins

r

9.25 Contentless Scene
Sophomore Acting Class

http://bit.ly/2iKAjX8 3:41 mins

r

We are opening up to the possibility of using 
text in different ways. We can use more or less 
text depending upon impulse, subtext, and 
context but we are getting more versatile in our 
line usage.
Just as our physical impulses are branching out 
to try new things and letting impulses take over, 
our verbal impulses are expanding. How we get 
our points across shows in the lines combined 
with the rhythms, tempo, and meaning.

(Actor N, Journal, February 28, 2013)



Through my use of contentless scenes, I aim to further develop an actor’s improvisatory state of 
bodymind by introducing an playful approach to text, illustrating through experience the viability of 
making meaning through a co-regulated relationship. 

Through the strategy of working with actors on the same scene, and by requiring actors to explore 
the scene with different scene partners, an actor experiences the potential for multiple insightful and 
authentic meanings to emerge from the same piece of text. This process demonstrates to an actor, 
in a practical and experiential way, that there is no one correct interpretation of a scene or 
relationship — a realization reflected in one of the actor’s comments in Video 9.25. 

One of the actors who participated in the étude in Video 9.24, reflects that, in response to a 
moment when she failed to get what she wanted, she had to try again. This leads Actor SC to 
observe: “we talk about [tactics] with monologues all the time. How are you getting what you 
want… She didn’t have to think about, ‘Maybe I’ll try something else’. It just happened. Which is so 
cool about this work. It all comes naturally and it's not like, now I must try something else. You just 
do. It’s really cool!”

Furthermore, in Video 9.25, an actor asserts, “You guys made me so proud of my class.” Her 
comment reflects the power of the ensemble — her peers’ success is something the whole group 
can share, not something to be competed with.

For many, the diminishment of social comparisons and a clear sense, from experience and 
observation, of what ‘It’ is, and how to achieve ’It’ through relationships explored with a sense of 
ease, fundamentally changes their mindset and promotes positive self-efficacy beliefs. This in turn 
reshapes the manner in which they approach their training and their work as actors.

Active Analysis

The value of this new method is that it removes the wall between analysis and 
embodiment […] In the course of Active Analysis, the actor accumulates all the 
necessary elements for the embodiment of a character, and this transition is 
accomplished painlessly, smoothly, and without violating the actor's creative 
nature. Active Analysis is an organic process and therefore the shortest way to 
physical embodiment…. 

(Knebel, 2016:96)

During Active Analysis, for Stanislavsky and Knebel, each étude was preceded by a period of mental 
analysis (Knebel, 2016:97). Mental analysis is differentiated from traditional table work in that it does 
not aim to understand a play’s or character’s complexities through protracted discussion, but to 
identify the main event of a section of text prior to improvising it: “Stanislavsky locates the basic 
structural element of action in the event, which occurs when an impelling action collides with a 
counteraction.” (Carnicke, 2012:22)43. 

In my practice, mental analysis begins with the image research and fantasy work described in the 
preceding pages; this appears to be a more impressionistic process than the one described by 
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43 In Stanislavsky and Knebel’s iteration of Active Analysis, once actors have completed an étude, they reflected on their 
work. “Did the event occur? Did the dynamic structure of actions and counteractions make sense?” (ibid.:19). If the 
expected event(s) did not occur, the actors re-examine the facts and try another étude. If an expected 'event' does occur, 
then actors aim to further refine it. Actors continue to go back and forth between text and improvisation until they fully 
bring to life the playwright’s words (Knebel, 2016).
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Both Video 9.28 and 9.32 suggest a  high degree  of sensitivity 
between the scene partners. The actors appear physically engaged 
and display a complex array of apparently authentic emotions. 
During the  reflection on the  scene in Video 9.28 (Video 9.29), Actor 
CC comments, “it was  sad to watch him like that. It was  sad and 
really painful. Really painful.” 
Another of those  watching the  scene  in Video 9.28 reflects (Video 
9.29), herself evidently quite  emotional, “I thought  at the end you 
[Isabel] were  going to  give  in. You just seemed so exhausted and 
tired I thought you were  going to resort  to that to get him  to stop. 
I’m glad you didn’t. But, knowing the text it  just… Even though I 
knew the text, I just felt like you were going to give in. Just to make 
him stop and I was so scared for you. So scared.”
A third actor observes, “I was scared, very scared. I thought you 
[Irwin] were going to  kill yourself in front of us. […] I had to keep 
convincing myself no he can’t  kill himself in front of us  because 
we’re in a class.”
There is  conflict evident between the two char-actors, but each 
appears to  also be  experiencing a  sense  of inner conflict. Here one 
is mindful that behavior is emotion in action (c.f., Appx. C).
The degree of authentic emotional experience evident in the actors, 
and the  powerful empathetic response  they engendered in those 
spectating, suggests that the actors achieved a  degree of 
authenticity and motility, creating the scenes in the transient now.

In Video 9.29, an observing actor responds to  the  physicality of the 
performance:  "You guys  were really there physically. Even if you 
guys hadn’t spoken. And I mean once you got  into the  scene. […] 
Even if you guys hadn’t had any lines, you would be  able to tell 
what was  going on […] And that is  a  big deal if you can tell the story 
without talking.”

In the scene performance illustrated 
in Videos 12.2 and 12.4, it is 
intended that  actors  to choose their 
scene  partner spontaneously and at 
random  during the class. While it  is 
possible  that  actors might  collude 
prior to  the class as  to who is to work 
with whom  prior to the class, this 
does not usually appear to  be the 
case.

9.28 Quilting the Text - The Secret Rapture
Sophomore Acting Class, Fall 2014

http://bit.ly/2Anp1zc 37:52 mins

r

9.29 Quilting the Text Reflection - The Secret Rapture
Sophomore Acting Class, Fall 2014

http://bit.ly/2AqrlDs  7:15 mins

r

9.27 The value of Quilting the Text - Actor LL
Romeo & Juliet (Shakespeare). 

http://bit.ly/2jGfPvD  5:34 mins

In answer to the  question, “Do you feel you came to understand the 
text  through playing with it?” Actor LL, who  performed the  role of 
Juliet in a  university production of Romeo and Juliet, responds in 
Video  9.27, “Yeah. Definitely and I think one of the things that was 
really helpful for me was that I learned my text very easily.”
“In terms of text analysis  I didn’t  really do a  lot […] I kinda  let what 
we  did in the  process just… I kinda  let  that  inform  me of what the 
text was. […]
In response to the question did you feel you understood what you 
were  saying?” Actor LL responds “Yes. Completely. I felt  I knew 
everything that I was  saying […] After working with [the  text] it 
made sense I would say that.”



Knebel (2011). An actor, through the images she chooses 
(and those she rejects), develops a sense of the major 
events in the play. She then builds upon earlier 
Viewpoints work, identifying the event(s) on-stage as 
they emerge during an étude through her relationships 
with others. Actors discuss the events in a scene based 
not only on a reading of the text prior to an étude, but 
also on their experience of the étude itself. Viewpoints is 
especially helpful during large ensemble scenes in 
understanding how each event generates a new action, 
which then generates a new event.

Stanislavsky’s and Knebel's concept of Active Analysis 
affords a broader context within which to place Quilting 
the Text, for both notions convey the essential idea of 
analysis through action, imagination and the felt 
experience. This is illustrated in Videos 9.28 and 9.30 
which show actors exploring a scene from The Secret 

Rapture (Hare, 1989).
As noted in Chapter 6, in order for an actor to enter 
Flow state there must be a balance between what he 
perceives he can do (initially with the support of the 
trainer and his peers) and the demands of the situation. I 
structure the development of the exercises, both in 
learning and discovery situations, so what an actor can do 
is supported. Working with fragments of text during an 
étude allows an actor to work in Flow state, focussing on 
the co-regulated relationship with his scene partner, rather 
than walking around with his head in a script or trying to 
remember his lines and blocking. Repeating a scene partner’s words helps a char-actor identify the 
triggers in others’ speech, allows for the emergence of sub-text and an actor’s inner monologue. As 
Actor LL observes:

Playing with the lines and the language, that was incredibly helpful for me, and 
being able to take not only my lines but other people’s lines. That…that 
specifically, when we did worked, the improvisation was extremely helpful. 
Because I knew…the scenes just developed and they were as they were 
supposed to be without us even trying to get them a certain way. 
And I think it helped me find a lot of levels and a lot of layers as opposed to 
just having a one note scene. I think it helped us really stack stuff on and really 
find the variations and find the details. I think a lot of the work really helped 
find the details…

(Actor LL, video conference, 200944)
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44 (Actor LL reflecting upon the discovery process for her role as Juliet in a college production of Romeo and Juliet 
(Shakespeare); Video 9.27)

9.2 • The Origins of Active Analysis
Stanislavski’s method of Active Analysis, 
developed during the  last  four years of his life, 
was deeply rooted in his  life’s work hitherto 
(Knebel, 2016:153). Due to  his failing health, 
accounts of the  final phase of his approach — and 
its  continued development — was  left  to  others, 
most notably Maria Knebel. 
The essence  of the method of Active Analysis is 
that,

 …in the  early stages of preparation the  play 
is not rehearsed at the table  as usual, but after 
a  certain amount of preliminary analysis  it is 
analyzed in terms  of action through etudes 
using improvised text. These etudes, or 
sketches, serve  as stepping-stones that  lead 
the actor towards  creative assimilation of the 
author's text.

(Knebel, 2016:153)
Études do not  aim  to improvise a  character’s 
back story, but to create  evolving drafts of a  char-
actor’s eventual performance.
While  the  Soviet sanctioned interpretation of this 
work, popularly known as the Method of Physical 
Actions, was more widely disseminated (Carnicke, 
2012), little information on Active  Analysis  has been 
available in the West until recent years1.
The  lack of information in English on approaching 
analyzing dramatic texts  through action, as 
developed by Stanislavsky and Knebel2 accounts for 
the  lack of awareness and usage  of Active  Analysis 
in American training programs. 
aaaaaaaaaaa 
1 The exception being Toporkov (2001)
2 Significantly, none of Knebel’s six books had 
been published in English (Carnicke, 2012), until 
a translation of Active Analysis of Play and the 
Role, appeared in Thomas (2016). 
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The actors work in Video 9.30  illustrates a quality of listening and 
responding to each other, and an ability to work on impulse. In this 
scene, the actors had clearly moved from the  general to the  specific. 
As  one actor notes “It was really amazing, because there  were  so 
many little details.” 
It is  also evident from  observing the actors  that they are not trying to 
manufacture an emotional quality during the  scene. The actor 
playing Isabel reflects, “It was nothing like I pictured it  to be. It was 
so intense. It was so intense… So many times I almost really cried 
[…] I still kinda feel like crying.” 
As  Actor LL, observes in Video  9.27, an improvisational approach to 
the discovery and (non-)performance processes  feels  “a  little  scary” 
and “not as safe” as one that is planned.

9.32 Quilting the Text Reflection - The Secret Rapture
Sophomore Acting Class, Fall, 2013

http://bit.ly/2AsQGg6  4:35 mins

When discussing how the actors in the scene had manifested ‘It’, 
actor Actor U shares the  following insight, “When I was doing my 
journal I was writing and in my head I knew exactly what I’m  talking 
about, but  I have no idea  how to explain this. […] It’s like it  just 
happens to you.”

The value of the heart-centre  exercise, immediately prior to the 
exploration of the scene, is stressed by the actor playing Irwin in 
Video  9.31, “I felt I was  very lost in it  with her. It  was just me and her 
up  there. The connection that  we  had was familiar. And I said that 
before, but  I don’t…don’t  know why it was familiar, but that  heart 
center exercise  (another actor interjects “It  does so much”) it does 
wonders. It’s great.”
Actor T observes: “I noticed this… It’s  hard for me  to  explain… We 
came  out of high school or as freshmen in college, when we  first 
started this  class we would look at a  scene or monologue, we would 
try and play up, over act one personality trait to try and be 
interesting, if that makes sense. And just  watching this, them not 
playing up  anything and it’s  way more  interesting to watch […] It’s 
cool.”

Every class we do the Viewpoints and Contact 
Improv with the scene, I find a completely 
different side to the scene I’ve never thought 
of before. I’m realizing I restrict what I’m 
performing a lot when I first read or see it.

Actor QQ, Journal, May 1, 2013

9.31 Quilting the Text Reflection - The Secret Rapture
Sophomore Acting Class, Spring 2014

http://bit.ly/2nmXw3A 8:05 mins

r

In Video  9.30, two  different actors perform  the same scene during a 
different class. Their take is  very different, and yet they display 
similar levels  of creativity (i.e., creating the  scene anew in the 
moment), authentic emotion and motility.
It is  interesting to note that in Video  9.30, without the gun that is 
part of the scene, rather than fake  it, the  actors  find themselves 
unable to  reach the end of the  scene when Isabel is killed. It is 
possible  to suggest  that the lack of presence of the gun contributes 
to  the stakes in this  scene being lower than they might have been. 
These  factors prompted me to  source  a  realistic prop  weapon for the 
next time I taught this class, as illustrated in Video 9.28.

9.30 Quilting the Text - The Secret Rapture
Sophomore Acting Class, Fall, 2013

http://bit.ly/2BHtzhY 17:37 mins

r



Another actor reflects that when Viewpointing with 
text, “it’s fantastic how emotion and your meaning just 
comes across. You don’t need to ‘make’ angry or sad or 
happy. You just say what you need to say, the meaning is 
there.” (Actor ZZ, Journal, April 10, 2013).

The work illustrated in this section is built upon the 
exercises illustrated in Appendices B and C. When 
transitioning from improvising Contentless Scenes to 
working on a full scene during Viewpoints exercises, I ask 
actors to choose two thoughts, ideally suggesting different 
moods or sentiments, drawn from different points in the 
scene. Actors then quilt the text, synthesizing fragments of 
their own thoughts and those of others (Videos 9.3 and 
9.5). It frequently happens that working with just these 
fragments of text, actors traverse the dynamics of the 
entire scene. I use the same technique during the initial exploration of a scene during the discovery 
process.

As the étude progresses, the actors shift seamlessly from working with fragments of text to ‘looping’ 
sections — that is, actors will work through a unit of text and then, on impulse, loop back through the 
same section, intuitively embodying different tactics, or strengthening those they have tried before. 
Sometimes actors move back and forth between different sections of a scene, unconsciously juxtaposing 
moments from the beginning of a scene with those at the end, or moments of contrasting emotions. 
During relationship building work for a production, discussed in Appendix D, actors move back and forth 
between fragments of text taken from different scenes, finding links between temporally distant events.

During discovery work prior to the exercise illustrated in Videos 9.28 and 9.30, the actors had 
explored the scene with multiple scene partners through Contact Improv and Viewpoints, engaging 
in silent études and improvisations with fragments of text. In Videos 9.28 and 9.30, actors can be 
seen performing a scene from The Secret Rapture, in its entirety, for the first time. This exercise is 
envisioned as a transitional device. Each actor is genuinely experiencing the unfolding of action and 
counteraction in the moment, in a manner more akin to to life.

The actors can be seen first connecting in a co-regulated relationship as ‘themselves’. They then 
explore the basic psychophysical dynamic of approach and withdrawal — action and counteraction. 
Each actor is then invited to imagine themselves taking an eye dropper and adding a single drop of 
character to a clear pitcher of water. 

Having explored the approach/withdraw dynamic as char-actors, the actors then transition into 
Open Viewpoints. When it seems that the actors have fully dropped in to Flow state, I invite them to 
improvise with fragments of text. As discussed previously, when Quilting the Text an actor can repeat 
fragments of his own text on impulse; repeat his partner’s text; change pronouns and add text on 
impulse. 
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This week we did some final work on the 
Waiting For Lefty scene. I really loved the things 
I was experiencing. Each time we do these 
movement/fragmented-text exercises I learned 
something new about Edna, and about myself. 
Today especially I really had an awareness of 
the tug-of-war between two people. We talked 
for a while about how the “arc” of the scene is 
a moot point because emotions are not 
something that can be logically and structurally 
organized. We can switch our feeling in no more 
than a split second — it doesn’t rise and fall in 
some kind of premeditated order. We respond to 
what we’re given, which is constantly changing. 
And, if we are living truthfully as we should be 
in a character, the outcome will be different 
every time. It doesn’t make sense, because it 
can’t.

Actor MMM, Journal – May 1, 2013



Études serve an actor in the way that sketches help an artist prepare, enabling her to see events 
from different perspectives. Études reveal multiple possible sketches for each moment, each event in 
a scene. Over time, through a felt sense and through reflection, certain of these sketches become 
collaged together for an actor, coalescing to constitute a scene and ultimately a detailed sense of 
character and circumstance. However, central to this notion of collage is that it remains flexible, 
fluid, subject to change, even, within established parameters, during (non-)performance.

Through multiple repetitions, quilting the text in different ways, multiple possibilities emerge. As the actor 
playing Irwin in Video 9.28 observes, “One last thought. You said about different line readings. Every single 
time I said ‘please’, which I repeated a lot, became more desperate in my mind and in the end, saying 
‘please’ as I was squeezing the trigger, which I still have marks from… I was ready to cry.” (Video 9.29).

It appears from the videos, and from their reflection afterwards, that the actors in both of the 
performed scenes are not forcing their emotions, nor are they are not ‘indicating’. In the journey that 
the actors have taken from the initial image research, through numerous études to this final 
exploration, it would appear that they have proceeded “from the general to the particular, from the 
essence to the details.” (Knebel, 2006:97).

This process of Viewpoints/Active Analysis/Quilting the Text, as used during the discovery process 
for a public production of Richard II (Shakespeare), is documented in Video D.9. It is significant to 
note that I had not worked with these actors before the discovery process began, and yet, following 
a suitably truncated adaptation of the ensemble building process outlined in Appendix B, the actors 
responded positively to the process. Actor RD observes, “Using Viewpoints work we were able to 
find relationships without preempting them through what we know about the play in the 
text.” (Actor RD, Reflective Journal, Richard II. May, 2017), while Actor RA reflects, “In Viewpoints […] 
I found that you could create a whole scene just from walking and moving in a space. (Actor RA, 
Reflective Journal, Richard II, May 2017). 

Actor RC, who played Richard, found the process of repeating words or phrases that resonated 
with her (both her own and other characters) valuable45. When words were repeated as the étude 
evolved, Actor RC found “it gave [them] a significance and a new meaning.” (Actor RC, Reflective 
Journal, Richard II, May 2017), deepening her understanding of the text and her relationships with 
other characters, even those with whom she did not directly interact46.

135 Chapter 9

45 (Actor RC, Reflective Journal, Richard II, May 2017)
46 (Ibid.)

9.33 Actor RC as Richard in Richard II (Shakespeare)
University production, 2017



Social Comparisons and Performance Anxiety
In the course of this inquiry into the nature of the influences and blocks that diminish an actor’s 
potential to manifest optimal levels of motility, three major and interrelated themes emerged: the 
pervasive and potent nature of social comparisons, an actor’s fears of self-insufficiency, and the 
associated presence of performance anxiety, which applies as much to an actor’s work in the 
learning and discovery environments as it does public performance. Seeking the means to address 
these factors has been a major intent of this project.

Asking multiple actors to work on the same scene in order to diminish the potency of social 
comparisons and performance anxiety may appear paradoxical, as it would seem to heighten the 
likelihood that actors would make direct comparisons between themselves and others. However, 
what actors discover through observational learning47 as a result of watching multiple takes on the 
same scene, is that they are not striving for one ‘perfect’ rendition of the scene. Actor U, who was 
prone to serious questioning of her own ability5, and who herself played Irwin, reflects on the scene 
from The Secret Rapture featured in Video 9.30: 

I think it’s really cool how different each of the scenes are. […] That one 
person can think that Irwin does that and it looks great and then someone else 
can be like…that looks great too. […] I used to be like…’Oh why didn’t I do that. 
Why didn’t I think that’… And now it’s, well now it’s different. […] Because I feel 
happy with what I did with our scene. But I was watching [Actor OO] as a 
Irwin and I was like wow! It’s just great. ‘Cause you don’t think ‘Why didn’t I do 
that, why didn’t I do that.’ You just watch it.

(Actor U, Video 9.32; emphasis added) 

To which Actor OO then responds, “[a]nd then you’re happy for them.” 

What actors come to understand, as their comments reveal, is the power of their own autonomous, 
creative interpretation. Actors discern that what determines their success or failure is not marked by 
achieving the ‘perfect’ rendition of a scene, but rather the nuanced quality of their co-regulated 
relationships and their propensity to respond authentically in the moment. In video 9.32, the actors 
in the group reveal how their mindset has changed since beginning the class.Their comments 
evidence the potential of collaborative learning, in a compassionate space, to foster positive self-
efficacy beliefs in a diverse constituency of actors. The actors’ reflection suggests a developing 
disposition to take the personal risks inherent in a spontaneous, playful approach to the 
development of character, action and counteraction.

While each reader will make their own judgement of the actors’ performances in the scenes from The 

Secret Rapture (Videos 9.28 and 9.30)48 and the performances of Romeo and Juliet (Video 9.9) and 
Richard II (Video D.9)49, I suggest that the video documentation, the actors’ subjective reflection on 
their work (Videos 9.29, 9.31 and 9.32), and their written reflections cited throughout this chapter50, 
validates, to a reasonable degree, the use of these approaches in fostering levels of motility appropriate 
to the age and experience of these actors.
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47 In a collaborative environment,
48 With the caveat that these live performances are now presented and mediated by a format that is different from the 
original
49 (c.f., Appx. D)
50 And in Appx. D



Conclusion
As argued in Chapter 1, and reiterated at the beginning of this chapter, Winnicott’s concept of 
potential space is ambiguous, complex, and open to creative interpretation. My idiosyncratic invocation 
of the Potential Space, as illustrated in this chapter, is given form through the attitudes, behaviors and 
processes that constitute my practice.

Within this larger context, of particular interest, is the potential space between symbol and 
symbolized, between text and an actor’s embodied and personalized understanding, work that is 
grounded in, and dependent upon, the actors’ earlier work to re-member the body51. As Actor LL 
suggests, reflecting upon her preparation for, and performance of, the role of Juliet52, the process of 
Active Analysis/Quilting the Text led organically to her discovery of tactics, objectives and beats53: “I did 
what I naturally would do…or what Juliet would naturally do for a tactic as opposed to pasting on some 
tactic.” (Actor LL , Video conference, June 6, 2009). While “a little scary” and “not as safe” as a heady, 
premeditated approach to her work, she concludes “it was very empowering” and “definitely more 
fun” (ibid.), reinforcing for her the value of play not only in the discovery process, but also during 
non-performance in performance.

Through a synthesis of experiential and observational learning in the Potential Space, an actor 
comes to connect her own experience of working in Flow state with her experience of watching 
others. Here it is important to register the importance of Emotional Intelligence. Through 
understanding the dynamics of authentic emotions54 an actor grasps why she finds certain moments 
believable and others not55. For many actors, especially at the collegiate level, this is profound 
learning, for it reinforces their acceptance of, and commitment to, a holistic, experiential, 
psychophysical approach to their work as actors in search of optimal levels of motility.
Études serve an actor in the way that sketches help an artist prepare, enabling an actor to see events 
from different perspectives and thus revealing multiple possibilities for each moment in a scene. During 
a discovery process, over time and through an actor’s felt sense and reflection, certain of these sketches 
become collaged together to constitute the landscape of a scene and the play as a whole. Central to 
this notion of collage is that it remains flexible, fluid, and subject to rediscovery and recreation during 
non-performance in performance. Here one is mindful of the words of Cieslak (1977) that served as 
inspiration for this project:.

I begin each night without anticipations. This is the hardest thing to learn. I do 
not prepare myself to feel anything. I do not say, 'Last night, this scene was 
extraordinary, I will try to do that again.' I want only to be receptive to what 
will happen. 

(Cieslak qtd. in Schechner, 1977:19)
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51 (c.f., Appx. C)
52 (Romeo and Juliet, Shakespeare, c.f., Video 9.27)
53 (Actor LL , Video conference, June 6, 2009)
54 (c.f., Chapt. 4)
55 And that her sense that the emotions portrayed are authentic is supported by empirical research.
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My early experiences as a theatre goer, and later as an early-career director, led me to reflect why, 
“...when I see two actors doing the same thing, do I get fascinated by one and not by the 
other.” (Barba, qtd. in Watson, 1993); why do I ‘understand’ some actors intellectually, while others 
engaged me emotionally so that I experience a deeper connection with their tribulations and 
victories; and why do some actors exhibit the apparently intangible quality of ‘It‘1 — a quality I have 
come to denote as motility — and some do not?

This inquiry set out to gain knowledge and understanding as to the nature of motility and the blocks 
and influences2  that militate against its manifestation by actors, by seeking answers to three 
questions: firstly, what are the core characteristics of motility; secondly, what could be said to be the 
nature and origins of the influences that block the creativity, authenticity and motility of actors; and 
thirdly, was it possible to validate my intuitive sense — grounded in my broader training and 
experience as an educator — that person-centered, experiential, psychophysical approaches to 
actor learning were more likely than teacher-centered, didactic approaches to instruction3, to be 
successful in remediating these influences and blocks amongst a broad spectrum of actors.

While there are innovative approaches to actor training evident in a number of training programs in 
the United States, many liberal arts and regional universities maintain an adherence to systems of 
training based upon the “misunderstanding, misappropriation and miniaturization of the Stanislavsky 
system [that] remains the bible for most practitioners” in the US (Bogart & Landau, 2005:15). It is the 
prevalence of such approaches, one can speculate, that has led to acting, and by implication actor 
training in America, not having undergone a cultural renaissance since the 1930’s4. While in the UK 
circumstances may be somewhat different, conservatory programs have, by in large, continued to 
focus on the pragmatic needs of the theatre industry since the 1970’s5, suggesting little change in the 
manner in which actors are trained. By way of contrast, there has been an improvement in the quality 
of performance in dance and music as a result of the growing sophistication of training techniques6. 

The development of actor training methodologies has been further hampered by a notable absence of 
contemporary research into the psychology of actors and acting7. As a consequence, in the pursuit of 
this inquiry, I have turned to a synthesis of contemporary research and thinking drawn from 
philosophy, psychology, social neuroscience and traditional Eastern wisdom in the search for answers.

1 (Roach, 1993)
2 (Grotowski, 1969; M. Chekhov, 1985)
3 Characterized by Kamotskaia (2013) as a process of “instruction, attempt, failure, lecture” (Kamotskaia, 2013: 265)
4 (Chambers, qtd. in Konijn, 2002)
5 (Francombe, 2002:176)
6 (Fisher-Yoshida et.al., 2009b:9)
7 (Goldstein, 2010)

10 A Denouement of Sorts
——————————————————————————
Changing Mindsets



The evolving dialectic between practice and theory illustrated in this dissertation has been driven by 
a belief, derived from educational psychology, that if I better understand the nature of the blocks 
with which an actor enters the discovery or learning processes, then I will be better able to identify 
appropriate goals and processes for their remediation. In particular, it has been my aim to both 
develop my pedagogical practice and become more precise and intentional in how I utilize the 
strategies at my disposal8, in order to achieve predictable outcomes during both the discovery and 
learning processes9.

As a consequence, as this inquiry has developed, it has been not simply a consideration of training 
pedagogies and approaches to the discovery process, but also an exploration of how, and in what 
conditions, an actor learns and creates best. It is a basic premise of this inquiry that actors do not 
learn, trainers do not teach, and acting pedagogies do not exist in a social vacuum, but “within institutions, 
structures and processes which have a past and a social momentum” (Harnett and Carr, 1995:41).

My research-led practice continues to evolve and does not see knowledge as fixed, but rather 
provisional and subject to continued change and refinement10; many of the themes addressed in this 
inquiry warrant further empirical research. It follows that this concluding chapter, therefore, is but a 
denouement of sorts.

The Origins of an Actor’s Blocks to Motility
The influences that press upon an actor, shaping his physical body and his mindset (his body-self11), 
are derived from three interlocking constructs: the broader culture in which the actor exists; his 
experience of personal relationships within and beyond the family; and the culture, attitudes and 
behaviors evident in, and propagated by, the institution in which the actor is working or learning12. It 
is argued that individual instructors are themselves shaped by prevailing cultural mores, and that 
educational systems covertly perpetuate reified attitudes and beliefs through the agency of the 
curriculum and its assessment procedures13, 14.

Attachment Style

An actor’s relationship with parental figures15  and significant others (such as teachers) during 
childhood and adolescence shapes her attachment style16, a construct grounded in object relations 
theory17. An actor’s attachment style establishes the manner in which she relates to others and 
herself throughout her life. As a consequence, it follows that an actor’s attachment style shapes her 
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8 (Yorks and Kasl, 2006:51)
9 While the basic form of many of the exercises that I have used over the years has remained largely the same, the 
knowledge and understanding I have developed in the course of this inquiry shapes how I introduce and frame exercises; 
the focus of my coaching; the nature of the feedback I give; and the insights that I share with actors.
10 As noted in Chapter 7, in a traditional model of education, an instructor talks about reality as if it were fixed and 
predictable, rather than subject to possible change (Freire, 1999:53).
11 (Dosamantes-Alperson, 1981; Pylvänäinen, 2003)
12 An actor’s learning history (i.e. what they have learned about themselves and the process of learning itself, derived from 
their educational experiences prior to training) is also of significance when considering the nature of the blocks to the 
fostering of optimal levels of motility.
13 (e.g., Stenhouse, 1975)
14 Resistance to change within institutions, such as that constituted by the introduction of experiential, actor-centered 
pedagogies, is maintained by background conversations, between instructors and between instructors and students, within 
the organization.
15 In particular the potential space between infant and primary care giver (Winnicott, 2005)
16 (Bowlby, 1997) 
17 (Klein, 1959)



relationship with her peers, her directors and her trainers. The nature of an actor’s attachment style 
is thus argued to be a major mediating factor in her search for motility. Significantly, however, through 
relational learning in the potential space between an actor and her trainer and her peers, her 
attachment style is subject to modification. 

Adverse Childhood Experiences

In the course of my practice it has become evident that a surprisingly large number of actors have 
been exposed to adverse childhood experiences18  and/or some degree of relational trauma. 
Following Feldenkrais (2004), I argue that the notion of relational trauma can be expanded beyond 
patterns of abuse to include familial histories of addiction, depression, divorce, bereavement, to 
which must be added socially acceptable behaviors such as those exhibited by perfectionist parents 
who demand, for example, high academic grades. 

When parental approval is conditional19 an actor can come to fear the withdrawal of affection and/
or approval of significant figures in his life, he is “trained into blindness and unreasoning 
fears” (Feldenkrais, 2004); an actor, to a greater or lesser extent, “must always be on [his] guard lest 
others see [his] faults” (Gergen, 2009:xiii). It follows that in the acting classroom many actors, fearing 
self-insufficiency20, strive for some intangible sense of perfection and are extrinsically motivated, 
seeking the approval of their trainer. 

Perfectionism and the desire for affirmation, through winning the approval of others21, can be seen 
as a powerful negative influence on an actor’s search for motility. When these dynamics surface 
during exercises, études and performance, an actor becomes distracted from full absorption in the 
moment22  by self-relevant concerns and the resulting feelings of anxiety. An actor’s fears that she is not 
achieving ‘perfection’ or fulfilling the expectations of others leads to self-criticism. Many actors experience 
self-attacking from an internalized (introjected) critical parent, which can be “harsh, punitive, derogatory 
[or] passionately cruel” (Kaufman, 1993:61).

Actors with an inner monologue that is focussed on negative judgements are likely to have a fixed 
mindset23. Such actors are most at ease with tasks that they have already mastered or are easily 
achievable and have low self-efficacy beliefs. Self-efficacy is differentiated from the global concept of 
self-confidence in that it is domain specific24. An actor, such as Actor Y for example, may have 
positive self-efficacy beliefs when it comes to taking on a comedic role, a type of role they have 
already undertaken with some success, but low self-efficacy beliefs when faced by a dramatic role. In 
a learning environment, such actors are likely to prefer surface learning to deep learning25. 

Reified Cultural Beliefs

At the heart of the cultural pressures that press upon and shape an actor’s bodymind lie reified 
beliefs, prevalent in Anglo-American culture, which denigrate and distrust the lived body whilst 
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18 (Feliti, 1998; 2009; Anda et.al., 2005; Sievers-Coffer, 2013)
19 i.e., dependent upon an actor pleasing those in positions of power (e.g., parental figures)
20 (Horney ctd. Gergen, 2009)
21 e.g., praise from an instructor, self-affirming grades, or being cast in prestigious roles in university productions
22 i.e., ‘in their heads
23 (Dweck, 2007; Cranton and Taylor, 2012; Flaxman, Blackledge, & Bond, 2010)
24 (Bandura, 1977, 1994, 1997)
25 (Moon, 2004)



lauding the notion of a disembodied mind26. These beliefs are founded upon the philosophical 
traditions of Judeo-Christianity, which see the body as the seat of unhealthy and potentially 
destructive urges, and the Cartesian hierarchical bifurcation of mind and body. 

There follows from the bifurcation of body and mind a number of false dichotomies relevant to  the 
actor, amongst the most pervasive are: thinking/feeling; rational/irrational; reason/intuition; and 
memory/imagination. These dichotomies shape an actor’s beliefs and mindset in profound ways, and 
can militate against an easy acceptance of experiential, intuitive, psychophysical approaches to the 
work of the actor and the learning to do that work.

For an actor, the distrust of the lived body is given credence by the disappearance of the body from 
awareness at times of seamless functioning, only for it to demand attention during times of 
dysfunction27 . At such times it seems to an actor that she is unable to achieve goals and desires 
because of percieved physical limitations of her body (such as during their first encounters with 
Contact Improvisation or Suzuki Training), or at times of affective dys-appearance, when powerful 
and unwelcome emotions emerge (as occurs during Fitzmaurice Voicework). At such times, an actor 
may experience her own body as threatening.

Self-conscious Emotions

At such times, the dys-appearance of social or self-conscious emotions, such as anxiety or shame, 
are particularly potent blocks to the manifestation of motility during the learning process. As noted 
in the previous section, for some actors, there are strong learned taboos around the experience or 
expression of certain emotions. The anxiety provoked as a result of the expression of such emotions 
— or the anticipation of expressing such emotions — is elevated in a social sphere such as training. 

Self-relevant or self-conscious emotions also constitute a negative influence on an actor’s motility 
when they are aroused in anticipation of a future event; at such times an actor imagines/pre-
experiences scenes of future inefficacy, as is the case in performance anxiety28. It is a central 
argument of this dissertation that performance anxiety is as potent an influence in the learning 
environment as it is in anticipation of an actor’s work on-stage.

The power of self-conscious or social emotions, when derived from social comparisons, is heightened 
in environments that tacitly promote individualism and competitiveness, as is the case in many college 
training programs in both the United States and the United Kingdom.

Armoring

An actor’s relational history and culturally learned attitudes to the lived body, and its relationship with 
the ‘mind’, become manifested both in his mindset, a framework through which he interprets his 
experiences during training, and an embodied pattern of repressing the experience and expression 
of threatening, unwelcome or familiarly or culturally unacceptable emotions. 
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The work of Reich29, Bloch30  and Fitzmaurice, suggests31  that there is a direct link between the 
repression of emotion, the control of the breath, and patterns of muscular tension in the torso and 
face. Over time this muscular tension manifests as habituated patterns of muscular armoring32. 

Of fundamental importance in discerning the nature of the psychophysical blocks to an actor’s motility is 
understanding the foundational role played by these habitual patterns of muscular armoring. Muscular 
armoring is the means by which an actor ‘fences off ’ their experience and expression of unwelcome 
emotions33. These unwelcome emotions, which have their genesis in an actor’s history of adverse 
experiences and prevailing cultural mores, are unconsciously feared as “forces so dangerous and so 
destructive that, if externalized, […] would wreak disaster” (Gordon, 1978:5). As Reich (1973) observes,

…muscular rigidity, wherever it appears, is not a ‘result,’ an ‘expression,’ or a 
‘concomitant’ of the mechanism of repression. In the final analysis, I could not 
rid myself of the impression that somatIc rigidity represents the most essential 
part in the process of repression. 

(Reich, 1973:248)

The repression of the experience and expression of unwelcome emotion blocks not only an actor’s 
propensity for empathy and co-regulated, alive communication, but also an actor’s capacity for 
understanding and creativity34, a theme to which I will return when addressing Active Analysis and 
Quilting the Text.

Surface and Deep Learning

Central to an understanding of the nature of an actor’s blocks during the learning process is the 
differentiation between surface and deep learning35. When an actor engages in surface learning her 
goal is to absorb only as much as is necessary for the task at hand, which for many actors can be 
construed as pleasing their instructor or achieving an affirming grade. 

Deep transformative learning36, however, can identify and address underlying issues, resulting in a 
change in an actor’s perception, mindset, orientation and behaviors. Such learning, it is argued, can 
fundamentally challenge an actor’s prevailing sense of self. Deep transformative learning necessitates 
that what might be conceived of as ‘blocks’ to an actor’s development be reconceptualized as safety-
seeking behaviors, behaviors that up to this point in an actor’s life have ensured her safety and 
survival. 

When considering an actor’s goals and his patterns of motivation in seeking to overcome his blocks 
to motility, it is important to be cognizant of the concepts of compulsive and contradictory 
motivation37. A major development in my teaching came as a result of the realization that a number 
of actors who appeared resistant to personal change were actually highly motivated: such actors can 
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30 (Bloch, 1993; 1995: 2001 ; Bloch & Lemignan, 1992 ; Bloch, Santibañez, 1995)
31 (Fitzmaurice, 1997)
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34 (c.f., the Ozymandias Question)
35 (Moon, 2004:61)
36 Such as that required to loosen an actor’s habitual patterns of emotional armoring,
37 (Feldenkrais, 2002; Chapt. 6:72)



experience their habituated, safety-seeking behaviors as being more powerful motivators than their 
desire to change38.

The Potential Space
Transitional space, as Donald Winnicott describes it, is an area developed 
between self and other [and] inner and outer worlds…which allows primary 
creativity, meaning the sense of self-existence. It is a potential space in which it 
is not important who does what, it is a place of relaxation, of freedom, where 
spontaneity arises.

(Chaiklin & Wengrower, 2009:40)

The Potential Space embraces the multifaceted nature of Winnicott’s original conception; it can be, 
at one and the same time: a physical space (e.g., a studio or rehearsal hall); a conceptual/emotional/
creative space, that coexists in-the-world and in an actor’s autonomous imagination; it is a creative 
space, a space between bodymind, environment, text and meaning; it is the space that exists 
between char-actors on-stage during non-performance in performance39  and between char-actor 
and spectator ; it is a space that exits over time. 

In another sense, the Potential Space is a space without boundaries, or rather, it is a space in which 
an actor’s potential and potency are seen as having no limits, a space in which an actor’s learning and 
transformation breaks down pre-existing fence-lines imposed by a self-limiting mindset. 

The Potential Space is characterized by a diminished level of competitiveness and social comparison, 
and by the fostering of a climate conducive to participative safety, the taking of risks and the 
facilitation of a sense of ease and spontaneous play.

Learning Climate

The heart of the person-centered approach to teaching and learning is that the 
content to be learned and the sequence in which it is to be learned both arise 
out of interaction. This is the interaction of the interests, needs, and curiosity of 
the student — with the knowledge, resources, and facilitative attitudes of the 
teacher. […] The structure that occurs in a person-centered classroom is an 
organic structure that grows out of the situation, not an imposed structure by 
someone who simply knows the subject matter. And the learning that takes 
place there is significant or experiential learning. It has a quality of personal 
involvement with the whole person in both his feeling and cognitive aspects 
being in the learning event.

(Rogers & Lyon, 2013:61)

Implicit in this project is a rejection of the popular myth of the charismatic teacher. The charismatic 
teacher discourse sees good teaching, “as having less to do with education and training, and more to 
do with the inherent or intrinsic qualities of character or personality of the teacher.” (Moore, 
2014:4/5). Within this discourse, successful teachers “are perceived not as having been ‘made’ (not, at 
least, through processes of teacher training and education), but as simply possessing ‘the right 
stuff ’.” (ibid.). Contrariwise, I subscribe to the position that the pedagogical approach of a facilitator of 
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learning must be seen within a context that may include her/his own history, dispositions, prejudices, 
fears, experiences of learning40, 41 and self-efficacy beliefs42. 

It is important to note, in defining the optimal climate for learning in the search for motility, that 
“emotional injuries occur if teachers and professors do not treat their pupils empathetically.” (Tausch 
and Hüls, 2014:136). The results of Tausch and Hüls (2014) study “imply that more than half of our 
participants had to cope with difficult situations during their school days without receiving empathy 
from their teachers.” (ibid.) — and as has been argued, the deep transformative learning necessary 
to achieve optimal levels of motility constitutes, for many actors, a challenging or ‘difficult situation’.

Thus it is that while an an actor’s relational history can be said to have a significant influence in the 
development of the blocks which constrain their motility, it is in the potential space between peers, and 
between an actor and her trainer, that these psychophysical blocks can be remediated — if that space 
is characterized by nurturing, compassionate, non-judgmental, non-competitive relationships.

Via Negativa/Via Affirmativa

In Video A.243, members of the Sophomore Acting class featured in Videos 9.28 and 9.30 reflect on 
their work during the final class of their semester. During this reflection, actors register their 
responses to a number of the themes and goals of my practice. The insights of the actors are not 
offered as reflection on own expertise as a pedagogue, but rather as evidence of the learning 
outcomes a cohort of actors experienced as a consequence of the attitudes, behaviors, and 
instructional techniques that have been developed through the dialectic between theory and 
practice addressed in this dissertation44. 

The actor’s responses attest to the value of working in a space which diminishes competition, social 
comparison and anxiety, foregrounding relational, person-centered learning. Their reflection also 
foregrounds the importance of a process of training that focusses not only on the stripping away of 
limiting habits of bodymind (the via negativa), but also the affirmative processes of promoting 
emotional intelligence45, a growth mindset and positive self-efficacy beliefs (the via affirmativa):

Actor SD: I feel like every time I’ve gotten up in this class…like last year, I would get 
up and I’d be like nervous, I’d be nervous to do my — maybe that’s because it was 
like kinda formal in there or something — but I would get up and my heart would 
be beating. And I’d be like “I hope they all think I’m good.”	
Actor SC: And it’s changed so much because before, it was about, like, I feel like we were 
all “I have to be good. I have to do it right.” And now we… It doesn’t even cross my 
mind when anybody goes up, is it going to be good or am I going to be good.

(Actors SD and SC, ibid. emphasis added)
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40 (Moore, 2014:149)
41 Thus it is that this project is, on one level, necessarily a reflection on my own process of transformative learning, a 
process that began with a number of disorienting dilemmas as recounted in the Prologue.
42 (Tausch & Hüls, 2013:145)
43 (c.f., Appx. A:158)
44 In Appx. D, actors reflect on their experience of these techniques when applied to the discovery process for a 
production intended for public performance.
45 Emotional intelligence, for the motile actor, necessitates understanding emotions; perceiving emotions in self and others; 
a capacity to use emotions to facilitate problem solving/creativity; and the disposition to effectively manage emotions to 
further and achieve goals. Understanding emotions requires an appreciation that emotional authenticity is manifested in 
terms of appropriate emotional tone, intensity, and temporal dynamics (c.f., Chapt. 4:51).



Actor SE reflects that, “you close yourself off when [you make comparisons]. You really do. If you think 
‘Oh, they’re better than me’ or ‘I can’t live up to this’, then you close yourself off and you can’t be open 
with who you are, you can’t be open with you partner and it doesn’t work.” (Actor SE, ibid.).

In this regard, a key finding of this inquiry suggests that the learning of acting ‘skills’, and the stripping 
away of limiting habits of bodymind are necessary, but not sufficient, in promoting optimal levels of 
motility in a broad spectrum of actors. Through a degree of individualized instruction, a trainer’s 
awareness of each actor’s zone of proximal development46, the use of appropriate instructional 
scaffolding47, and purposeful practice48, actors who enter training with relatively positive self-efficacy 
beliefs can have those beliefs reinforced; however, as self-efficacy beliefs are domain specific, such 
actors can also benefit from having their self-efficacy beliefs fostered in new areas of endeavor and 
experience.  For actors who enter training disposed to negative self-efficacy beliefs, negative images 
of their body-self49, and a fixed mindset, the nurturing of positive self-efficacy beliefs is an essential 
material of learning if they are to manifest optimal levels of motility. 

The fostering of autonomy and empowerment is also invaluable in developing optimal levels of 
motility during the discovery process, as attested to by members of the Richard II (Shakespeare) 
ensemble in Appendix D. Actors who perceive themselves to be both trusted and autonomous 
artists are relieved from the pressure to please/appease their director and feel pride in their own 
achievements50.

Active Analysis/Quilting the Text

The technique of asking all actors in a scene study class to work on the same scene51, as illustrated in 
Chapter 9, reveals to an actor that authentic renditions of a scene can be achieved in multiple ways: 
the actor becomes aware, through observation and reflection, that there is no one correct or 
‘perfect’ interpretation/performance. Motility is revealed as not being something that is achieved by 
striving for an intangible but fixed goal, but through a disposition to create character and 
relationships through co-regulated interactions and alive communication with their scene partner(s), 
in the transient now.  As an actor develops this ability, they become better able to re-create their 
relationships anew during each occurrence of non-performance in performance.

Through observing multiple effective renditions of the same scene, an actor is liberated from trying 
to be the ‘best’, diminishing the anxiety an actor experiences from comparing his work with others. 
Diminished anxiety fosters an actor’s capacity to take personal, physical and emotional risks; it allows 
an actor to approach training, and the discovery process, willing to explore the unknown and create 
that which has hitherto been unthought of and untried.

In seeking to understand how it might be that Actors A and BB found not only an emotional 
connection with their text but also a personalized conceptual understanding, a central place must be 
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given to the “embodied and imaginative structures of understanding by which we grasp our 
world.” (Johnson, 1987xiii). In this regard, contemporary theories in regard to the embodied and 
situated nature of creativity and cognition afford profound insights. These insights, synthesized with 
the voice work of Catherine Fitzmaurice and Roy Hart, Contact Improvisation, Viewpoints, Active 
Analysis, and the Lacanian notion of floating signifiers52, have informed the answers that have been 
found thus far to the Ozymandias Question. 

Fostering an actor’s trust in the coenesthetic nature of thought necessitates both the surfacing and 
challenging of reified cultural beliefs regarding reason and intuition, thinking and feeling, and memory 
and imagination. Such a process draws on contemporary theories regarding the functional nature of 
emotion (i.e., as the wellspring of conscious, discursive thought53) and the ‘fragile power’ of 
memory54, which allows individuals to remember with absolute conviction that which did not 
happen55. Understanding that remembering the past, imagining the future and imagining ficticious 
scenes utilize many of the same systems in the brain56  is essential for an actor, as is grasping the 
power of ‘body-memory’ for understanding and acting in the present57.

When Quilting the Text, as a facet of Active Analysis, an actor makes associations between 
disparate, emotionally resonating, unconscious endocepts, their current co-regulated relationship 
with their scene partner(s), and the affordances of the environment.

The emotional resonance model of creative thought — which suggests that a global wave58  of 
remote associations spread through an actor’s memory system, activating emotion laden, 
unconscious memory fragments (or endocepts) — is mediated by an actor’s capacity to notice that 
“one or more endocepts (and the concepts or images to which they are attached) are resonating 
with the initially activated endocept (and its attached concept or image).” (Getz and Lubart, 
2000:292).

Ego-flexibility in an actor allows her to access the apparent structureless chaos of the emotion laden 
primary processes59, 60without fearfulness61; in so doing it enriches and expands her imagination and 
creativity62, and enables her to ‘play’63  in the potential space between symbol and symbolized in 
order to find her own personalized, embodied understanding; this embodied sense of meaning may 
confound the actor’s ability to express her understanding in terms of abstract, verbal concepts64.
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52 Whose meaning remains unfixed until quilted into a complete, articulated thought (Sharpe, 2005)
53 (e.g., Damasio, 1994; Goleman, 1996)
54 (Schacter, 2003)
55 (Ibid.)
56 (Schacter, 1997:23)
57 (e.g., Pylvänäinen, 2003)
58 (Getz and Lubart, 2000:291)
59 (e.g., Ehrenzweig, 1957, 1967)
60 The cognitive unconscious described by Lakoff and Johnson (1999)
61 (Milner, 1978:178)
62 (Gomez & Smart, 2008:147)
63 The foreclosure of the imagination, however, leads to children, adolescents and adults who are not able “to play very 
well” (Maslow, 1994:80).
64 Gendlin (1997)



Thus it is that the loosening of habitual patterns of muscular armoring65, 66 , not only fosters a 
capacity for resilience67and an increased depth and range of emotional authenticity and physical/
vocal expression, but also serves as the foundation for enhancing an actor’s creativity and cognition.

Thus it is that an actor is able to make meaning of text and circumstance through both a solo, 
psychophysical exploration of a sonnet, such as Ozymandias, or a playful exploration of the potential 
space between her body-self, her imagination/memories, her character, her scene partner(s) and her 
environment68.

Motility

At this point in the evolution of my practice, motility is seen as a complex and multi-faceted 
phenomenon. An actor’s embodiment of motility can be seen as being derived from five core 
qualities: his disposition to experience/express a full gamut of emotions; his level of emotional 
intelligence69; his capacity for empathy70 and co-regulated, alive communication71; his propensity to 
work from a place of ease72; and his level of ego-flexibility and resilience. Lastly, and significantly, an 
actor’s search for motility is predicated by the degree to which he is disposed to positive, domain 
specific, self-efficacy beliefs73. 

An actor’s propensity to experience and express a full range of emotional tones, and to perceive 
emotions in others, facilitates emotional lability, empathy and alive communication during co-
regulated relationships between actors/char-actors74. In this context, the physical expressivity of an 
actor, in terms of both gross and fine motor muscular activity, can be seen as emotion in action75. 
Such openness to self and others requires an appropriate degree of differentiation and identification 
between actors76, and a high degree of mutual communication and trust.

Motility is characterised by diminished levels of self-consciousness and self-relevant concerns77 — such 
as the fear of social comparisons (and the attendant anxiety provoked by the prospect of shame-laced 
experiences) — and a reframing of the notion of ‘mistakes’ or ‘failure‘. Diminished levels of 
distracting self-relevant concerns, perfectionism and anxiety are necessary for an actor to enter Flow 
state and manifest an improvisatory state of body mind. The capacity for play and spontaneity during 
the discovery process serves as the foundation for non-performance in performance, whereby an 
actor creates her performance anew each time it is staged.
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The Final Word
Through a process of reflexivity, I have come to better understand the nature and origins of the 
influences that occlude the potency of many actors by turning to resources that were not available to 
the progenitors of the constellation of psychophysical modalities of training that shape my practice.

In appreciating the gravity of what it is that I and others, as a trainers and directors, ask of an actor 
when in search of an authentic embodiment of powerful emotions in char-actors, emotions that are 
subject to cultural and familial taboos and injunctions, I have come to believe that any form of deep 
transformative learning challenges an actor’s sense of self. As such, the via negativa78, the process of 
stripping away of an actor’s constricting habits of body mind, should reasonably be expected to 
encounter resistance — or safety seeking behaviors — of some degree during the learning or 
discovery processes. This is particularly true when working with actors who enter undergraduate 
training programs in late adolescence. 

It follows that the processes of the via negativa are necessary, but not sufficient, in fostering optimal 
levels of creativity and motility. It is my conclusion that the process of loosening an actor’s 
psychophysical blocks needs to be matched by an informative and affirmative process that enhances 
an actor’s emotional intelligence, and fosters his sense of autonomy and positive self-efficacy beliefs. I 
refer to this process of deep, transformative learning as the via affirmativa, a defining aspect of the 
Potential Space.Facilitative relationships between an actor and the facilitator of learning, and 
between actors in a cohort, become an active and essential means of learning. This understanding 
brings with it an awareness as to how important it is for myself, and other facilitators of learning, to 
exhibit empathy and compassion in our work with actors.

The documentation of the actors’ work in in the body of this dissertation and Appendices B, C and 
D, together with the actors’ own subjective reflections, stand as a bulwark against charges that 
person-centered, experiential, relational and psychophysical approaches to actor learning, founded in 
part on tenets drawn from Eastern wisdom, can be dismissively characterized as “new agey” and 
without substance or foundation. Furthermore, it is my hope that this dissertation affords support, 
drawn from practice, to Blair’s (2014) argument that the burgeoning field of contemporary cognitive 
science “place[s] us on the cusp of a paradigm shift in actor training, helping us to take the next step 
in work begun by Stanislavsky over a century ago.” (Blair, 2014:309). 

It is not my intention here to suggest that every strategy outlined in this dissertation is equally 
applicable to every trainer when working with every group of actors. However, it is important to be 
cognizant of the assertion that recent improvements in music and dance performance have been 
predicated upon advances in training techniques79. In suggesting that there are some beliefs, attitudes, 
behaviors and strategies that are more likely, rather than less likely, to promote the deep transformative 
learning necessary to foster optimal levels of motility in actors, and consequently, an enhanced 
disposition to manifest motility or non-performance in performance, it is hoped that the themes 
articulated and illustrated in this consideration of my practice might contribute to an on-going 
discourse regarding the psychology of actors and acting and the processes by which actors learn.
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Appendix A expands and supplements the case studies, referenced in Chapter 2, that were analyzed 
in detail at the commencement of this inquiry.

Actor F

During my first faculty appointment at an American university, Actor F 1, a graduate student, argued 
in response to training in Fitzmaurice Voicework, that it was “abusive” to ask actors to “give up 
control”. In so doing, she argued, actors lay themselves open to being “emotionally abused”. This was 
a charge that she also laid against the work of Meisner and Strasberg2. 

In conjunction with this assertion, Actor F alluded to an unspecified aspect of her personal history. 
Actor F was adamant that she had “dealt with this” and that the matter was completely resolved 
and in the normal course of events forgotten3. Consequently, Actor F argued that the distress she 
experienced during training was due to the training itself, rather than her experience of releasing 
suppressed emotions. Actor F anthropomorphized the Fitzmaurice Voicework as an ‘other’ acting 
upon and abusing her anew. 

At times Actor F vividly experienced her body as being separate from, and threatening to, her ‘self ’. 
Actor F’s experience reflects Leder’s (1990) assertion that the dys-appearance4 of the body in times 
of intense phenomenological experience can render it as being separate from the perceiver. In her 
journal Actor F writes: 

I am also having a problem with the healthy cow position […] My issue is the 
shame I feel when my thighs and butt begin to jiggle. It seems really silly to put 
in print but I am not talking about a funny, embarrassed sort of shame. It has 
been the cause of at least two of my crying episodes in class. I am not ashamed 
if I think no one is looking at me. 

Actor F, Self-Reflection 6 April, 2004 

Concealed within this scenario, however, is a paradox of some significance. In spite of characterizing 
the Fitzmaurice Voicework as abusive on a number of occasions, in a written reflection on her own 
work, Actor F — who was often criticized for being inaudible during performance — writes thus of 
one encounter with Fitzmaurice Voicework, “I have felt my rib swing increase and the tension in my 
abdominal muscles release. There is also a wonderfully energizing effect that I get from tremoring 
briefly before rehearsals.” (Actor F, Self-reflection, April 6, 2004). In another instance she writes:

1 A guide to individual actors referenced throughout this project can be found in Appendix I
2 (Actor F, personal communication, September 10, 2003)
3 (ibid.)
4 The foregrounding of aspects of bodily functioning due to disfunction (Leder, 1990).	

Case Studies
—————————————————
Case Studies Drawn From PracticeA



I know that the goal of any vocal training is to enable the actor to produce 
effortless, fully-projected sound. I teach it in my [undergraduate] voice classes and 
work to attain it on my own. However, since effortlessness is the absence of 
work, it is difficult to work toward attaining it. In reality, it is fair to say that the goal 
is fully projected sound without the use of unnecessary effort. So what effort is 
unnecessary? I got my answer in class last week. It was far less than I thought.
After the tremoring exercises, we did [sic] using a partner to guide and 
encourage us, I had the experience speaking just two lines of text in a voice I 
never heard or felt myself produce. My sensation was that the sound of my 
voice was forming somewhere outside my body — perhaps four or five feet in 
front of my face. There was absolutely no sensation of effort for it was almost 
as if there were no vibrations happening, although I know that not to be 
possible. My voice seemed to be resonating so fully that it was bigger than the 
mechanism itself, bigger than me.

(Actor F, Self-reflection, March 1, 2005; original emphasis)

The paradoxical and conflicted nature of Actor F’s experience of training, and in particular Fitzmaurice 
Voicework, served as a catalyst for my inquiry into the nature of the blocks and influences that 
occluded her potential. What forces impelled Actor F, a graduate student who taught voice to 
undergraduates and who recognized the benefits of the work, to persist in decrying it as abusive?

Actor O

During rehearsal process for a college production5 I directed, Actor O, a graduate actor playing the lead 
role, resorted to a series of stock physical and vocal responses that were evident in her performances in 
other roles. In particular, she had a tendency to undermine emotionally charged moments by making 
them comedic6. As one piece of clichéd behavior was challenged it would be replaced by another. 

Over the period of the rehearsal, a second pattern became evident: the actor would begin the 
rehearsal with a concern regarding her character in the scene that she felt she couldn’t resolve. Each 
rehearsal consequently began with, or became, an abstract, intellectualized discussion. The actor 
would respond to attempts to forestall discussions with exhibitions of anxiety or expressions of 
frustration with the progress of the rehearsal and maintain she couldn’t rehearse the scene without 
her questions being answered. 
During one lengthy discussion, in an attempt to facilitate an emotional connection between the 
actor and the character, I suggested that in contemporary terms, her character would be ‘burning 
the flag’, a form of counter-cultural protest particularly prevalent during the Vietnam era. The actor’s 
emotional state transformed immediately and she responded with intense affect: “My father was in 
Vietnam!” The intensity and authenticity of her response was in marked contrast to that evident in 
Actor O’s performance. When pressed to explain her assertion, Actor O declined to elaborate at 
any length, but her response suggested that her blocks were in some way related to her relationship 
with her father.
My experience working with Actor O caused me to question the purpose that her stock physical 
and vocal responses and bits of ‘business’ served. I also questioned why might Actor O be so 
determined to engage in abstract discussion, rather than explore the nature of her character and 
relationships in an open ended and experiential way with her scene partners.
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Actor H

Actor H trained with me for two years in a college program and had extensive in-class experience 
of Fitzmaurice Voicework, Suzuki Training and Viewpoints. During Fitzmaurice Voicework, Actor H 
showed a resolute determination to overcome a profound pattern of muscular armoring. In spite of 
a commitment to the training, the fear of letting go of bound emotions always overcame the desire 
to release them. 

While in rehearsal for a production7  the script called for Actor H’s character to become involved in 
an intense argument with his girlfriend. The text implied that they came to the edge of violence 
before their passion suddenly deflated. In early rehearsals the scene remained ‘flat’. During one 
rehearsal8 I gave Actor H a demanding physical activity which significantly activated his breathing and 
energized his whole body. Actor H took this energy into playing the scene and finally achieved the 
level of emotional intensity required for the climax. On reaching this moment, however, Actor H 
collapsed on the floor sobbing. Immediately I took time to restore Actor H to some semblance of 
neutrality and groundedness. At this point Actor H expressed the very real fear that when he got to 
the level of anger/emotional intensity required of the scene, that he, the actor, would loose control 
and hit his scene partner9. 

During an end of semester conference with Actor H, he asserted: “I potentially could release a lot of 
tension…and that could be very scary for me, because it’s so safe for me to walk around campus 
just…like this (demonstrates) because I’m always…it’s always fight or flight with me.” (Actor H, 
personal communication, 1 December, 2004).

Actor D 

Initially, when cast as a member of the chorus in a production of Seneca’s Œdipus10, Actor D, a 
graduate actor, who entered college training with a background in professional musical theatre, tried 
strenuously to circumvent the theatre department’s regulations which stipulated that actors had to 
perform in a production if cast. Actor D had previously collaborated with me, developing a convincing 
embodiment of Shawn Keogh, the woebegone, jilted lover in Synge’s Playboy of the Western World.

The imaginary circumstances of Œdipus created by the production team was bleak; the chorus 
were cast as people made homeless by civil conflict11. Actor D approached me after a dress 
rehearsal of the production and informed me in a superficially jocular manner that betrayed an 
underlying sincerity, “I hate working with you. You always take me to places I don’t want to go.” (Actor 
D, personal communication May 4, 1998).

Actor AA

Actor AA was in her early 20’s and already possessed a bachelors degree. Before entering training, 
Actor AA had an eminently successful career as a youth athlete. As she remembered it, her father 
was supportive but demanding. Success had brought her approbation and acceptance from her 
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father and a closeness with him. It was deeply ingrained in Actor AA by her father that any display of 
“weak” emotions was unacceptable. In particular, there could be no tears: tears were a sign of 
weakness and afforded competitors an advantage. The injunctions of her father were generalized 
beyond Actor AA’s competitive life and manifested in acute patterns of muscular tension in the 
chest, throat and jaw, by which means she sought to constrict the expression of ‘weak’ emotions.

It was Actor AA’ perception that when she decided to forgo a career in athletics and pursue acting, 
her father’s reaction was to his withdraw support/affection and a schism had developed between 
them. In spite of this, reflection by Actor AA suggested she still equated the prospect of tears with 
failure and a consequent withdrawal of approval, support and affection by her father.

I worked with Actor AA for a year, and in spite of Actor AA, like Actor H,  being highly motivated to 
relinquish her habitual patterns of muscular tension, she was unable to manifest a significant change 
in her patterns of muscular armoring. While Actor AA served as a particularly striking example of 
conflicted motivations, her story reflected those of other actors in my experience.

Actor JJ

Actor JJ, a first year undergraduate actor, displayed a pattern of behavior that disrupted an 
undergraduate voice class. Actor JJ constantly sought to avoid engaging in the Fitzmaurice Voicework 
by interrupting the class to ask abstract, intellectualized questions. In a manner similar to that of 
Actor O, he would then endeavor to enter into a prolonged debate, often attacking the validity of 
the work through simple contradiction of any explanation given, assuming a degree of expertise in 
order to question my knowledge and competence. Any attempts to cut short discussion was 
responded to by accusations of unfairness, autocracy, and/or claims that his challenges to the work 
had not been addressed. Actor JJ quickly found another male ally in the class, who followed his lead.

Significantly, whenever Actor JJ did engage in the work, he very quickly began to tear up, and when 
on the verge of experiencing/expressing emotion would shut down. He would then simply watch 
others work.

The constant antagonistic questioning of the work, and the tendency of the two male students to 
watch while others worked, quickly created a tense atmosphere. Over time the level of comfort and 
trust in the group was lost; those who were initially committed to the work began to refuse to 
engage in it. This was a salutary lesson in the critical importance of climate and trust, a lesson that 
became critical to my developing practice both as a trainer and a director.

Actor KK

Unlike Actor JJ, Actor KK, in response to the Fitzmaurice Voicework, acted-out outside of class. 
During class he, as with Actor JJ, would stop the Fitzmaurice work as soon as he began to 
experience/express emotion. He would then refuse any attempts to support him. He would 
frequently assert, as have other actors who are resistant to the work, that his peers were merely 
‘faking’ their responses to the Fitzmaurice Voicework in order to curry favor with me, and that he 
was the only student in the group with any integrity. 

During a conference, however, Actor KK indicated that while he was uncomfortable with the work, 
he was also uneasy about being left behind by the growth of his peers. During this conference I 
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reiterated the sentiment I expressed in almost every class, that each actor is own his own journey 
and that comparisons with others are detrimental to learning and growth, but to no avail.

Typically a charismatic leader amongst his peers, it seemed possible that Actor JJ experienced anxiety as 
a result of the conflict between his chosen mode of relating to his peers — often assuming the 
grandiose guise of a parent or faculty member — and his status in the group as the one “being left 
behind.” 

Actor JJ’s raised questions regarding the significance of social comparisons during the learning 
process and the complex nature of blocks or defense mechanisms to which an actor may resort. In 
Stanislavsky, Spirituality, and the Problem of the Wounded Actor, Lloyd (2006) notes that “The similarities 
between Miller’s (1981) description of the symptoms of a narcissistic disorder and the wounded 
actor’s experience are startling.”

The person who is ‘grandiose’ is admired everywhere and needs this admiration; 
indeed, he cannot live without it. He must excel brilliantly in everything he 
undertakes, which he surely is capable of doing (otherwise he just does not 
attempt it). He, too, admires himself – for his qualities: his beauty, cleverness, 
talents – and for his success and achievements. Woe betide him if one of these 
fails him, for then the catastrophe of severe depression is imminent.

(Miller, 1981:38-9)

Actor G

The acting of Actor G (an undergraduate actor) was characterized by her acting instructors, 
Instructors A and B, both in conversation with myself and the actor, as “always neurotic” (Actor G, 
personal communication,October 23, 2003). This feedback caused Actor G significant distress. In 
truth, early in her training, Actor G did appear to bring a quality of anger to all her characters. As a 
consequence of this, Actor G struggled to be cast in significant roles. While the actor embraced the 
psychophysical approach to training when working with me during voice classes, she found the 
Fitzmaurice Voicework extremely challenging. However, rather than avoid the ‘tremors’ that are 
characteristic of the Fitzmaurice work, Actor G showed determination in addressing her legacy of a 
‘strangulating’ experience12. 

January was a harsh beginning. The month before I was using an inhaler and for 
some reason I had been losing my voice for 2 months too long. The semester 
before I had found a gem in your class and I could not wait any longer to test it 
out. I was ready to be “cured”. Really, I had begun my mission on tremors. I was 
beginning to understand what they were really doing. Strangely, I see it now as 
a huge dust ball that was pestering my insides and tremors was [sic] slowly 
forcing it out of me. My voice was trapped behind the dust ball and that would 
slowly come later but first I had to pry that dust ball out. 
In December, I first had this huge tremor that taught me how to let the 
tremors begin. Then, after I learnt that I just need patience and BREATH. I 
began to tremor all the time. It started when I was at work, I would relax, and 
start to focus on my breathing and my left leg would shake. 
So I began focusing on [the] breath before I started on voice. The tremor 
would come and then you started to show me where the controlled breath 
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came from, pressing on my abdomen, and separating my breastplate, and 
releasing the tension there and around my eyebrows. That was just the 
beginning of learning where the breath can be operated. I first had to get rid of 
this horrible dust ball and the troubles ahead. 
So, shaking and jerking became my regular tick. I hated it and walked around 
with a huge burden on my shoulder. I did not understand what was beginning 
to surface but I am a most impatient person so I wanted to rush it along as 
quickly as possible. 
It started to rumble in your class. I would get big bursts and then feel worn out 
the rest of the day. But … in February I started to put it into use instead of 
therapy. I began to tremor before rehearsal so I could really focus in on the 
depth of my character. I would do my favorite tremors for about twenty 
minutes. … I was learning how to control my emotional releasing. … I really 
learned an ease to my presence on stage and developed a certain care around 
my work and body as an actor …

(Actor G, Self-reflection, Spring 2004, original emphasis)

Towards the end of 18 months work with me Actor G spoke briefly, for the first time in her life, of a 
personal trauma and the subsequent shame and guilt she had harbored for 14 years. These events, 
Actor G sensed, were the cause of the “huge dustball.”

Through the perseverance exhibited in her self-reflection, however, Actor G developed significantly 
as a performer. Even when cast in a role13 that could easily have been played one-dimensionally, she 
eschewed the obvious anger and found an embodied sense of the character that showed depth, 
complexity, motility, lability, and authenticity. 

Actor Y

Early in my career as a director the first dress-rehearsal for a professional production14 came to a halt. 
Several characters who were supposed to make their entrance did not appear. Upon investigation, the 
actors were discovered off-stage consoling Actor Y, who was in a state of emotional distress. It was a 
crisis point in a struggle the actor had been experiencing throughout the discovery process. Actor Y, in 
her early thirties, had had success playing comedic roles, but in this instance had been cast, for the first 
time, in a dramatic role, and a leading role at that. The actor’s struggles were all the more striking as I 
was guiding her towards portraying the character in a manner that drew upon her self-in-life. 

It is worthwhile reporting that on the day of the dress rehearsal, verbal persuasion from ensemble 
members eventually won the day and the dress rehearsal went ahead. The production opened, and the 
actor did stellar work during the run, highlighting the inaccuracy and limiting nature of her self-beliefs. 
Later in her career, Actor Y won awards for portraying both comedic and dramatic roles.

Later Stories
Actors W and P

When teaching in a training program in a rural area of the United States, I sought to better prepare 
soon-to-graduate actors to enter a professional world from which they were isolated, by organizing 
a trip to Chicago. During the trip the actors took audition workshops at several major and mid-sized 
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theaters in the city, attended productions, and were afforded the opportunity to meet a number of 
recent collegiate graduates who had relocated to the city. During a review of the trip to Chicago the 
actors suggested that, as a result of this experience, they had come to believe for the first time that 
they had a legitimate chance of “making it” as professional actors. Here was evidence of a significant 
shift in their mindset. This change in mindset was particularly evident in two actors (Actors P and 
W), whom I had directed in lead roles in a college production15 the previous year. 

After spending the semester subsequent to the Chicago trip working with me in a class that 
focussed on Greek drama16, Actor W reinforced the significance, for him, of self-belief:

Playing Œdipus was the most rewarding in-class study of my college 
career. Learning how to perform something that seemed very foreign 
to me was amazing. But, at the beginning it seemed so large I was not 
sure how, or if we were going to get to a confident performing level.
The final product was very special for me […] Only a few times in my life 
can I remember not running away from something that scared me. It is a 
pattern that I have fallen into. I was given helpful nudges during this process 
that inspired me to face that fear. […] When I faced this fear I knew for 
the first time in my life that I could be an actor. That I am an Actor. 

(Actor W, Self-Reflection, April 4th 2013)

Similarly, Actor P reflects:

I researched the story of Electra. I knew that it was going to be a big challenge 
for me to take on this powerhouse of a woman. As you know, I tend to identify 
with meeker characters. This semester in general really forced me out of my 
comfort zone. […] I knew that Electra needed to have a very strong physical 
presence. She needed to fill the space in every direction. I don't know if I got 
quite to that point, because it is something that is so new to me. But by the end 
of the process, I had a much better sense of what that is and what it feels like. I 
realized that I can play these strong women. That was a huge step forward.

(Actor P, Personal Reflection, April 19, 2013)

Through my practical work with Actors P and W, the actors’ reflective writing and end of semester 
conferences, it became apparent that while the actors’ skills had continued to develop during this 
final year of their training, it was their beliefs about themselves that demonstrated the most apparent 
growth. Conversations with Actor W reminded of my work with Actor Y and the disparity between 
what Actor Y could potentially do and what she believed she could do. With reflection, it became 
apparent that fostering positive self-efficacy beliefs in actors had hitherto been addressed implicitly, 
but not explicitly, in my work as a director and trainer. This resulted in my adapting my teaching to 
explicitly focus on the fostering of positive self-efficacy beliefs, a change reflected on by actors in the 
final two case studies.

Actor U

Actor U began her Sophomore acting class, like may others, having difficulty trusting herself and 
“turning off the critical voice in my head telling me that I look stupid or did it wrong.” (Actor U, 
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Journal, September 6, 2013). Actor U believes that she is “not good enough” (Actor U, Journal, 
September 20, 2013), and finds the experience and expression of emotion distressing: 

There are so many emotions that go on in class and it kinda freaks me out. I’m 
not used to showing emotion. I’m used to locking them up and acting like 
everything is fine. It’s the only way to keep going. But now in class I can feel the 
emotions are there but I’m not ready to let them go.

(Ibid.)
Just a week later, Actor U recounts she began to cry in the middle of an étude: “I hated crying in the 
middle of the scene because I felt really vulnerable and I hate when people see me cry.” (Actor U, 
Journal, September 20, 2013). Actor U is “[j]ust confused at this point”, in part, because she is “starting 
to think emotions are a good thing.” (ibid.).

When it came to presenting her image research17 Actor U initially resisted speaking about the images 
she had found in the first person. However, when she did, “it was a completely different presentation. 
When I was up there I started to feel like Irwin and I could feel his emotions.” (Actor U, Journal, 
October 2, 2013). As a result of this experience, Actor U’s reflection shows a growing insight:

Everything we’ve been doing the past couple of classes has been changing my 
thoughts about acting. It really is more than just thinking about an emotion and 
acting it out. It’s about impulse and reactions, energy with the other person and 
events just as much.

 (Ibid.)

Actor U’s transformation continues in a subsequent class. On October 9, she writes, “So we started 
class with Contact Improv which was the best I’ve done all semester as I finally let go […] It felt so 
amazing.” During the following Contact Improv exercise, “adding a little bit of Irwin was completely 
100 times different. There was so much passion and emotion that I didn’t try to block.” (Actor U, 
Journal, October 9, 2013). Significantly,considering the mindset with which Actor U began the 
semester, she reflects in her journal: “I had this amazing moment with [Actor RR] when we were 
doing the improv I actually felt that I was doing something right” (ibid.). As a result, Actor U comes 
to a realization that reflects a changing sense of her self and her self-efficacy beliefs:

I feel the past couple of weeks have been me fighting myself and struggling with 
emotions and not being able to let go fully and I think what I did today made 
me realize that it’s okay to let go and it actually feels good to do so. I know that 
I have so much more to learn and this is just the beginning but it made me 
believe maybe I can actually do this. Its going to be hard but I can do this. I just 
need to keep telling myself that I CAN DO THIS!

(Ibid., original emphasis)

Two days later, Actor U performed the scene from The Secret Rapture (Hare, 1989) in its entirety for 
the first time18. She writes of this experience:

Wow. I’m sitting here right after finishing my scene with [Actor SSS] and it was a 
surreal experience. Today was the first time we actually did the scene the whole 
way through and it felt great. This is the first time I finished a scene and actually 
felt like I did something right and I feel good about what I did. I feel like a 
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completely different actor now than before and it feels, it makes me feel really 
happy. […] Doing the scene today made me realize that I can keep going and 
keep improving and keep learning.

(Actor U, Journal, October 11, 2013)

Actor U’s story does not end here, however. In the Spring of 2015 Actor U auditioned for, and was 
accepted into, her university theatre department’s BFA Acting Program. Although she was working 
with many of her peers from her Sophomore acting class, the BFA program reflected the competitive 
nature of the university department as a whole. At the end of her first semester in the program she 
was asked to leave.

Actor U’s story illustrates the fragility of self-efficacy beliefs and the importance of the climate in which 
learning takes place.

We Are Enough

It goes the back to what we were saying at the beginning. That we are enough, 
we need to accept that we are enough in the character and that’s so hard. But 
it’s true and when we get there, and we accept that this is how I’m feeling and 
this is okay, then it’s the truth and it’s good.

(Actor SB, Video 13.1, 2014)

In Video A.2 a group of Sophomore actors reflect on their semester’s experience, having followed a 
course of training illustrated in Appendices B and C, and Chapter 9.

In Video A.2, Actor SF speaks of feeling “okay” being 
open to her own emotions, to the experiencing of the 
emotions of her partners, and her willingness to allow 
those emotions to affect her (Actor SF, Video A.2); Actor 
SC finds her own way of expressing this, speaking of 
“receiving so much more,” allowing her experience of 
her partner to be internalized; and in turn she speaks of 
her sense of her enhanced ability to “penetrate” her 
scene partners with her embodied expression. 

In terms of creativity and character development, Actor SA (Video A.2) speaks of how she has 
discovered an alternative to a “cookie-cutter” characters, which are derived from a reading of the script 
alone. She has realized that a pre-determined sense of character closes her off to multiple creative 
possibilities. Now, she observes, “we all do our improv work and stuff, that’s when it really like...you 
develop a character.” (Actor SA, ibid.)19. 

Actor SJ observes (ibid.) that in his previous acting class he was repeatedly admonished by his 
instructor to ‘get out of his head’. He recounts how, prior to performing his scene during this class, he 
once again felt himself both nervous and in his head, but then “[we] did the heart center [exercise] 
and all of a sudden we just get into it. […] And then I feel like when I’m in the scene it just, it’s natural, 
just listening, and reacting and…I just like being out of my head now.” (Actor SJ, Video A.2). 

A.2 Sophomore Acting Class, Final Class Reflection 
(Fall 2014)

http://bit.ly/2F4DQGG  19:39 mins

r
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Other comments also reflect how the learning in a cooperative and collaborative climate has led to 
a shift in the actor’s mindset, diminishing performance anxiety

Actor SD: I feel like every time I’ve gotten up in this class…like last year, I would get 
up and I’d be like nervous, I’d be nervous to do my — maybe that’s because it was 
like kinda formal in there or something — but I would get up and my heart would 
be beating. And I’d be like “I hope they all think I’m good.”	
Actor SC: And it’s changed so much because before, it was about, like, I feel like we 
were all “I have to be good. I have to do it right.” And now we… It doesn’t even cross 
my mind when anybody goes up, is it going to be good or am I going to be good.

(Actors SD and SC, ibid.)

Actor SE reflects that, “you close yourself off when [you make comparisons]. You really do. If you think 
‘Oh, they’re better than me’ or ‘I can’t live up to this’, then you close yourself off and you can’t be open 
with who you are, you can’t be open with you partner and it doesn’t work.” (Actor SE, ibid.).

Actor SD’s comment above, and that of Actor SG, reflects on the effectiveness of cooperative 
learning: “everyone has grown so much and we’ve all learned so much together. Just so nice and 
refreshing to feel.” (Actor SG, ibid.). That it is refreshing suggests that that their experience of 
collaborative learning within a supportive ensemble is in contrast with experiences they have had 
the past. That such an environment is most conducive to feelings of safety, and thus to deep 
transformative learning, is further attested to by Actor FF (2003), who felt that her experiences 
working in the Potential Space helped her more than any other approach, suggesting she felt 
“pushed […] to my outer limits” while feeling “safe and confident in my work as an actor and a 
person” (Actor FF, personal reflection. December 11th 2003). Actor FF’s sentiments are echoed by 
Actor SC:

I just want to thank you for everything you’ve done for us. I feel like I’ve grown 
not just as an actor but as a person over the course of this semester. My 
perspective about who I am and what I’m doing to grow in this life has changed 
so much. I’m becoming more confident in who I am and the choices I make 
and I think I’m trusting myself to take risks more often, which I hadn’t even 
realized I wasn’t really doing before.

(Actor SC, Personal Reflection, December, 2014)
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When I first began this course I thought that it was simply a basic scene study 
class. I was surprised by the idea of Viewpoints being used as an avenue for 
getting you to the ideal place where you want to be while acting. The entire 
idea of the psycho-physical approach to acting was fascinating, and my 
fascination [with] it was the main reason why I decided to stay in the class. I 
have learned that when dealing with text, the more physical exploration I do 
the more I bring out the character.

(Actor TT, Personal Reflection; May 2013)

I am LOVING these Viewpoint exercises! In the past, my classes have been 
so…inside-the-mind. I like this whole idea of psycho-physicality, a big word for 
using your mind and body in sync.

(Actor PP, Journal; August 31, 2012; original emphasis)

It is not my intention in this appendix, nor the one which which follows, to illustrate and reflect on 
each and every exercise that I use, but rather to afford an overview of my practice, to reflect the 
central themes of my work, and to illustrate how my work has shaped, and in turn is derived from, 
the notions adumbrated in the preceding chapters. 

The following is not a definitive account of a fixed process, but a representative illustration of my 
evolving practice — as a trainer of actors and a director — drawn from a number of classes, 
workshops and discovery processes1. While my aim as a practitioner is always to work holistically, 
creating porous boundaries and overlaps between the traditional demarcations of voice, movement 
and acting, the context of my work dictates a class or workshop’s primary focus or point of entry. 
The exception is those instances where I teach my Potential Space Workshops, where the express 
goal is to blend all facets of actor learning.

In keeping with Barba (1986, 1995), it is acknowledged here that there are important differences 
between training and rehearsal. In particular, the focus of an actor's work during training is on their 
growth, rather than the creation of a production to be presented at a certain time, in a certain 
place, for public scrutiny: “[t]raining is a process of self-definition, a process of self-discipline which 
manifests itself indissolubly through through physical reactions.” (Barba, 1986:56). It is my goal that 
training not be simply a series of technical exercises, whose external form an actor seeks to master ; 
rather, training serves as a laboratory for an actor, it becomes “the performer's 'physical diary’.” (ibid.:
110). A diary, Barba continues, is “not simply a factual account. It can also be a treasure chest of 
technical, ethical or spiritual riches which can inspire one and upon which one can draw during a 
creative process.” (Ibid.). 

1 The documentation of my practice represents the state of my present knowing which, as with all knowledge, is 
provisional.

Fostering a Transformative Space
————————————————————————————
An Illustration of PracticeB



This being said, it is also my goal for actors to approach the discovery process for a production in the 
spirit of a laboratory, manifesting an improvisatory state of bodymind. As such, I use many exercises in 
both contexts. In training, an actor will spend time delving into the exercises to develop his 'physical 
diary’; during the discovery process, the expectation is that an actor will engage in an exercise as a 
tool for creation — with the caveat that for college actors the discovery process is also part of their 
learning experience. Thus it is that the video documentation of exercises presented in this chapter, 
and the subsequent practice chapter, are drawn from classes, workshops and the discovery 
processes for a number of college and professional productions.

Actor reflection — both written and on video — offers insight into their experience of the work. 
Such feedback has, over the years, contributed significantly to the development of my practice. In 
some instances feedback serves as a subjective evaluation of the techniques and approaches I use. 
The feedback included here is a representative sample of the written reflections and conferences I 
have amassed during the course of this inquiry. 

Such feedback, however, cannot always be seen as entirely objective. It must be accepted that positive 
feedback from actors may be motivated by a desire to appease or curry favor. It is also unlikely that 
actors will proffer negative feedback in situations where they identify themselves. That being said, 
anonymous teaching assessments also reflect positive sentiments and reiterate certain themes. 

Putting all the Pieces Together

As I work in response to the group in front of me, themes, concepts and exercises can emerge in a 
different order to the one illustrated here, although the broad trajectory remains the same. The 
elements of my practice discussed in this chapter, while presented as a loose developmental 
sequence, in reality overlap and are, to a significant degree, recursive in nature — that is an actor may 
return to learning focused on a given element a number of times during a period of training, but ideally 
engage in the exercises at a deeper and deeper level of experiencing and knowing.

Roger you tend to have a way with constructing study/rehearsals such that we 
always figure it out and ‘put all the pieces’ together in the end… Each exercise 
allows us to ‘get to know’ each puzzle piece for its own shape and color in an 
effort to arrange them in such a way the picture’s whole and in focus.

(Actor S Reflective Journal entry, 5 December, 2013)

Exercises are presented to actors in workshops and classes without stated goals or objectives. This 
diminishes an actor’s desire to strive for predetermined outcomes. Certainly, in the American college 
context, this initially causes some actors a degree of anxiety — they wish to know the intended 
outcome of an exercise in order to ‘get it right’. 

Exercises drawn from different approaches to actor learning are introduced as ‘individual puzzle 
pieces’. This approach, as Actor S notes, “allows [an actor] to ‘get to know’ each puzzle piece for its 
own shape and color”, and to make her own meaning from the exercises. Experience and reflection 
allow her to “figure it out and ‘put all the pieces’ together in the end” (ibid.). Group reflection, and 
insights I offer, invite her to broaden her perspectives, challenge her existing mindset and deepen her 
understanding. As one undergraduate actor expresses it: “[t]hese pages are a metaphor, for how 
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something in your class can seem random and not useful but then it all makes sense later 
on.” (Actor UU, Reflective Journal; Fall, 2011).

Figure B.1 Things that seem random make sense later on

This image also serves as a metaphor for the pages that follow. The organization of the material aims 
to present a multi-perspectival juxtaposition of documentation, commentary, actor experience and 
personal reflection.

In this appendix I focus on the manner in which I create a cooperative environment for learning or 
the creation of a piece of theatre art. Here I show the practical application of learning through 
relationships, the development of compassion and empathy, and the fostering of autonomy. This 
illustration of my practice should be read in conjunction with Chapter 7, which discusses the 
learning theory that underpins the creation of an environment and culture which better facilitates 
deep transformative learning.

Guiding Principles
There is a sweet surrendering that happens when our bodies stay faithful to 
what is happening now, and now... and NOW! 

(Zemelman, 1999: 25, original emphasis).

Taking my cue from Sheets-Johnson (2011), and her notion of thinking in movement, my current 
practice is founded upon the belief that an actor develops significant concepts that lie outside his 
conscious awareness through experiencing the causalities and consequences of movement in 
response to the physical space and others in that space. Here I exploit, in a practical sense, the 
notion of cognition/creativity as embodied phenomena2 which draw upon the environment and the 
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circumstances in which an actor finds himself. The nurturance in an actor of an acceptance of, and 
facility for, embodied cognition and creativity, allied to an improvisatory state of bodymind and a 
propensity for co-regulated behavior and alive communication3, is essential to realizing the full 
potential of Stanislavsky’s method of Active Analysis. An improvisatory state of mind, I argue, is 
necessary for the manifestation of motility or non-performance in performance, the raison d’être for my 
work with actors.

The truly motile actor approaches the goal of non-performance in performance in a manner that 
“that leads not to repetition, but to re-improvisation, re-creation” (Cynkutis qtd. in Kumiega, 1985; 
emphasis added). It is my goal that an actor does not attempt to repeat that which he has done 
before in rehearsal or previous performances, but to improvise afresh each time he enters the mise-
en-scène. In my experience, however, actors of differing levels of experience — ranging from 
undergraduates entering training to established professional actors — appear, to some degree, 
fearful of improvisation and the uncertainty as to the outcome that it brings. As a consequence, a 
further goal of my practice, through the Suzuki disciplines and Viewpoints, is to afford an actor an 
experiential grasp of the apparently paradoxical relationship between form and freedom, captured 
most aptly in the metaphor coined by Ryszard Cieslak, Grotowski’s leading actor — a metaphor I 
introduce to actors:

The score is like the glass inside which a candle is burning. The glass is solid, it is 
there, you can depend on it. It contains and guides the flame. But it is not the 
flame. The flame is my inner process each night. The flame is what illuminates 
the score, what the spectators see through the score. 

(Cieslak qtd. in Schechner, 1977:19)

Re-improvisation requires of an actor a propensity for alive communication and co-regulated 
behavior. Alive communication and co-regulated behavior can be seen as implicated in both 
Meisner’s advice to actors, that “[w]hat you do doesn't depend on you; it depends on the other 

fellow" (Meisner, 1987:34; original emphasis), and Grotowski’s (1968) notion of the total act. In the 
course of the total act, the actor reveals themselves completely to their scene partners and the 
spectator in a manner that does not distinguish between character and the self4 . 

Learning Climate: Fostering a Transformative Space
This acting class, like Acting itself is built upon a foundation of trust and 
cooperation between yourself and your partners. I found that very evident 
throughout the whole of this class. The professor really created a warm, 
welcoming environment […] that led into opening up new creative outlets and 
forms of expression that I never thought possible before.

(Anonymous teaching evaluation, December, 2014)

I would say this has been a collaborative creative process and the input and 
environment [sic.] of the actors has been necessary for success. Roger has 
instilled in me a lot of confidence with his openness to thoughts and 
suggestions.

(Actor JJ, Reflective Journal, Richard II; University of Northampton, May, 2017) 
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B.2 Images taken from 
multiple workshops, classes 
and discovery processes. 



The foundation for the pursuit of a number of goals is 
laid during the initial phases of any class, workshop or 
discovery process I lead. During the ensemble building 
process, which typically lasts for 2 to 4 sessions, a number 
of key principles are established. During this period, I 
establish my leadership/teaching style, with its focus on 
person-centered learning, rejecting the approach, with 
which many actors are familiar, of “instruction, attempt, 
failure, lecture” (Kamotskaia, 2013:265). I emphasize the 
centrality of learning through relationships and the goal of 
achieving non-performance in performance.

In classes and workshops, my overall aim is to establish an 
atmosphere of par ticipative safety and mutual 
responsibility, a space that is, nonetheless, challenging and 
potentially disorienting for an actor. This initial work begins to surface and challenge an actor’s a priori 
about acting and themselves. 

During each discovery process the broad goals are similar. In addition, however, implicit in this initial 
process of fostering a creative atmosphere, is the establishment of my expectation that each actor 
be a co-creator, a co-author, of the production upon which we are working.

This process of fostering a facilitative climate begins with either the explicit (class/workshop) or 
implicit (discovery process) establishment of individual and group goals. 

Establishing Individual and Group Goals

Individuation is the process by which an actor gradually differentiates their sense of self from both 
the conditioning of family and culture5, and the prevailing emotional and cultural dynamics which 
press upon them in the present. Individuation affords an actor an increasing sense of autonomy6. 
Identification, conversely, denotes the experience of “merging with another” (Dirx, 2008:71). Identification 
leads to a sense of belonging and connectedness, emphasizing commonality with others — i.e., a sense 
of ensemble. 

Working with actors to create individual and group goals at the beginning of a class or workshop 
establishes a foundation for an actor to identify his own personal learning objectives, while surfacing 
and addressing issues that are common to all. Here begins an actor's process of differentiation and 
identification. Many actors have the epiphany “I thought it was just me — but it isn’t”, to draw upon 
the apt title and sentiments of Brown’s (2007) book: I Thought it Was Just Me (but it Isn't): Making the 

Journey from “What Will People Think" to ”I Am Enough”.

As an example of the process of goal setting, at the commencement of a Sophomore acting class I 
share with the actors a mastery model with whom they can closely identify (Video B.3). In offering 
such a role model, rather than viewing and reflecting on the work of an eminent or popular movie 
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Box B.1 • Optimal Conditions for Creativity
A CREATIVE ATMOSPHERE is one in which 
everyone  is  utterly attentive to everyone 
else’s  artistry. In which there’s absolutely no 
judgement of anyone’s process. 

(Merlin, 2007:49; original emphasis)
Isaksen et al. (2000) and Ekval (1997) argue that 
the optimal climate for creativity is influenced in 
part by: leadership  behavior; level of 
participative  safety (trust/openness); the  level of 
emotional safety in relationships;  absence of 
conflict; the  level of support for new ideas; the 
level of tolerance of uncertainty and ambiguity, 
the  acceptance of bold initiatives when 
outcomes are unknown — the  tolerance  of risk 
taking; and the level of challenge  and 
involvement in which individuals  are  motivated 
and inspired.
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Watching [Her Naked Skin] made me realize I 
have a long ways to go as an actress if I want to 
be as great as the people I watched in the show. 
I think first and foremost, I need to have a value 
in my work and stop apologizing when I think I 
have made a wrong choice. There is no wrong 
choice [other] than no choice! 
I also think that in my physical work I need to be 
willing to trust myself and my impulses so that I 
can help my mind flow and become one with the 
world that the play is in. 
I would also like to not fear myself and others 
around me when I am performing because I feel 
like that fear is holding me back from doing my 
best work.
I think I need to not stop myself after I feel an 
impulse to do something because I feel that it will 
look stupid it or it will be wrong in someone’s 
eyes. 
Lastly I think I need to stop comparing myself to 
my fellow actors because I think it makes me feel 
a lot of anxiety about my choices and it makes 
me afraid to follow my impulses because I fear 
what other people will say. But in the end, if I 
really concentrate on fixing these things one at a 
time, I really believe I will emerge a great actress.

Actor CC, Reflection on Her Naked Skin, 
August 2014

B.4 Actor reflection

 B.3 The character Eve in Her Naked Skin
Shattered Globe Theatre, Chicago

http://bit.ly/2k1bt5S  26:10 mins

The video  of Eve  in Her Naked Skin (Lenkiewicz, 2008) serves  as an 
example of an approach to goal setting. For the undergraduate 
actors watching, I point  out to them that The actor playing Eve is in 
her first professional role, less than a  year out of her undergraduate 
training. As such, Sheila  represents a  mastery model (c.f., Chapter 8) 
with whom  the actors can identify, as  suggested by Actor SC 
(opposite).
Before watching the video, I pose the actors a number of questions:
What are the  strengths and opportunities  for growth you perceive in 
the performance modeled by Sheila?
What do  you believe you need to achieve  to emulate  the  modeled 
performance?
One year post graduation, what level of achievement do you 
imagine you could reasonably aspire to?
What personal goals do you wish to set yourself for this class to 
partially fulfill those aspirations?

In response  to these  questions, one particular group  discussion 
(illustrated to the left) surfaced a  number of common themes: don’t 
want to look stupid; trust myself; open up; self-doubt;  insecurities; 
avoid second guessing myself; stop  apologizing; get out  of my 
head;  [avoid]  over thinking; let myself into what I do;  what  do  these 
people want?; let it happen.



actor, each actor's task is to reflect on the performance of 
someone who is close to them in age and not so far 
removed from them in training and experience. Such 
vicarious modeling can inspire a college actor and help her 
set achievable goals, as attested to by Actors CC and SC 
in their responses. Actor CC’s response is particularly 
insightful, and reveals a number of concerns that are 
central to my work with actors, concerns that are 
addressed in this dissertation.

At the beginning of a discovery process I aim to 
establish actor goals implicitly, through the use of image 
presentations, exemplified in Videos 9.10 and D.27. In 
the context of goal setting, the presentation of an open 
ended, impressionistic proposal on the themes, 
characters and relationships of the play sets 
expectations for the ensuing process. It invites an actor 
to respond with his own idiosyncratic and visceral 
responses. Actors then create their own image 
presentations, which are shared with the ensemble .

Implicit in this open transaction is the suggestion to the 
cast that their ideas are not only welcome, but essential 
to the evolution of the production. Each actor is invited 
to set a goal for himself to become a co-creator, not only 
of his own character and his relationships, but also the 
production as a whole. It is hoped that an actor becomes 
intrinsically motivated8 to pursue this goal.

As Actor LL comments on her experience of playing 
Juliet in a production of Romeo and Juliet (Shakespeare), 
“I really felt that everybody wanted the show to 
succeed, and everybody wanted to work with it 
together.” This feeling, Actor LL suggests, came from the 
ensemble building work at the beginning of the process: 
“[The trust exercises] helped a ton. I think I said earlier 
the sense of play I felt with working on this show was so 
amazing and I think a lot of my…willingness to play 
came from the trust exercises and trusting the 
ensemble…” (Actor LL, video B.5).
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Before this class, I constantly got frustrated 
with myself because I felt I was not as focused 
as I wanted to be and didn't know why. Later, I 
figured out that the reason I thought I was 
never focused was because I never took time to 
reflect on how I did. By constantly practicing 
different exercises and reflecting on how I did 
with them, I learned what I was good at and 
what I needed to work on. Reflecting on the 
exercises made me think about what I could do 
as the actor to do better next time.

Actor T Self-reflection, May,06,2013

Box B.2 • Monitoring of Personal Goals
Throughout the  training, an actor is encouraged 
to  monitor her own development through 
discussion and reflective  journalling. In an 
academic setting, at the end of the  semester, an 
actor is asked to submit a  self-reflection paper, in 
which she assess her own progress as measured 
against the  goals she  set for herself at the start  of 
her training. This self-reflection reveals learning 
that I cannot be  aware of without  insights she 
affords. Ultimately, an actor’s  assessment of her 
own achievements  are as important  as  those  I 
might make. 

It was also great to compare the work that I do/
have done to the work the young actress in this 
production did and use her as a sort of realistic 
goal for what I believe my work can become over 
the course of the three years after I have left here. 
While I thought the role she took on was a tough 
one with a lot of different aspects to tackle, 
aspects that I don’t think I would necessarily be 
as comfortable taking on at this stage in my 
training, it wasn’t something that I could never 
see myself doing.
In fact, while watching it, I felt like with the right 
approach personally, and certainly the right 
director, it was something I could easily see 
myself doing one day!

Actor SC, Reflection on Her Naked Skin, 
August 2014
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In Video B.5, Actor LL  reflects on her experiences as Juliet during 
the discovery process  for a college production of Romeo and Juliet 
(Shakespeare).
Actor LL suggests  that the early improvised relationship  work, 
“Helped me ease into relationships  a lot quicker than I would in 
other situations and I think that  the  relationships that were built 
were  based on a whole  lot  more truth than anything else I’ve done, 
because there was  something going on on a  much deeper level 
than any of the ways I’ve explored the relationship  in a  process. […] 
It was  never a  problem trying to figure out what the  relationship 
was, they just developed and they were there quickly.”
Actor LL also  comments that  “It was  exciting [to be challenged] and 
to  have  success. To be doing things that I never thought I would be 
able to do.”
In performance, Actor LL remembers, “I didn’t  feel nervous about 
going on stage as we  were just going out and playing, and I knew 
no matter what that it was  going to be  okay, ‘cause  we were all there 
for each other.”

B.5 Actor LL reflects on the discovery process 
for Romeo & Juliet, University production

http://bit.ly/2xOWuB0 7:25 mins

B.6 Actor WWW reflects on ensemble building for 
Blood Wedding, University production

http://bit.ly/2CVy5g3 2:14 mins

Actor WWW (Video B.6), suggests  that the ensemble building work 
for Blood Wedding (Lorca  and Hughes, 1996), “really helped bond 
us  as a  cast.”  The  first  day of the discovery process  “really stands out 
to  me […] that was  one of my favorite rehearsals, the first 
rehearsal. It  was different not to  start  rehearsal for a show with a 
read through. […] I really liked that. That’s probably my favorite way 
to start a show now.”

The first couple rehearsals we all met together 
as a cast, and did group exercises. I think this 
was one of the best parts of the process. 
Experiencing the group bond as one. […] It 
helped to focus us, and to get us to feel the 
energy of the whole.

Actor P , Capstone Paper. Discovery process 
for Blood Wedding, December 9, 2012

B.7 Ensemble building and trust - Actor GGG
Julius Caesar Discovery Process, University production

http://bit.ly/2l31cqE 3:17 mins

In Video B.7, Actor GGG speaks of the value  of the  ensemble 
building work and Viewpoints during the discovery process for a 
production of Julius Caesar (Shakespeare): “I think as an ensemble 
we  were  magnificent together. That is another thing too, but  this 
has  been one of the best ensembles to work with… Amazingly for a 
cast of thousands… This was amazingly one of the best ensembles 
to  work with. There were  no cliques, there  were no  problems 
between people.”  When reflecting on how the sense of ensemble 
came  about, Actor WWW observes, “it started at the  beginning with 
the Viewpoints work. With the ensemble work. On stage we  were 
taking care  of each other, but  offstage we  were taking care  of each 
other too.” 
As  a result  of the  ensemble  building process, “there was a  lot more 
trust there. A lot more trust with everybody and doing this show, 
there was a lot more trust.”



Building a Sense of Ensemble Through Nurturing Relationships
[W]e engaged in a series of Viewpoints exercises in a circle formation. First we 
had to run as fast as we could to the center of the circle […] not touching. 
And then we had to move back to the bigger circle as one.[…] This was tricky 
at first. I struggled internally to ‘figure’ this out before I participated rather than 
letting the group figure it out together.

(Actor MM, Journal; Monday, August 22, 2012)

I begin each class, workshop or discovery process with exercises explicitly conceived to build a 
sense of ensemble. Many of the exercises might be described as ‘trust' exercises. In my work with 
actors, however, I believe these exercises are better and more usefully described as communication/
listening or relationship building exercises.

The exercises nurture a spirit of risk taking within an environment of mutual responsibility and 
concern. In these early exercises it is stressed that ‘success’ is only something that can be achieved by 
the ensemble, not by individuals alone.

Here, a further key concept of the project is introduced: the work that the actors are engaged in 
constitutes its own reality. That is, the actors are not working ‘as if‘ they are experiencing this 
emotion or that. The feelings associated with each exercise are the feelings generated in ‘real time’, 
such as anxiety, frustration, elation or joy. These early exercises foster a sense of playfulness; a sense 
of trial and error learning; and foreground the notion of learning in relationships.

Circle exercises

Circle exercises (Videos B.8 & B.9) lay the foundation for subsequent work in general and 
Viewpoints in particular. These exercises encourage global awareness, unspoken communication and 
collaboration.

In the initial phase of the 'Running into the Circle’ exercise, there are always individual actors who 
try to solve the challenges the exercise presents by 'taking charge’. In such instances, rather than the 
group working together, one actor will clearly initiate the movement into the centre of the circle. 
Other groups find other solutions, rather than allowing themselves to work on impulse. As Actor Q 
reflects, “I'm not sure if we mastered it or if we missed the point,” as her cohort, “rather than 
genuinely feeling the impulse to move as a group […,] just established a rhythm from movement 
and simply followed a pattern.” (Actor Q, Journal, January 29, 2013). In Video B.5, early in the 
exercise, it is possible to see actors indicating readiness to the rest of the group. When (or if) a 
group finally work with soft focus (i.e., global awareness) and on impulse, with no visible leaders, 
they begin the journey to becoming an ensemble. 

For many actors this exercise is also their first challenge to relinquish ego concerns. As Actor MM 
observes, “it was also frustrating at times because group members felt it was a competition […] 
rather than sharing together" (Actor MM, Journal, August 22, 2012).

The ball tossing exercise illustrated in Video B.9 continues to foster an actor's sense of global awareness 
and mutual responsibility and support. Again, I emphasize during the framing and coaching of the ‘scene’ 
that success can only be achieved through working together. As is the case with many of these 
exercises, they are apparently simple and perfunctory in their basic structure, however, they are 
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In Video B.9  you will see actors  overcoming the  challenges of 
passing multiple balls around a  circle. The  group  is given an 
objective for the 'scene', which is that they must pass  a ball, and 
eventually multiple balls, around a circle without dropping them.
In this particular example the  group  does well from  the outset, 
showing a  degree of mutual awareness and mindfulness. Some 
groups will continue to throw balls  at someone  who  is  in the 
process  of recovering a ball they have dropped, or make  no 
accommodation for an actor with low confidence  levels  when it 
comes to their ability to catch a ball.
In competitive environments, individuals are perceived as 
‘succeeding’ or ‘failing’, rather than the group.

Three Up, Two  Down (Video B.10) – Five  people  form  a straight line 
(side-by-side), facing downstage. The  group  must be  constantly 
moving and two, and only two, people  must be  down at all times. 
The actors must look straight ahead.
From  standing in different places  in the  line an actor comes to 
appreciate the  responsibility she has, when situated in the centre, to 
those on the periphery. The only way for the  group to  be successful 
is to work together and take  responsibility for each other. This 
exercise  serves as  a  metaphor for the actors’ work on-stage. Actors 
realize  that they are  not ‘alone’ on-stage and that they can rely on 
their scene partners for support.

We played a game called “three up two down”. 
It was really hard and I didn’t do well at all. I 
came to realize that this was because of the 
lack of trust and caring too much about doing 
it right. That’s definitely something I need to 
work on a lot.
Actor QQ, Journal, February 7, 2013

r
B.9 Ball Tossing Exercise - Year One Acting Class

1st year Voice class
http://bit.ly/2gkYMhK 9:17 mins

r
B.10 Three Up Two Down
Sophomore Acting Class

http://bit.ly/2g0bq9g     6:56 mins

r
B.8 Running into the Centre of the Circle

1st year Voice class
http://bit.ly/2hMPf6U  8:11 mins

In this  exercise actors stand in a large circle. They are introduced to 
the concept of ‘soft  focus’ —  a  propensity to be  fully aware of their 
peripheral vision. Video B.8 illustrates the  progression of the 
exercise.
In this video, shot during my first  session with this class, you will 
see  one actor performing ‘as if’ he  were  committed to the exercise. 
Occasionally, actors feel the need to ‘perform’ an exercise  for the 
benefit of those perceived to be watching, rather than committing 
to the reality of the exercise.



capable of affording experiences and surfacing principles that are of profound importance. As such, they 
serve as metaphors for an actor’s work.

The Three Up, Two Down exercise (Video B.10) expands upon the concept of mutual responsibility 
and support on-stage. I use this exercise to introduce another foundational principle, the re-
formulation of the concept of ‘mistakes': “You had to commit to your movement. No apologies. You 
had to rely on those next to you. […W]atching was surprisingly captivating. When mistakes were 
made it became suspenseful.” (Actor PP, Journal; August 20, 2012). 

In this exercise an actor is encouraged to reflect on “mistakes” as moments of dramatic intensity; in 
later Viewpoints exercises, ‘mistakes’ become, as one actor put it, “happy accidents”, moments full of 
unexpected creative potential. Later in the developmental trajectory of the work, during Suzuki 
exercises, actors become aware of their habitual emotional/facial responses to perceived error. They 
are encouraged simply to “fix it” without self-referential, editorial comment.

A goal of these exercises is for an actor not to feel alone on stage; feeling supported allows many 
actors to begin diminishing their disposition to performance anxiety within the context of training9. 
Actor Q, who was inclined to be a perfectionist, realized that while she “didn't want to be the one 
who was wrong”, that “no one person [is] responsible for the [the] success or failure” of an exercise or 
scene.

Cooperative and facilitative relationships are emphasized; the role of competition diminished; 
‘mistakes’ are reconceptualized as moments of drama or unexpected creative potential. 
Relationships, and the potential for learning through relationships, is further explored in the following 
sequence of exercises.

Reimagining Trust Exercises

Feeling all [Actor NN’s] weight fully entrusted to me meant I had bridged the 
gap of trust with her and that we had communicated well enough for her to say 
“I trust you” and me to reassure her that I had her.

(Actor N, Reflective Journal; February 2013; emphasis added)

The exercises I introduce during the initial phase of the training or discovery process are not 
necessarily unique to me in their form. However, I believe that the manner in which I introduce, 
frame, coach, and probe through post-exercise discussion reflects many of the issues raised in 
previous chapters. Actors are invited to participate in the exercises in such a way as to move 
beyond the merely physical to the psychophysical.

It is been my observation, over a number of years, that ‘trust’ exercises are often introduced into 
training and rehearsal in the apparent belief that there is inherent worth for an actor simply through 
participating in them. The focus of ‘trust’ exercises frequently appears to be on the actor who is falling. 
Somehow, simply indulging in the exercise is supposed to develop the faller’s capacity to ‘trust’. ‘Trust’ 
is located in the faller (the faller who is uncomfortable is the-one-who-cannot-trust) not in the 
quality of the relationship/communication between the actors.
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Early in video B.11, one  actor can be  seen launching his  partner 
precipitously towards the floor. While the  ‘faller’ does  not object, the 
goal of the  partner seems more performative. The actor appears to 
be  measuring success  by how far he can get the faller to fall, with 
little apparent  listening. A second partner, initially to the  left, 
persists in taking his  partner back, in spite of her obvious 
discomfort. 
The second take on the exercise  shows a much higher degree  of 
communication across the group. 
The addition of music seems  to shift the exercise  into an emotional 
space in which the focus  is  more on the  relationships. The exercise 
becomes less about facilitating the  fall and much more about a 
profound human need to feel support: “I depend on you”/“I have 
you”. In the context of a  discovery process, the foundation for the 
relationships between char-actors is already being laid.

B.11 Trust: leaning forward, back 
Romeo & Juliet discovery process 
Shattered Globe Theatre, Chicago 

http://bit.ly/2z5BnbQ 5:12 mins

B.13 Making Proposals: Shaping a Partner 
Potential Space workshop

http://bit.ly/2yQH8JA 6:15 mins

Leaning/falling exercise — [The goal is] to 
develop a language with your partner, observe 
their behavior: when are they comfortable, when 
are they not? [In order to] to secure your 
partner’s trust.
Actor Q, Journal, January 31, 2013

In Video B.12, the last actor is allowed to make only minimal 
movement. It can be observed how her initial discomfort/anxiety 
is assuaged as she becomes confident that the group is 
sensitive to her level of  comfort.

Video  B.13 illustrates the  Move, Shape, Leave exercise. The  goal of 
this sequence  of exercises  is to  lead an actor to  an experiential 
awareness of the  difference between imposing upon a  partner and 
proposing to them. 
In spite of being given the  explicit goal of not grasping a  partner’s 
body and/or forcing it  into  a position during the exercise, it  is 
evident in Video B.13 that some  actors initially struggle to follow 
this invitation. Rather than make a  proposition, which can result in 
unforeseen consequences, an actor will grasp  or maintain 
continuous  pressure  to guide  or lead their partner (i.e., seek to 
control them).
Reflection on the exercise, at the  end of the  clip, surfaces the  notion 
that a  proposal may not lead to  the response that  the initiator 
expected — then the  shaper needs to respond on impulse  to his 
partner. This encourages  actors to  relinquish control over their scene 
partners, facilitating co-regulated relationships. Today was our first day of class […] I think the 

most incredible thing is how what we did in class 
freed my mind. I almost went into a meditative 
state when being shaped. For once I was not 
focusing on what to do but just doing. It’s just 
great how I’m already noticing these effects.
Actor NN, Journal, January 29, 2013

r
B.12 Circle Fall 

Shattered Globe Theatre Protege Program
http://bit.ly/2yOGY5E 1:21 mins



Increasingly over the years I have come to frame “trust” exercises as pre-verbal conversations that 
develop a holistic capacity for listening, encompassing psychophysical as well as auditory cues, and 
build relationships. As observed in Video B.11, some actors believe that the measure of their success 
is how far they can get their partner to lean back; this becomes their goal for the exercise. Initially, 
many actors exhibit little awareness of the experiences of the other person.

In Video B.11 you will see me coaching actors to ‘listen’ holistically to their partners. They must 
become aware of their own impulses in response to those transmitted by their partners. Success is 
gauged by the degree to which they are sensitive to their partner’s feelings, and the degree to which 
they can make their partner feel at ease during the activity. “Trust” — i.e. effective interpersonal 
communication – is established when a ‘faller’ becomes at ease, confident that her partner is attuned 
to her comfort level. True empathetic listening, and effective co-regulated behavior, may be marked 
by minimal movement.

In Video B.12, the exercise is taken a step further : actors form a circle, within which an actor is 
invited to fall. Actors in the outer circle have to cooperate – here success for the ensemble is 
sensing, as a group, the central actor’s comfort level. Video B.12 illustrates a key concept: the 
exercise invites the actors to live in the reality of relationships as-they-are, not as they believe they 
should be. That the last actor in the centre is not comfortable with expansive movement is the 
reality; however, as a consequence of the ensemble “listening” compassionately, she relaxes. 
Communication has occurred, impulses have been listened to, relationships have been formed, the 
group is successful through working together.

Making Proposals - Move/Shape/Leave

We discussed the concept of “proposals” — making physical, rather than 
verbal, proposals to each other and either accepting or rejecting them.

(Actor Q, Journal, February 9, 2013)

Holding on to…a particular desire to have others be and behave in certain 
ways are all forms of grasping that show up in muscle tension… 

(Fogel, 2009:273)

Move, Shape, Leave (Videos B.13, B.14 & B.15) introduces another recurring principal during this 
initial phase of relationship building exercises, a principle that is central to much subsequent work: it 
is the notion of non-directive activity. During a familiar shaping exercise, actors are coached to shape 
their partners by making proposals rather than by controlling their partner through forcing them to 
assume this shape or that. 

As one experienced professional actor reflects (Video B.16), “[I felt] frustrated when the person 
didn’t do what I wanted them to do […] and so many times when I’m acting with someone, like, ‘I’m 
giving you all this work…’ it’s like, whoa! Never have I though of it in this way.” As the actor 
continues to reflect the she concludes: “I said to myself that person’s doing the best they can right 
now. And I saw in some moments, like the moment of…them being afraid or me just allowing them 
to be who they are and acting off of that, instead of trying to impose what I need from them on top 
of it.” (Actor AAA, Video B.16).

In this regard this sequence of exercises, together with those that follow, serves as a foundation for 
Contact Improvisation and Viewpoints, nurturing an improvisatory state of bodymind based on 
proposals and co-regulated behavior.
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The second phase  of the Move, Shape, Leave sequence is shown in 
Video  B.14. Once again, in spite of admonitions not to  maintain 
constant contact  with their partner, a number of actors  continue to 
guide or lead their partners. While this may be  born out of a desire 
for safety, it  does, however, reveal how challenging it is  for some 
actors to accept  the  uncertainty and risk that comes with making 
proposals and the  consequent need to  respond to  unanticipated 
reactions in the moment. 

Video  B.15 shows the  progression from moving a partner to 
moving, shaping and leaving them. Actors are  invited to leave their 
partners  and begin new conversations with others. A new partner 
offers a new range of challenges and possibilities.
While there remain some  instances where actors maintain constant 
contact, guiding and controlling their partners, in other instances 
there is evident a lightness  of touch that allows for a  spontaneous 
and unpredictable response.

In Video B.16, one actor responds  to  her experience of being left to 
await the  arrival of another partner. Here  it is  important to note that 
in all these exercises, an actor is  encouraged to  deal with the reality 
of now — her own immediate, phenomenological experience. Here 
the foundation is  laid for the connection of inner and outer 
experience.
Also in Video  B.16  an actor shares the insights she  has had as a 
result of the exercise. 

B.14 Making Proposals: Moving a Partner + Reflection 
 Potential Space Workshop

http://bit.ly/2xrB35u 10:14 mins

B.15 Move, Shape, Leave 
 Shattered Globe Theatre Protégé Program

http://bit.ly/2y7LlLM 5:47 mins

r
B.16 Move, Shape Leave Reflection 

Potential Space Workshop Nov
http://bit.ly/2kuN34E 3:14 mins

B.17 Resist/Give In Exercise Sequence 
SG Theatre Our Country’s Good Discovery Process

http://bit.ly/2yQbEn6 6:50 mins

Video  B.17 illustrates actors exploring the  first  stage of a series of 
exercises that  give  them a  psychophysical insight into the basic 
human behaviors  of resisting or giving in. During the  exercise you 
will note  that the actors are asked if they can sense an emotional 
response to their physical experience. 
When first  encountering many of these  exercises, actors  tend to  rely 
on the use  of their hands as point of contact. The  actor with the grey 
sweater, at  the  end of the clip, is beginning to  explore the 
possibilities afforded by initiating contact  with other parts of her 
body. This exercise serves as a foundation for Contact Improvisation.



Relationship Building: Resist/Give In

The Resist/Give In sequence of exercises (Video B.17) raises an actor's awareness of the 
relationship between physical experience and emotional experience, without context, narrative or 
dialogue. For most actors, it is a moment of epiphany to discover the degree to which they experience 
a real emotional response to simple physical stimuli, even when they are responding to the 
provocation of a friend or colleague. As Actor NN succinctly notes:

For me, the energy exchange of influencing the person with touch, was really 
great. I saw things within myself that almost startled me. The fact that a 
devious, cold, and power-hungry self came out was fascinating and terrifying. 
But it just shows how such simple actions can lead to such extreme reactions.

(Actor NN, Reflective Journal January 31, 2013)

The surprise that Actor NN expresses also reveals the potential for such exercises to expand an 
actor's sense of self, to reveal dispositions which she is hitherto unaware of. It suggests to an actor 
that she has resources upon which to draw that lie outside her present conception of herself. 

Resist/Give In also affords an actor an experiential sense of the power of the psychophysical. As 
Actor PP notes, it is “[a]mazing the way of physical touch can manifest itself in your mind.” (Actor PP, 
Journal; August 22, 2012). It demonstrates to an actor the contrasting emotional dynamic inherent in 
resisting or acquiescing in response to their relationships with others. This, together with the approach/
withdrawal dynamic illustrated later in this section, fosters their Emotional Intelligence, affording them 
an insight into the power and potential of a psychophysical approach to acting. It suggests it is possible 
to achieve authentic emotional responses without conscious effort. These ‘simple' exercises become 
the foundation for a psychophysical approach to the discovery process. 
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The correlation between a physical reaction and the 
psychological impact is something I noticed but never 
dwelt deeply on before. […] the rawness of emotion that 
comes from a physical change can fuel the most 
natural of human impulses..

Actor N, Reflective Journal February 5, 2013

r
B.19 Counterbalance exercise

Romeo & Juliet Discovery Process 
Shattered Globe Theatre

http://bit.ly/2g3flln  3:50 mins

In Video B.19, actors build upon the  previous relationship  building 
and mutual dependence exercises. The  counterbalance exercise 
requires that actors make constant  adjustments  to  avoid the very 
real risk of falling to the floor. 
Some actors  can be seen coping with the  demands of the exercise 
by making those adjustments, others, by stepping out of the 
exercise. In those  actors fully committed to working within the 
parameters of the  exercise, a  heightened level of focus and 
awareness can be observed. 
While some actors  may move swiftly, others  take time to explore the 
subtleties  of the interrelationship  of two specific bodies in time. At 
this point, the exercise ceases to be  a physical one and becomes a 
psychophysical conversation. Adding a  single  drop of character 
begins an exploration between char-actors during the discovery 
process.

B.20 Trading 4’s - Early example
 Romeo & Juliet Discovery Process

Shattered Globe Theatre
http://bit.ly/2y5dNvR  1:34 mins

In Video B.21, a  later example of the  exercise by the same group  of 
actors, two actors are  still struggling with the concept that there  is a 
distinct moment of transition, consequently there  is no  clear 
proposal for the  other actor to respond to. I coach actors, over time, 
to  explore  how their experience differs when making/receiving non-
specific, undifferentiated proposals and those that express  a clear 
intention.
A second pair of actors are at  the  point where  there is no 
distinguishable break between action and reaction. The third and 
fourth group  of actors  are taking energy and responding to what  is 
given to them, but there remains a momentary pause. 
The last pair of actors (two males)  are giving clear proposals  to each 
other, responding to what they have  been given. They are  beginning 
to use the two beats of solo to creatively transform the energy.

Video  B.20  illustrates  an early exploration of the  Trading 4’s 
exercise. The goal of the  exercise is  for an actor to receive her 
partner’s energy on the first beat of a  bar of music —  a  moment of 
duet  –  followed by two  beats of solo, during which an actor can 
transform  the movement/energy until, on beat  four, they ‘give  the 
energy’ back to their partner, in another moment of duet.
In Video B.20  Actors  can be seen taking pauses during which they 
consider their response, rather than working on impulse; others 
make seemly arbitrary movements  in response  to their partner’s 
proposals.

Trading Fours — while music is played, take 
turns with your partner creating shapes— on a 
four count 1-2-3-SHAPE! with some kind of 
definitive stop. Your partner’s pose influences 
yours — you should create a shape around 
them or relating to them.

Actor Q, Journal, January 29, 2013

r
B.21 Later Trading 4’s 

Theatre Romeo & Juliet Discovery Process
Shattered Globe Theatre

http://bit.ly/2yywvz7  2:47 mins



Relationship Building: Trading 4’s

Counterbalance exercises continue to develop an actor’s sense of, and comfort with, mutual dependence. 
The exercises continue an actor’s exploration of co-regulated relationships as they exist in the 
transient now. Counterbalance exercises “raise the stakes” for an actor, for the risks inherent in the 
exercise are elevated – failure to respond to the shifting reality of the interrelationship will result in 
both falling to the floor. As the exercise is repeated with different partners, an actor is required to 
figure out how different bodies (different sizes, different weights) can work together. Eventually, most 
actors discover that disparities in physical size and weight do not preclude two actors working 
together; their preconceptions about their sense of body-self and what their bodies can do, and 
how it is possible for others to relate to them, are challenged.

Something we discussed afterwards was that [Trading 4’s] mirrors everyday 
human interaction because in life we either shape ourselves around other 
people or make a point of doing the opposite.

(Actor Q, Journal, January 29, 2013)

While Trading 4’s does not require physical contact or the giving or taking of weight, it fosters in an 
actor an increasing capacity to respond to and give energy, and an increasing capacity for global 
listening, spontaneity and risk-taking. The work fosters a state of playfulness and nurtures an 
improvisatory state of body mind. 

When coaching the exercise, I stress the need to make a specific and committed action when an 
actor passes energy to their partner. During training this begins a conversation about the need for 
bold choices and committed actions during scene work. Trading 4’s and the Flow exercise constitute 
stepping stones towards both Contact Improvisation and Viewpoints.

Relationship Building: Flow

Soft focus is the physical state in which we allow the eyes to soften and relax 
so that, rather than looking at one or two things in sharp focus, they can now 
take in many. By taking the pressure off the eyes to be the dominant and 
primary information gatherer, the whole body starts to listen and gather 
information in new and more sensitized ways. 

(Bogart & Landau 2005:31)

Preparing for the introduction of Viewpoints, an actor engages in further exercises which promote 
global awareness. I introduce actors to the key concept of “soft focus” through the Flow exercise. 
Through privileging the eyes less and increasing the awareness of information garnered from the 
other senses, an actor begins to develop a holistic awareness, an expanded form of ‘listening’. 

The flow exercise encourages an actor to pay attention to her felt experiences and spontaneously 
react to everything that impinges upon her, without judgement as to whether her responses are good 
or bad, relevant or not. The flow exercise invites an actor to experience the fundamental principle of 
simply ‘being’ on-stage within the consensual reality of the exercise. 

Flow, and the subsequent Viewpoints exercises that stem from it, bring to life the emotional 
movements of giving, getting, removing and escaping10.
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r
B.22 Flow Exercise

Romeo & Juliet Discovery Process - 
Shattered Globe Theatre

http://bit.ly/2z7IDEk 2:47 min

During the flow exercise, actors are invited to move through the 
space as  if on a  city street when they have somewhere to  go. The 
development of the exercise is illustrated in Video B.22. 
Actors  are  invited to be aware  of the  whole  stage (i.e., use soft 
focus), and to respond on impulse not  only to those  events 
immediately adjacent to them but also those on the  furthest 
extremities  of the stage. Actors  can be seen at  times to be  working 
on impulse – reacting immediately to changes  on stage — at other 
times it seems as  if actors are  making conscious decisions. By 
dividing the group  of actors into two, the  observers gain insight into 
how clearly, as spectators, they intuitively discern the difference. This 
is always an important moment in the  developmental progression 
of an actor’s learning.

B.23 Actors experiencing being experienced



By learning through observation, an actor comes to grasp the power of simplicity. Actors of all levels 
of experience are struck by how clearly the flow exercise reveals tendencies in individual actors to 
hide behind a character mask, to take control and ‘make things happen’, or to search for results — in 
Viewpoints parlance, when they “push the river”. 

Through experiencing the exercise ‘from within and without’, actors appreciate the comedy and 
pathos, the transparency, authenticity, presence, and motility, that is evident in simplicity. As Bogart 
(2005) suggests, it is “[t]hrough our identification with this experience, [that] the theater becomes a 
place of acute aliveness to both the drama of what has happened and to what will happen 
next.” (Bogart, 2005:34)

The flow exercise also introduces a key concept further developed in Viewpoints: where is the 
‘event’ on stage? Frequently, actors discover the event is created through counterpoint, as is evident 
at one moment in Video B.22: when all but one actor is moving at a regular speed, the most 
dramatically interesting actor is the one who is moving slowly. These observations lead to an 
exploration of the esoteric concept that working as an ensemble does not mean that everyone 
does the same thing. For an actor to serve the ensemble he can — when it is not self-conscious or 
self-indulgent – do the opposite to everyone else

Relationship Building: Heart Centre/Spring Exercise 

[Knebel’s] exercises on 'communication' depend upon the presumption that 
people send and receive invisible, but palpable rays of energy whenever they 
communicate with each other. Both Stanislavsky and Michael Chekhov had used 
this notion of 'radiation' to great effect.

(Carnicke, 2010:108)

This Monday we did a touch exercise I really enjoyed. We placed our hands on 
each other’s hearts and stared into our partner’s eyes. This made the bond very 
strong and connected us unlike any other exercise. […] There were different 
connections with different people.

(Actor RR September 22, 2013)

The Heart Centre/Spring sequence is adapted from Reiki11  and Merlin’s coiled spring irradiation 
exercise — taken from her training at the VGIK in Moscow12. 

With the development of embodied self-awareness and a sense of an appropriate level of 
autonomy/safety and connection developed through the preceding exercises, the Heart Centre/
Spring exercise invites an actor to explore the “interlocking of energies” (Merlin, 2003:148) with 
another. The exercise allows an actor to explore the experience of being available to a partner and 
to explore/experience the concepts of identification and differentiation. For a number of actors the 
exercise surfaces the habits of bodymind by which they avoid intimate contact with another — for 
some actors, maintaining sustained eye contact is initially almost impossible. 

Over time the exercise fosters an actor’s capacity to respond spontaneously to the other’s 
emotional expressions, through co-regulated behavior ; smiling in response to smiles or tears in 
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r
B.26 Heart Centre Exercise 

1st year Voice class 
http://bit.ly/2yQAumJ 13:14 mins

B.27 Heart Centre Reflection
1st year Voice class 

http://bit.ly/2yQKgVZ 4:53 mins

HEART CENTRE/SPRING EXERCISE
This next exercise had a profound 
effect on me. We began walking in the 
space, but just briefly before we were 
to stop once we came face to face 
with someone. Actor SS was my first 
partner. We were to offer our right 
hands up to the other person. As we 
accepted theirs, we were to place it 
as close to our heart centers we felt 
comfortable. Then we closed our eyes to notice their breathing/heartbeat and our own. Note if there are any changes. 
After a few brief moments, Roger was instructing all these cues, we were to make eye contact and let the conversation 
happen. Nonverbally. Smiles, tears, 
laughs were permitted – what ever 
was truth in the moment.
Roger [then] had us drop our hands/
physical connection, and work as 
though a spiral spring connected us in 
the same place. Then we walked to 
and from each other at different rates 
and distances. Not once did I feel a 
connection wavered in the slightest. 
We were there for each other. Equals.
It felt like our entire bodies were 
connected this time.

Actor MM, Reflective Journal August 29, 2013

As  Actor MM  notes above, the  Heart Centre exercise  (adapted from 
Reiki) creates connections with others that are profoundly affecting. 
Video  B.26  shows the  introduction of the exercise  to a  first year 
acting class. While  the maturity of the actors  does, to some  degree, 
influence how this exercise is received by a group, many of the 
reactions are typical. 
Some actors  are able to accept the prolonged gaze of another, and 
the sense  of intimacy this brings. Others maintain eye contact for a 
period until an emotional response causes them to withdraw; a few 
struggle to establish eye contact at all.

Whilst  reflecting on the exercise  (Video B.27), one actor makes  the 
point that she struggled to maintain eye-contact but doesn’t 
understand why. This  realization is part  of the process by which she 
gains  greater Emotional Intelligence and greater understanding of 
the forces  that  impact her capacity for motility. Forces  that, hitherto, 
she has been unaware of.
Another actor makes the  observation that  for her, the gender of her 
partner affects the ease  with which she engages with them  during 
the exercise. In the second part of B.26, two male actors appear to 
struggle with self-conscious embarrassment.
Developing a  capacity to invest  in interlocking energies that 
characterize alive communication is of fundamental importance in 
the search for optimal levels of motility.



response to tears, is the foundation of the process that leads to empathy. When two or more actors 
commit to a synchronous engagement, “[t]wo way attention spurs shared feelings [and] generates a 
sense of mutual interest”(Goleman, 2006:30). Actors experience being experienced — the essence of 
alive communication.

Stanislavsky sees this exchange in terms of, “prana rays [that] pass between actors and their partners 
and between actors and their audiences” communicating, “the emotional content of the 
performance” (Stanislavsky ctd. in Carnicke, 2008:178), a sense now supported by research into the 
human mirror neuron system drawn from social neuroscience13. 

Depending upon the nature of the class/workshop, I will either introduce the Heart Centre exercise 
as the final piece of the ensemble building process, or immediately prior to scene work. 

This connection becomes important in facilitating learning through relationships in the studio. It also 
serves as the starting point for char-actors to begin exploring their relationship, when used in 
conjunction with the Spring Exercise, as illustrated in Appendix C and Chapter 9.
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13 (Gallese et al., 2004; Gallese, 2014a, b; Gallese and Guerra, 2015; Gallese and Cuccio, 2015; c.f., Chapt. 1:14)

B.29 Actor WWW as One of the Trees
Blood Wedding (Lorca) 

University production, 2012

B.28 Actor GGG as Calpurnia
Julius Caesar (Shakespeare) 
University production, 2007



All humans have a social body whose movements and postures are acquired 
through the experiences of living in a particular family, in a particular education 
system, in a particular work environment, in a particular culture. These postures of 
relating or distancing can be learned and unlearned once we become aware of 
how our bodies enter the social psychological discourse. 

(Fogel, 2013:222)

If, as argued in Chapter 3, emotions are functional and indicate an actor’s orientation to the world, 
then habitual postures and movements of the body, what the body does and how it occupies space, 
can be seen as emotion in action1. In this paradigm, emotion is not solely a personal, private mental 
episode but, in part, a social act performed when interconnected with others. A lack of presence can 
be seen as an absence or withdrawal of an actor’s emotional experience/expression, and here it is 
worth remembering that, as Rodenburg (1997; 2015) asserts, speaking too is an embodied activity. A 
state of absence is immediately and fully apparent to both the scene partner and spectator who 
experiences it. 

The work begun through the foundational exercises, illustrated in Appendix B, to surface and 
remediate an actor’s habitual patterns of relating or distancing, is developed through work to re-
member his body(mind), as it was before it was shaped by cultural and familial injunctions2. 
Contact Improvisation, through co-regulated movement3, is a process by which an actor ‘comes 
home to themselves’ through a restorative process of embodied self-awareness4.

Fitzmaurice Voicework reveals to an actor the expressivity of emotion-laden pre-lexical sound. As 
Stanislavsky asserts, “physical tension is creativity's greatest enemy, not only paralyzing and 
distorting” the bodymind, but also detracting from an actor’s ability to concentrate and fantasize 
(Carnicke, 2010:8). The first phase of Fitzmaurice Voicework, called Destructuring, makes an actor 
aware of the habitual patterns of muscular tension that constrain his emotional experience/
expression and begins the work of loosening them. 
Engaging with Suzuki and Viewpoints Training, an actor discovers the power of communicating before 
speaking and becomes aware of the many subtle ways in which her presence on stage is diminished. 
Suzuki Training “eradicates the ordinary, everyday sense of the body” (Suzuki, 1986:11) and renders 
an actor’s energy scenically alive at a pre-verbal level, such that “in every physical action…there is 
concealed some inner action, some feelings” (Stanislavsky, 1961:228). 
The notion of learning through relationships remains central to my work during this phase, and 
actors are encouraged to work collaboratively. A further goal of great importance is to transform 
each actor’s notion of mistakes, fostering a capacity for risk taking and thus their propensity to 
manifest an inner creative state.

1 (de Gelder, 2006:242)
2 (c.f., Chapt. 3)
3 (Fogel, 1993, 2013; Fogel & Garvey, 2007)
4 (Fogel, 2013:271)

Re-membering the Body————————————
Communication Before SpeakingC
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C.1 Duckling and Harry Brewer 
The Discovery Process for Our Country’s Good (Wertenbaker)

Shattered Globe Theatre, Chicago, 2014
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So we started class with Contact Improv which 
was the best I’ve done all semester as I finally let 
go thinking about what I was doing and finally 
let my body think for me and it was absolutely a 
million times different and it felt so amazing I’m 
just really happy that that happened I just let 
everything flow and it felt so good. 

Actor U October 9, 2013

Actors  are encouraged to expand what it is  that  they believe  that 
their bodies  can do. There  is a  high degree of physical risk involved 
in Contact  Improvisation*, which brings  with it its  own emotional 
demands. For one  partner to hold another upside  down, or to lift 
him  above head height, facilitates the  development of positive self-
efficacy beliefs in both parties. 
A recurring theme when actors reflect  upon this work is  that they 
learn to trust not only their partners, but also themselves. 
(*c.f., Actor DD, Chapt. 3:35)

Initially, when first encountering Contact Improvisation, actors are 
introduced to a  number of lifts and carries, which depend on an 
ability to counterbalance, building upon exercises  illustrated in 
Appendix B, rather than on physical strength. Lifts are initiated by 
the actor being lifted.
In Video C.3, to the  right of the  frame a  female  actor can be seen 
effortlessly ‘lifting' a male (white T-shirt).
A third pair can be seen executing more  elaborate lift  (green 
sweater/gray T-shirt). The  actor forming the  base is not  relying on 
physical strength, but his  ability to counterbalance his partner with 
moment to moment adjustments.
An actor learns  to  recognize  and differentiate subtle impulses in his 
movement  choices and his partner's  choices. This work demands a 
high degree of focus and encourages moment to  moment co-
regulated behavior in the transitory now.

C.3 Lifts & Carries - Romeo & Juliet discovery process 
Shattered Globe Theatre, Chicago

http://bit.ly/2gfOkaT 0:45 mins

C.2 Contact Improvisation
Lifts & Carries - Junior Acting Class 



Contact Improvisation

I find [Contact Improv] particularly freeing. It is simple to remove my own 
culturally conditioned self and allow a more gut level and primordial version of 
who I am underneath remain. When dealing with another person I find this 
step beautiful and emotionally full, rather than what I expected which was 
removing the surface level me might only make me more wary of encountering 
someone.

(Actor HH, Personal Reflection, May, 2013)

Contact improvisation allows touch, contact, feelings are allowed to be felt and 
expressed in the dance. […It] is perhaps one of the few social situations 
where, in an atmosphere of trust, these social borders can be inquisitively 
approached and newly defined. 

(Kaltenbrunner 1998:35)

The exploration of counterbalance and the sharing of weight, introduced in Appendix B, is developed 
further by Contact Improvisation. Through Contact Improvisation, actors have to find collaborative 
solutions to working together, developing their capacity for alive communication.

In its simplest form Contact Improv can be described as “... a partner dance form based on the physical 
principles of touch, momentum [and] shared weight”. As a movement vocabulary, it “explores the skills of 
falling, rolling, counterbalance, lifting using minimal effort, how to make ourselves light when being lifted, 
centering and breathing techniques, […] responsiveness to our partners and surroundings” (ibid), and 
action that results from “the sensations of touch and weight” (Novack, 1990:11).

It follows that a goal of my utilization of Contact Improv is to encourage an actor to discover, or re-
discover, the full potential of what her body can do5. At the same time, single pointed attention in 
the co-regulated relationship with a partner, can move an actor’s attention away from the perceived 
gaze and judgement of others, build an increasingly mutual sense of intimacy, and minimize socially 
oriented performance anxiety.

As Actor U notes (see facing page), a further goal of the work is for an actor to become increasingly 
comfortable with uncertainty, a key characteristic of an improvisatory state of bodymind and a 
foundation for creativity and motility.

It is important to emphasize, when I use Contact Improvisation within a theatrical context, that my 
aim is not to teach a set of dance skills, but rather to afford an actor a way of moving6  and (in 
tandem with Fitzmaurice Voicework) to render her bodymind more able to ‘listen’ holistically (to self 
and partner). Building upon an actor’s earlier work in building relationships, making proposals, and 
responding on impulse, “[e]verything in contact improvisation happens through requesting and 
expressing intent […] There is no guarantee that your intentions, your wishes, will be 
fulfilled.” (Zemelman, 1999: 25).

In Video C.5, actors can be seen expressing intentions and making proposals. There is a reliance on 
hands as a point of contact for many and there are moments of conscious figuring out, however, 
there is still a quality of listening and working in the moment. There is evidence that the actors are 

Re-membering the Body 188

5 (c.f., Ahmed Chapt. 3)
6 (Kaltenbrunner, 1998:33)



189 Appendix C

In a  Video C.4, another group  of actors is seen exploring rolls and 
‘body surfing’. Again, this  follows  a  period in which the actors 
learned the  basic techniques  involved in carefully structured 
circumstances. Most  notable in this  video, however, is  the 
atmosphere of joyful play. Achieving this  capacity for 
unselfconscious play is a key goal for this work.

C.4 Preparatory Work for Contact Improvisation 
Potential Space Workshop

http://bit.ly/2yvGp3t 1:25 mins

C.5 Early Contact Improvisation 
Shattered Globe Theatre Protégé Program

http://bit.ly/2zuVwZe 1:58 mins

C.6 Early Contact Improv Reflection 
SGT Protégé Program

http://bit.ly/2yuPZUh  2:36 mins

C.8 Initial Contact Improv Exploration 
R&J discovery process 

Shattered Globe Theatre, Chicago
http://bit.ly/2yv32Fk 2:47 mins

In Video C.5, shows the  early explorations  of Contact  Improvisation 
by a  group  of actors. In Video C.6, the actors reflect on their 
experiences.
One actor comments, “it became  less  about  ‘oh do I want  to resist 
this, or do I want to give  into this’ and became  more about  how our 
we’re  communicating. We  both decided to resist  or we  both decided 
to flow. It was awesome.”

In Video  C.7, the same group  of actors, subsequent to their 
reflection, show an increasing comfort, fluidity, and ease  with 
making proposals and responding.
Video  C.8 shows Contact  Improvisation used within the  context of a 
discovery process for Romeo  and Juliet (Shakespeare). Although not 
working with a  conscious  sense of character, the conversations 
between actors already illustrate  nascent relationships  between 
actors: Romeo  and Juliet; Romeo and the  Friar; the Friar and the 
Nurse; Lord and Lady Capulet… The choice of music establishes the 
mood or circumstances of the scene.
It is  a  key characteristic of my work to develop  the psychophysical 
relationships between actors before adding a  “single drop  of 
character” (Merlin, workshop 2006). 

C.7 Early Contact Improvisation Take 2 
SGT Protégé Program

http://bit.ly/2ggRwTW 3:32 mins
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beginning to decipher cues that suggest to them 
when to lead or when to follow, when to go down, 
where to touch, how to lift, when to slow down 
and when to be still.

In post-exercise reflection (Video C.6) one actor 
has the realization that, “the only times I screwed up 
was if I started to think. But other than that, if I 
just…I mean we were constantly morphing. And 
like you said, I didn’t reach out and think I hope he 
resists me. It was I’m just going to reach out and it 
felt like we made a decision together.” Another 
adds, “I am like trusting that […] we can 
communicate what to do next. It was cool.”
Here actors are developing confidence and trust in 
an improvisatory state of bodymind through their 
relationships.
I find that the use of music is critical to this work. It 
not only establishes an atmosphere for an étude, but 
experience suggests that actors seem much more 
likely to achieve a state of Flow. Self-consciousness is 
to some degree reduced and an actor becomes 
immersed in an intrinsically joyful and absorbing task. 
I use music throughout the training process to 
manipulate the prevailing mood. When used as part 
of the discovery process, music constitutes one of 
the active dynamics of an étude.

Fitzmaurice Voicework

Fitzmaurice Voicework stands in a liminal space 
between the practices and philosophies of the 
Buddhist and Anglo-American/Cartesian traditions. 
The work bridges the divide between the two 
traditions and their seemingly antagonistic views of 
the organization of the human body, mind and 
psyche7. In so doing, Fitzmaurice encourages dialogue and exchange between the two sensibilities 
that, none the less, maintain their separate identities8.

The body’s tendency to vibrate involuntarily is a healing response related to the autonomic nervous 
system: the body shivers with cold or fear, or trembles with grief, anger, fatigue, or excitement and is 
nature’s way of releasing muscular tension9. By placing actors in a number of adapted yoga positions, 
the body is induced to tremor involuntarily in order to reduce muscular rigidity10. 
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7 (Morgan, 2007:18)
8 (Ibid.)
9 (Fitzmaurice, 1997)
10 (Ibid.)

Box C.1 • The Origins of Contact Improvisation 

The  problem here is  that the division of mind and 
body (and the various  attitudes towards 
movement  this division suggests) dichotomizes 
aspects of experience  which are not only closely 
related but which reflect and refract one another.

(Novack 1990:7)
As  a  form of artistic expression and engagement  with 
the body, Contact Improvisation, as  conceived and 
practiced by originator Steve Paxton in 1972, evolved 
as a  reaction to  the  prevailing cultural attitudes  and 
values within the  context of dance. Contact 
Improvisation was "one of a  number of enterprises 
during the  late  60's  and early 70's in dance, theater, 
therapy, and athletics  which were  trying to realize a 
redefinition of self within a responsive, intelligent 
body." (Novack, 1990:3). It is an important  underlying 
principle  of my work with actors that Contact Improv 
reflects  "social experiments in egalitarianism  and 
communality" (Ibid).
Contact  Improvisation emerged as a  distinct form from 
the post-modern dance world in New York. In this 
regard, it shares important roots with the Viewpoints 
vocabulary conceived of by dancer and choreographer 
Mary Overlie. Both forms, as a  central principle, sought 
to  democratize  dance1. No longer was a  performer a 
marionette doing the bidding of the choreographer or 
director, now performers  were  able to explore their 
own creativity in a movement format akin to jazz.
Contact  Improvisation, in common with the  other 
modalities  of training utilized in this  project, exhibits a 
marked degree of hybridity and occupies a  liminal 
space between the cultures of East and West. Contact 
Improvisation draws on Paxton's study of Aikido and 
principles and elements  from  other non-Western 
forms: Yoga, T'ai Chi and the  south America martial art 
of Capoeira2. Through Aikido, ideas from Zen-
Buddhism found their  way into the  philosophy and 
practice of Contact Improvisation3.
bbbbbbbbb
1 (Overlie, 2001, The Six Viewpoints)
2 (Kaltenbrunner, 1998:29)
3 (Novak, 1990:60)
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 “Since  the beginning of the  semester […] I wanted to do things the 
right way, I tried to imitate what others in my class were doing.”

 (Actor FF, March 22, 2004).
Perfectionism, end-gaining and social comparisons/competition are 
recurrent themes that surface  during Fitzmaurice  Voicework classes 
and workshops.
Through experience, reflection and discussion, many actors become 
aware  that this proclivity is  holding back their growth in many 
areas. With this awareness, however, comes the  opportunity to 
transform  their habits of mind and develop  their Emotional 
Intelligence.

It has been frustrating to see my classmates 
experience tremors quicker and to a greater 
degree than I have and it is also been 
frustrating to become aware of so much 
tension in my body. I am a perfectionist and 
expect to get things right away. Graduate 
school in general is opening my eyes to the 
processes is necessary, not the end product, 
and this class in particular is a testament to 
that. 

Actor EEE, Personal Reflection, April 6, 
2004

C.9  The  first phase  of Fitzmaurice  Voicework, destructuring induces tremors in the  actor, working in a  number of adapted 
yoga  positions. A number of the  positions introduced early in the progression of the work initiate the tremor through 
hyper-extending the tendons in the knees.



The tremoring loosens habitual patterns of muscular 
holding, frees the breath, and fosters a resonant and 
emotionally expressive voice. The work also serves to 
release “the spontaneous, organic impulses which 
every actor aspires to incorporate into the acting 
process.” (Fitzmaurice, 1997).

Most tremor positions leave “the torso muscles 
free to respond with a heightened breathing 
pattern” (Fitzmaurice, 1997:248), while some aim to 
induce an expansive breath by releasing muscular 
tension in areas such as the back and pelvis. The 
tremoring also serves to relax the muscles by 
activating them, which burns more oxygen; this in 
turn requires an actor to breathe more deeply.

As an actor progresses through the Fitzmaurice 
work the tremor initiated in the extremities is 
encouraged to flow through the body facilitated 
by the use of imagery and Shiatsu massage. Once 
the vibration reaches the larynx and pharynx, I 
encourage an actor to allow the breath to “dance 
on top of the tremor” on both the inhalation and 
the exhalation. This ‘bouncing’ or pulsing of the 
breath, and the vibration of the body, disrupts the 
smooth flow of the breath. Through this disruption, 
the breath becomes chaotic. 

The Threatening Body, the Stepping Out Process 
and Emotional Resilience

It should be noted that the goal of Fitzmaurice 
Voicework is twofold: to bring about changes to an 
actor’s vocal quality, expressiveness and impulsivity; 
and to foster creativity, by means of loosening an 
actor’s control of the experience of emotion 
through a release of the breath, thus opening up an 
actor’s access to the emotion laden primary 
processes and the world of the unconscious. As noted, for Fitzmaurice, “breathing is 
meaning” (1997:249). The initial destructuring phase of Fitzmaurice Voicework 

…affects not only the vocal performance and the daily breathing (and vocal) 
habits of the actor, but can also radically alter muscle tone and body 
organization, allowing sound vibrations to extend beyond the conventional 
resonators of chest and head throughout the body, adding harmonic range and 
natural volume to the voice. 

(Fitzmaurice, 1997:249)
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Box C.2 • The Origins of Fitzmaurice Voicework 
Drawing upon the  Western tradition, Fitzmaurice 
Voicework is  rooted in the work of Reich, a renegade 
student of Freud, and two of Reich’s  followers, Lowen 
and Pierrakos (both of whom  Fitzmaurice studied 
with), and both of whom  continued to develop  Reich’s 
work in Bioenergetics. 

…muscular rigidity, wherever it appears, is not a 
‘result,’ an ‘expression,’ or a ‘concomitant’ of the 
mechanism of repression. In the final analysis, I 
could not rid myself of the impression that 
somatIc rigidity represents the most essential part 
in the process of repression. 

(Reich, 1973:248)
Reich’s  work is derived from the  psychophysical 
tendency to repress  the experience and expression of 
unwelcome emotion through controlling the  depth of 
inhalation and the fullness of the  exhalation through 
habituated patterns  of muscular armoring. The 
suppression of emotion is further evident in muscular 
tension in the throat, jaw and muscles of the  face. 
These  habitual patterns of muscular holding have  the 
effect of constricting vocal resonance, range and 
presence, while  diminishing the range  of emotional 
expression of which an actor's voice is capable.
As  Reich observed during early explorations with 
patients, when loosening these long-held rigid 
patterns of muscular tension there was  evident an 
involuntary tremoring of the muscles1, 2.
Also of significance  to  the  development  of Fitzmaurice 
Voicework is  Fitzmaurice’s  own training in “the 
traditional European breathing techniques taught to 
actors in London at the Central School of Speech and 
Drama by Elsie  Fogerty, Gwyneth Thurburn, J. Clifford 
Turner, and Cicely Berry.” (Fitzmaurice, 1997). From the 
Eastern traditions, in addition to yoga, Fitzmaurice 
Voicework draws  practically upon Shiatsu massage and 
Taoist/Buddhist conceptions of energy in the  body, as 
exemplified by the Chakra system.
bbbbbbbbb
1 (Reich, 1973:271)
2 Actors In some  instances  actors  may experience  “sensations 
of cold  and hot, itching, the  feeling  of pins and  needles, 
prickling sensations, the  feeling of having  the  jitters, and 
somatic perceptions of anxiety, anger, and  pleasure.” (Reich, 
ibid.)
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August 21, 2003
I really wanted to experience the tremoring, I think I would tense up and almost trying to force it, which was not okay. It 
was finally when I started to relax, and pay attention to my breathing that the tremor started. […] The intense laughing I 
experienced during tremor and after felt so incredible. I’ve never experienced anything like it. My body felt so free. It 
was a high I’ve never felt before and I can’t really explain it other than that it made me feel magical and so good. […] 
One frustration I did feel though was that the “end-gainer” side of me wanted to tremor right away.
December 2, 2003
Through tremors, I found a greater range in my stage voice and my speaking voice. I discovered that I tend to tighten 
my throat and heighten my pitch while on stage. This first discovery led to more discoveries as the semester went on as 
I began to view the voice and the breath as connected. I found the way I was attempting to project was actually 
inhibiting my breath. I was tightening my abdominals while attempting to push air out from my lungs. Each action was 
counteracting the other, resulting in a tight throat and a high, unnatural pitch. Tremors also helped me discover where I 
hold tension when I breathe. I learned I hold tension everywhere, but most prominently in the chest. By being patient and 
working diligently, I found the greatest release in the bow positions, which has helped me be open and free while 
breathing and projecting on stage. As I proceeded to go on voice, I heard a whole new me. My range was greater, my 
volume greater, and my throat freer. I discovered what it felt like to go on the voice naturally and freely, without any 
restrictions. I have attempted to carry this feeling into my work on stage and in my daily routine, and while my technique 
may not be perfect, it is improving everyday.

Actor EE, Personal Reflection Fall, 2003

August 20, 2003
I had an interesting discovery today in class. I was tremoring and Roger pressed in on my abdomen and told me to 
image a big, open mouth at my collarbone. My voice dropped what seemed like several octaves in pitch. It was so cool. I 
think I have a tendency to speak in my upper range, which is fine, but I could use some variety. I plan to ask Roger 
more about the discovery on Monday.
Sept 1, 2003
I had a panic attack [in class] last Wednesday in front of all my peers. It was one of the most confusing, exposing 
experiences l’ve ever had. I feel that it was triggered vocally, and aIso by having my ribs and abdomen pressed on. I did 
experience a very freeing vocal release, because my ribs were more free to move. However, the psychological and 
emotional price of this release is far too great. 
I feel very mixed about the whole thing.
November 19, 2003
Today we had a long class. I was tremoring in the dying cockroach position. My tummy started to release. I started 
breathing very simply from center. It was awesome. I was struck by how simple it was. I felt like a little girl, and I 
started to cry. Then I started to laugh. I felt I had gotten to a very simple, free, childlike place in my breathing. It touched 
something very deep in me. It was really cool. I’m excited about my progress.
December 5, 2003
I didn’t realize that I’ve been using a little girl voice for a long time. I’ll be 28 years old in two days. It’s time I started 
speaking like a woman. I feel my main progress has been the freedom I found in my ribs and abdomen. I’m not saying 
I’m totally released all the time. I’m developing an awareness of when I’m holding. However, I don’t feel bound up 
anymore. I feel a deep sense of freedom in my breathing. It’s full and simple. I had no idea how inhibited my breathing 
had been because of the things I’ve been through. It’s amazing how my breath is connected to the things that happen in 
my heart. After six years of counseling, I’m emotionally healed enough for my voice to be freed. I know there are many 
levels of freedom. I want to continue experiencing those levels. After all the destructuring work, I can tell that my voice 
is more genuine. The pitch is deeper. It sounds rich and strong and resonant. It is my woman’s voice.

Actor K, Reflective Journal, Fall 2003

Actor K’s Story — My Woman’s Voice

Actor EE’s Story — From Striving to Ease



However, as “muscle tension is typically connected to suppressed emotions and feelings of threat, the 
relaxation of those muscles is sometimes accompanied by a release of spontaneous 
emotion…” (Fogel, 2013:198). A typical, initial response to Fitzmaurice Voicework is laugher or tears, 
or an oscillation between the two.

As exemplified by Actor K (opposite page), many actors feel fearful, to some degree or other, that 
loosening constraining patterns of muscular armoring will release “fenced off ” emotions that an actor 
senses are “too dangerous” (Gordon, 1978:152) for them to experience/express11. As noted in 
Chapter 3, with limited knowledge of the nature and function of emotions, actors, such as Actor F12, 
may tend to view the body itself as threatening at this time. For actors, an emotional stepping out 
process (Video C.10) becomes integral to their progress through the work. 

Fitzmaurice Voicework is supported by the empirical research of Bloch et. al. (1987, 1993, 1995). Of 
particular relevance to the work of Fitzmaurice, Bloch’s research suggests that emotional arousal is 
“accompanied by an ensemble of specific respiratory, postural and facial modifications that [are] 
characteristic for each emotion.” (Bloch, 1993). Specifically, 

…emotional feelings [are] linked to [six] specific patterns of breathing, facial 
expression, degree of muscular tension, and postural attitudes [as a result of which 
there is a] unique interdependence between a specific breathing rhythm, a particular 
expressive attitude (both facial and postural) and a given subjective experience.

 (Ibid., original emphasis).

Significantly, in regard to Fitzmaurice Voicework and Eastern traditions that focus on the breath, 
Bloch’s research suggests that the key aspect of this ensemble is the respiratory component.

In addition, however, to the six basic emotional effector patterns13, Bloch and Santibañez (1995) also 
identified a seventh effector pattern, which returns the body to a state of emotional neutrality. 
Through the stepping out process, illustrated in Video C.10, an actor learns, through direct experience or 
observation that (i) she can release into the experience of intense emotions and step out at will (albeit 
initially with the support of another); and (ii) that she can step into the unknown, without anxiety or fear, 
if the environment within which she is working, is safe, secure, and supportive.

Importantly for the teaching of Fitzmaurice Voicework, the efficiency of the stepping out process 
engenders a facility for, and confidence in, a critical capacity for an actor: emotional resilience14. I have 
found that the development of resilience — the confidence of an actor in her capacity to bounce back 
from negative emotional experiences — is essential to the development of her Emotional Intelligence. 
This process contributes to the fostering of optimal levels of motility, emotional authenticity and 
creativity, by diminishing an actor’s anxiety at the prospect of getting ‘stuck’ in an emotional state she 
might otherwise seek to avoid.
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11 (c.f., Chapt. 3)
12 (c.f., Chapt. 2:28 & Appx.:154)
13 It should be noted, however, that Bloch et. al. (1987) suggest that, “[t]he most important repertoire of adult human 
emotional behaviour consists in fact of mixed or blended emotions. By this, we mean that 'pure' emotions are rare in 
everyday life and rare in plays (except maybe in some of the Greek tragedies). In our Western society, more often than 
not sex is mixed with aggression and fear, and anger gets side-tracked by sadness, only to reappear in disguised mixed 
forms such as sarcasm or verbal attack.” (1987:10, emphasis added).
14 (e.g., Luthar, 2000; Masten, 2003; Friborg, 2005)
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Video  C.10  illustrates the  stepping out process for actors who 
experience a strong emotional release as habitual patterns of 
muscular armoring begin to  loosen. You will observe  the actor 
being placed in a relaxed posture, the use  of listening touch to 
encourage  the  actor to  breath slowly and deeply, and having facial 
tension released through gentle  massage. You may be able to  hear 
at some  points  deep  breathing being modeled for her by myself or 
her partner.
With an actor’s  permission, the  stepping out  process often 
concludes  with a partner placing a  hand upon their ribs  whilst 
modeling relaxed breathing. The partner is there to monitor and 
address  any relapse  into an emotionally fraught pattern of muscular 
tension and breathing.
Here  you will also see the modeling of the  acceptance  of strong 
emotions by the actor’s peer and myself.

C.10 Text & stepping out procedure - London
Potential Space workshop 

http://bit.ly/2yPJw7p  4:51 mins

I also want to talk very briefly about the emotional responses that have been coming out in class. Even though my natural 
reaction is to fight them, I see how this response gets in the way of my vocal capacity. I see that the same muscles that 
suppress emotion also constrict breathing in the voice. […] I have never gotten the impression that the aim of the class 
was to make people get emotional or that any part of the work that Roger does is intended to invade my personal life. 
[…] I have never felt any danger of being pushed over the edge into some emotional well. I’ve always felt that I had 
ultimate control over what I would allow to happen in class and that any encouragement I received from Roger was 
intended to help me move through and out of a black spot so that I could continue with the work on my voice.

Actor F May 5, 2004

In Video C.11, actors can be seen/heard beginning to explore ‘warm 
fluffy sounds”. For an actor, these sounds begin to establish an 
unconscious connection between pre-lingual sound and its 
emotional foundation. 
Allowing “fluffy sound rather than solid sound or text  [recovers] the 
spontaneity of expression at  its source prior to  the  shaping 
influence of consciousness.”. Such vibratory sound reconnects  the 
actor “with the  deep  levels of inner psychophysical 
awareness” (Fitzmaurice, 1997).

In Video C.12, a  number of actors can be heard allowing warm fluffy 
sounds, while others  are transitioning to  a  full, but chaotic, voice. 
When the sound is constant, rather than chaotic, it suggests an actor 
is controlling the breath and in some cases forcing the sound. 
Towards  the end of the  video  clip  an actor can be heard 
experiencing a  release  of breath and emotion. Depending upon the 
circumstances  and the level of exposure to Fitzmaurice Voice work 
an actor has had, I may encourage her to take  the  released breath 
into text. In this instance, as in others, the actor finds a  deep 
personal, emotional connection with the text.

C.11 Introducing warm fluffy sounds 
Potential Space Workshop

http://bit.ly/2hM50Hs  1:15 mins

C.12 Released breath, emotion & text
Potential Space Workshop

http://bit.ly/2x1zThB 5:32 mins
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Going on Voice

In my experience, two particularly challenging junctures in the learning process for actors come at 
the points where they transition from releasing the breath to releasing uninhibited and expressive 
sound, and again, when transitioning from sound to words and text.

Once an actor has been able to allow the tremor to spread through the larynx and pharynx, and 
allowed the breath to vibrate, they begin to explore, in Fitzmaurice terms, “warm fluffy 
sounds” (Video C.11). Fluffy sound facilitates the introduction of vocal expression.

The intent of starting with fluffy sound rather than solid sound or text is to 
recover the spontaneity of expression at its source prior to the shaping 
influence of consciousness. […] fluffy sound reflects the emotional and mental 
content without gripping or managing muscle. 

(Morgan 2008:42)

Encouraging actors to let the voice go where ever it will, as it bounces on the tremor, enables an actor to 
discover pitch, tonality and resonance she is unaware she is capable of, as was the case for Actor F and Actor 
EE15. In this phase of the work, social conventions are challenged, as well as familial injunctions. Men, for 
example, are typically encouraged to allow their upper range to emerge, while women are given support in 
exploring their lower register. The injunctions to be broken here are powerful, and when an actor discovers a 
dimension of their voice that they weren’t aware they possessed, it can be, in and of itself, an emotional 
experience. Some actors are thrilled but embarrassed, others become anxious at the breeching of taboos. 

I will begin [my self-reflection] with the obvious: my voice. Everyone has 
noticed how “settled” it has become. I have discovered richness and a depth 
that did not exist before Fitzmaurice. I have been allowed to explore the 
capacity of my voice in ways I have not even thought to use it in. There was a 
day in class where my voice just dropped into my core and out came this huge 
resonant sound that shocked me. It was crazy to say the very least. My voice 
has had the opportunity to explore and create and grow. 

(Actor DD, Senior Actor, Self-reflection, December, 2008)

In spite of the effectiveness of Fitzmaurice Voice work for many actors, there are some for whom 
the work — or my expertise in facilitating the work — has been inadequate. In Video 9.14 Actor H 
can be seen in the center of the frame. As can be observed, Actor H begins to get a tremor in his 
legs and pelvis at the beginning of the clip, but he then pulls out of the exercise, clasping his head in 
his hands. Later, he allows his body to tremor briefly in the standing bow, but once again pulls out 
and places his hands over his eyes. Actor H16, who was highly motivated to loosen his habitual 
patterns of muscular armoring, exemplifies the inhibiting power of contradictory motivation17. 

Partnering and Cooperative Learning

My favorite times in class are when you come over to me and really work on 
the tense spots, I find it easy to motivate myself to go for longer when you are 
doing Shiatsu to my body. 

(Actor X, Personal Reflection, April, 2004)
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15 (c.f., Actor F, Chapt. 2:18; Actor EE Chapt. 9:127)
16 (c.f., Actor H, Appx. A:155)
17 (Feldenkrais, 2002; c.f., Chapt. 6:72)
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The discussion in video C.13 follows the  work in Video C.12. It 
surfaces two important issues.
Some actors initially struggle to grasp that Fitzmaurice  Voice work is 
not the cause  of the  muscular tension that they experience, but 
rather that it creates a  developing awareness of existing patterns  of 
tension that hitherto existed beyond an actor’s conscious 
awareness.
The reflection comes to  focus on some  of the participant’s previous 
experiences of voice  training. One participant, a trained opera 
singer and voice  teacher, addressing several of the  younger actors 
in the group, observes, “I was  thinking last  night about you guys 
actually, and I wish that I had been…exposed and ready for this 
work when I was your age”  He goes on to observe  that  “it’s so  old-
fashioned at  music college, so old-fashioned [a  second voice teacher 
interjects: “drama school as well”] drama school as well…”

C.13 Fitzmaurice Reflection 
Potential Space Workshop

http://bit.ly/2kVuRBH 3:06 mins

Today we did the entire tremor series, non-stop 
to different styles of music. I think it went very 
well. By not stopping in between [tremor 
positions], I was able to maintain the tremor 
from one position to the next. […] And because 
there was music playing so loud, it made me a 
lot less self-conscious about how far I am in 
the sequence. I let the voice come and go when 
it wanted. I was not caring about “keeping up” 
with the others, because I did not hear where 
everyone was [in the sequence]. It was a lot of 
fun.

Actor BBB, Journal - February, 28, 2005

C.14 Destructuring sequence with music 
Senior Voice Class

http://bit.ly/2ypu4ye  7:49 mins

Video  C.14 shows an advanced Fitzmaurice  class. Here  are actors 
who now self-manage  the  exploration of the  destructuring work. 
The video illustrates  a  sequence  of tremor positions that take the 
actor from  warm up, positions on the floor, to standing and 
speaking their text.
Each position targets  a  specific area of the  body, although when the 
tremor spreads, it  engages the whole  of an actor’s psychophysical 
being. The actors allow the tremor to expand pitch volume  and 
resonance. Although, occasionally actors can be heard ‘pushing‘ — 
forcing the sound rather than allowing it to emerge effortlessly. 
As  will be  observed towards the end of the video clip, one actor 
exhibits a  characteristic response to the  destructuring work, which is 
laughter. Described as a contentless emotion.
Drawing upon my experience  of Grof’s  Holotropic breath work, I 
make extensive use  of music, the music progresses from that  which 
is relaxing and facilitative of introspection to ‘earthy’ music that 
facilitates breath, emotion, and chaotic/primitive, pre-lingual 
sound. The volume of the  music makes an actor less  self-conscious 
about the  sounds they are  making because, as Actor BBB reflects, “I 
was not  caring about ‘keeping up’ with others, because  I did not 
hear where everyone was” in the sequence.



The power of cooperative learning within relationships, as a tool for transformation, proves an 
invaluable during Fitzmaurice Voicework. As was discussed in Chapter 6, the trainer can model, 
through his own authenticity, desired behaviors, such as an acceptance of the expression of strong 
emotion. I have also also found that having an actor experienced in Fitzmaurice Voicework in a group —
either as a participant or teaching assistant — to be consistently facilitative of a group's progress.

Research supports the use of touch as an integral part of Fitzmaurice Voicework and Contact 
Improvisation, suggesting that the physiological fight or flight reaction finds its opposite in the ‘calm 
and connection’ system, which can be stimulated through listening touch18. With listening touch, a 
resonance develops between the partner’s hand and the actor’s body, creating an intersubjective 
awareness19. The calm and connection system is associated with trust and curiosity instead of fear ; 
openness to, and closeness in, relationships; and caring20. 

Partnering affords an observing/facilitating actor invaluable insights into how patterns of holding manifest 
themselves in her own body through observing her partner while working, as Actor DDD attests: “The 
partner work helped me — I was able to see how other people breathe and recognize my ‘problem 
spots’ in them. The fact that Actor J’s ribs don't expand outward as much as upward is similar to the 
way my ribs move, and I was able to weave that understanding into my personal work.” (Actor DDD, 
Personal Reflection, December 3, 2003). Experience drawn from practice has shown that partners 
make extremely meaningful interventions to the benefit of those with whom they are working.
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18 (Uvnas-Moberg, 2011)
19 (Fogel, 2013:224)
20 (Uvnas-Moberg, ibid.)

C.15 Listening touch being use to guide the tremor through the region of the diaphragm and the sternum.
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C.16 Suzuki: Freeform Standing Statues
Potential Space Workshop, Acting Studio, Chicago

During the first [Suzuki] lesson, I noticed an apologetic reaction to my presence on stage. When I made a mistake, I 
apologized in my movement, my face and my breath. Suzuki brought this to my awareness, and since then I have been 
less apologetic on stage. In fact, what I used to apologize for, I now take responsibility for. Suzuki has also taught me to 
take what is mine while on stage, to demand attention.
Another habit Suzuki made me aware of is my tendency to choose safe actions. While doing the [freeform] standing 
statutes, I noticed a reserved attitude towards choosing positions, almost as if I was taking the easy way out. This 
turned me on to the notion that I might also be doing that in my acting, taking the safe route so as not to make a mistake 
or, gasp, not get something right first time. 
I am now aware that it is not about getting it right, but going forward that matters; the wrong action played strongly is 
better than the “right” action played weakly. The awareness I have gained from Suzuki has brought a greater depth to my 
performing and has helped me to pick more direct, risky actions. In such a few lessons I have learned so much and have 
noticeably improved in my workshop performances and in my main-stage work.

Actor EE, Journal Spring 2004



Suzuki Training

Since your body expresses who you are it impresses us with how much you 
are in the world, it is not accidental that we use such terms as “a nobody” to 
denote a person who fails to impress us with his being…

(Lowen, 1975:54)

The Suzuki disciplines are a metaphor for performance. 
It is the means by which an actor-in-training discovers an 
embodied sense of presence and motility that becomes 
the blueprint for their continued development towards 
non-performance in performance. An actor learns both 
from self-sensing, and the awareness afforded by “looking 
in the mirror” of her peers ‘on-stage’. The Suzuki 
disciplines require considerable focus and concentration, 
but it is not the sort of focus and concentration that 
“tightens the actor’s eyes and faces”, the self-aware 
concentration that comes from “trying to get it 
right” (Jones qtd. in Madden, 2002).

In my practice the Suzuki disciplines are the means by 
which I aim to afford actors an embodied sense of the 
sats position21 . The sats position is “a condition without motion but filled with energy, like the 
condition of a runner in the moment before his race. All impulses arise from this state and return to 
it.” (Eldredge and Huston, 1978:25).

For me, implicit in sats is the notion of a moment of suspension as conceived of in dance. In dance, a 
moment of suspension is both a point of arrival and a point of departure: it is the resolution of one 
physical/emotional phrase and the point from which any psychophysical response to an impulse is 
possible. The power of fully realized moments of suspension serve as the “commas, colons and 
semicolons of dance” (Louis and Nikolais, 2005:195).

As noted in the commentary on Video C.18, a primary goal 
of the work is for an actor to re-member her body and 
expand her sense of body-self, that is, she reconstitutes the 
habits of mind associated with her body. An actor rediscovers 
what it is that her body can do.

Drawing upon the underlying concepts of observational 
learning, Suzuki exercises are often performed by one half 
of a group whilst being observed by another. The 
observing actors are invited to ‘look in a mirror’ and to 
observe their own habits of body mind as reflected in 
their peers before them. Through direct experience and 
observational learning an actor learns how she diminishes 

Box C.3 • The Origins of Suzuki Training
While the  Suzuki disciplines  are  popularly 
perceived as being exclusively Eastern in their 
orientation, it is significant to note  that the work 
e x h i b i t s a  d e g r e e  o f h y b r i d i t y a n d 
philosophically shares much with Fitzmaurice 
Voicework, Contact Improv and Viewpoints. 
S u z u k i s o u g h t t o “ m a k e t r a d i t i o n a l 
consciousness  compatible  with modern 
habits.”  (Brandon, 1978). Originator Tadushi 
Suzuki drew not only on traditional Japanese 
performance techniques of kabuki and noh, and 
martial arts, but also on “the existential 
philosophies  of Jean-Paul Sartre and Maurice 
Merleau-Ponty.” (Allain, 2002:18). With this 
grounding in phenomenology, Suzuki sought to 
“open actors up  both to themselves and to the 
audience” (Ibid.: 19)
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21 (Barba, 1979, 1986, 1995)

Claim your space!
Commit!
The Suzuki today 
really empowered 
me! I discovered 
power and 
importance within 
myself.[…] It’s 
important to know 
and show your own 
importance. I’m 
important.
Actor NN, Journal; 
February 21, 2013
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9/14/12
We did some very serious focus/concentration 
training today […] that required presence, 
balance, and oh my God focus. When I messed 
up, I sort of laughed, and Roger totally called me 
out on it. I was glad he did that. It made me 
aware of my “tell.” It’s something I have to work 
on – don’t apologize, just fix it and go. 
9/28/12
We touched on Suzuki again today. I tried very 
hard to focus. When I lost my balance, I fixed it 
without giggles or nervous smiling. Roger 
noticed and chimed in supportively, “[G]ood 
Michelle.” Positive reinforcement is good for me. 
I was really proud that I’ve improved.

Actor PP, Journal, Fall 2012

In Video C.18, Actor FFF (blond hair) is  introduced to  the basic 
concept of entering the stage and claiming her space. 
While accepting how challenging it is for her to  step  into an exercise 
that others  have  already done, her progress through the exercise 
illustrates  a number of important points. Many actors  feel the  need 
to  look at me during the Suzuki exercises in the  belief that  in so 
doing, they will be  better able to better ascertain how do the 
exercise  correctly, or to seek affirmation, rather than understand 
they have the  resources  to approach the exercise within 
themselves. The  goal is to  encourage self-reliance, autonomy and a 
tolerance of the risks inherent in experiential trial and error 
learning.
At  a  couple of points  in the exercise, when she perceives that she 
has  made a  mistake, the actor reveals, in the  words of Actor PP, her 
“tell”. Her habitual response to ‘making a mistake’.
In the  latter part  of the  video clip, another actor (white top) can be 
seen with shoulders pulled back in a  ‘fight’ response. This posture 
characterizes the psychophysical response of some actors when 
facing a challenging situation.

 In both training and the  discovery process I make extensive  use  of 
Suzuki free-form standing statutes, illustrated in Video C.19.
Standing statues  marries the need to  be creative  within the 
strictures of the  Suzuki form, while acting upon impulse. The actor, 
center front, is almost always a  fraction of a second behind the cue. 
In so  doing she  appears  to  be  contemplating the  shape  she is  to 
assume.
During the  exercise, actors are  encouraged to  ‘risk crisis’ – to risk 
loss of balance. When observing the exercise, actors come  to  see 
these moments of crisis as moments of drama.
In my practice, the  Suzuki disciplines serve as ‘pressure training’, a 
concept  taken from sports coaching1. Here  the demands of the 
exercise  aim  to meet or exceed the demands placed upon an actor 
during actual performance.
In so  doing, the  work aims  to  develop an actor’s self-efficacy beliefs. 
If they come to feel they can cope  with the pressure  exercises, and 
re-imagine their sense  of ‘mistakes’, they are likely to feel 
diminished levels of anxiety during (non-)performance.
(1 c.f., Chapt. 7:92)

C.17 Standing statues
Potential Space Workshop

http://bit.ly/2zvr691 5:52 mins

r

C.18 Freeform Standing statues + Reflection
Potential Space Workshop

http://bit.ly/2yrE07W  4:47 mins

r



her power in the moment before speaking. In this sense, she re-members how to command her space 
on-stage. As Actor NN comes to the realization, “I’m important.” 

As with the Fitzmaurice work, the sheer physicality of the Suzuki disciplines, the extreme exertion and 
the consequent intensity of the breathing, can open up constricted and suppressed emotions. As a 
result, an actor’s emotional responses may vary each time he encounters the work. Emotional 
experience/expression is unpremeditated and sometimes intense. In order to foster the notion of 
acceptance — rather than a turning away from or suppression of the emotions evoked by the work 
— I encourage an actor to embrace the notion that during Suzuki exercises whatever he experiences/
expresses is the authentic, dramatic content of the ‘scene’ he is in. I encourage him, whilst in the midst 
of an exercise, to commit to the reality of his emotional experiences and feed them back into the 
execution of the Suzuki discipline.

Through observation, an actor discovers how spontaneous, authentic experience/expression, born 
out of the simplest of circumstances, can create powerful and compelling drama. The notion of 
acceptance and commitment22  form the foundation for later work in the search for non-
performance in performance. 

The initial response of some actors, who enter a class or workshop expecting a traditional scene study 
class, is often one of frustration because their early work utilizes little or no text. In the American context 
at least, most actors associate acting with speaking. In removing language from their early experiences, 
however they are forced to explore how the body experiences and expresses without language23. 

…we learned a damn lot about listening and awareness. You had to commit to 
your movement. No apologies. You had to rely on those next to you. It was 
almost like you had to communicate without speaking.

(Actor PP, Journal, August 20, 2012)
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22 (c.f., Chapt. 4)
23 The introduction of language and text is addressed in Chapt. 9

C.19 Actor NN as Chorus in Burial at Thebes (Heaney)
Senior acting class project



What I thought was important, and vital to creating a successful piece of 
theatre, was that [the director] was open to every single person’s ideas. He 
would ultimately have the final say, but he was happy to experiment and 
improvise different things in an attempt to achieve the best results. This made it 
a much more collaborative project.

(Actor RG, Reflective Journal, Richard II, May 2017)

This feeling of shared responsibility for rehearsal - since its effectiveness very 
much unites the company - creates that special working atmosphere that is so 
necessary for creativity. 

(Knebel, 2012:119) 

When directing Richard II (Shakespeare) at a UK university, I was working with actors in the second 
year of a BA Acting program whom I had not encountered or trained prior to audition6. The section 
that follows reveals what actors who were “introduced to a completely new way of working” (Actor 
RF, ibid.) valued and took from their experience of the discovery process.

Key themes that emerged from the Richard II ensemble focus on: the nature of the creative atmosphere; the 
value of an improvisatory approach and creating through authentic relationships; and the fostering of self-
efficacy beliefs and a sense of autonomy, while being co-creators of the final production. 

Building an Ensemble and Fostering a Creative Atmosphere

Working with [the director] has been an extremely valuable experience for me 
and introduced me to a completely new way of working on a production […] 
Roger has allowed us to work in a very collaborative environment. 

(Actor RF, Reflective Journal, Richard II. May, 2017)

I began the discovery process for Richard II by asking the actors to consider and articulate their goals for 
the project1. In the course of this conversation the disappointment and anxiety some of the actors felt in 
regard to their casting came to the surface. Inevitably, there had been a lot of competition for, and 
personal significance attached to, being cast in one of the larger roles. In these circumstances, inspiring the 
actors, and the process of ensemble building, was important. 

The initial image presentation (Video D.2) inspired and intrinsically motivated the cast, as one actor 
observes, “Right from the start, [the director] came in with extremely unique ideas and he shared 
them with us.” (Actor RG, Reflective Journal, Richard II, May 2017), while another comments:

[The director] welcomed us into the rehearsal space with so many exciting ideas, he 
also made it easy for everyone to be involved in the creative process of the play. 
Even those with smaller parts have been cast as Shadows — part of the ensemble.

(Actor RD, Reflective Journal, Richard II, May 2017)

1 (c.f. Chapt. 7)

D Discovery Process for Richard II
————————————————————————
Changing Mindsets
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D.1 Richard II (Shakespeare) 
University production, 2017
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D.2 Image Presentation for Richard II
http://bit.ly/2fWugL7  9:22 mins

April
Monday Tuesday Wednesday Thursday Friday Saturday Sunday

13 14 15 16
Rehearsal  
9:00 - 12:30 
1:30 - 5:00
Introductions 
Image presentation 
Ensemble building 
Contact Improv 
Viewpoints 
Watch touchstone 
videos

17 18 19 20 21 22 23
Rehearsal  
9:00 - 12:30 
1:30 - 5:00

Rehearsal  
9:00 - 12:30 
1:30 - 5:00

Rehearsal  
9:00 - 12:30 
1:30 - 5:00

9:00 - 10:30 
Image presentations 1 
Ensemble (That means 
EVERYONE) 

10:40 - 12:30 
Contact Improv/
Viewpoints 
Ensemble 

12:30 - 1:30 
Lunch break 

1:30 - 2:30 
Image presentations 2 
Ensemble 

2:30 - 5:00 
Viewpoints 
Ensemble 

9:00 - 11:20 
Read through play 
Ensemble 

11:30 - 12:30 
Visualization exercise 
Ensemble 

1:30 - 2:40 
Relationship work 
Richard, Isabella 

2:40 - 3:30 
Relationship work 
Richard, Bolingbroke 

3:40 - 4:20 
Relationship work 
Richard, Gaunt 

4:20  - 5:00 
Relationship work 
Mowbray, Bolingbroke 

9:00 - 9:40 
Relationship work 
Richard, Bushy, Baggot, 
Green Aumerle 

9:40 - 10:20 
Relationship work 
Bolingbroke, York, 
Northumberland, Harry 
Percy, Ross, Willoughby 

10:30 - 11:10 
Relationship work 
Isabella, Lady in 
Waiting, Gardener, 
Asst. Gardner 

11:10 - 11:50 
Interlude 1 
Richard, Isabella, 
Shadows (Georgi; Emily; 
Katie; Naomi) 

11:50 - 12:30 
Act 1 Sc ii (pp9-10) 
Gaunt’s Palace 
Gaunt, Duchess of 
Gloucester 

12:30 - 1:30 
Lunch break 

1:30 - 2:45 
Act 1 Sc i (pp3-8) 
Palace (The throw 
down) 
Richard; Bolingbroke; 
Mowbray 

2:45 - 4:00 
Act 1 Sc iii (pp11-17) 
The Lists, Coventry 
Richard; 
Northumberland; 
Bolingbroke; Mowbray; 
Gaunt 

4:00 - 5:00 
Interlude 2 (The battle) 
Bolingbroke; Mowbray; 
Shadows (Georgi; 
Farrah; Hal; Gift; Rob; 
Rad)

�4

fig. D.3 The first three days rehearsal schedule for Richard II

Fig. D.3 shows the first three  days of the 
rehearsal process for Richard II. The schedule 
illustrates  the progression from  the  opening 
image presentation, through the work of 
building an ensemble, to the  initial relationship 
work between key pairs of actors. 
The discovery process that  begins on day 3, 
focussing on discreet  scenes, begins with the 
heart  centre/spring exercise between pairs  of 
actors, before quilting fragments of the text 
drawn from the scene. 
The focus  remains, at this stage, on discovering 
the relationships between char-actors. 

I found [the visualization exercise] one of the 
most useful for me when it came to discovering 
my character. […] Before meeting our 
character we got the opportunity to look 
around the room and see their belongings. I 
found the locket of Mowbray’s with a rose on 
it, which for me uncovered a whole back story 
for my character.
Actor RA, Reflective Journal, Richard II, May 2017

Video  D.2 shows the  image presentation shared 
with the Richard II cast at the  very beginning of 
the discovery process, immediately after a  formal 
welcome. It  was presented with little explanation 
or contextualization, beyond the suggestion that 
it might  serve as a  proposal from which to begin 
our work together. The enigmatic introduction 
afforded each actor the opportunity for their own 
idiosyncratic response.

I have greatly enjoyed working with Roger and 
appreciated how organised he is — he has 
planned out and scheduled every day by the 
minute which has aided me to come as 
prepared as possible to the rehearsal space.
Actor RH, Reflective Journal, Richard II, May 2017

r



Offering the initial impressionistic image presentation, followed by an invitation to the actors to 
respond with their own image work, established the foundation for my leadership style and the 
creative atmosphere or climate. This was reinforced by the work of the first three days of rehearsal 
which focussed not on the play, but as discussed in Appendix B, Fostering a Transformative Space, on 
building an ensemble and establishing core values and a creative atmosphere (c.f., fig. D.3).

Working with [the director] has been such a great experience. he’s made the 
rehearsal studio such a welcoming place to be. [The director] had so many 
ideas for the performance but didn’t force them on us, instead he allowed us to 
work collaboratively to create an interesting and unique piece of work. 

(Actor RA, Reflective Journal, Richard II, May 2017)

[The director] treats us all equally and with respect. He has a pretty clear image 
of what the production will be [but is] open to an improvised approach to this, 
he takes all ideas and creative proposals on board and wants us all to be a part 
of the devising process.

(Actor RH, Reflective Journal, Richard II, May 2017)

As a number of actors reflected, “[t]he rehearsal process more of a discovery process for actors.” (Actor 
RD, Reflective Journal, Richard II, May 2017), during which “[the director] was open to every single 
person’s ideas” (Actor RG, Reflective Journal, Richard II, May 2017). The process of inclusion and 
empowerment extended to all the actors collaborating on the production. As Actor RG reflects: 

[The director] would generally circle us up after exercises or after sessions and 
ask our opinion of them. This was beneficial for him and the rest of the cast. He 
rarely made decisions just on his own. This made everyone in the cast feel like an 
important component even if they didn’t occupy a large part. This applies to me, 
but I really felt like I was just as important to the finished product as anyone else. 

(Actor RG, Reflective Journal, Richard II, May 2017)

Early exercises also included an introduction to Suzuki Training, focussing on Standing Statues. The 
Suzuki work helped develop the actors’ concentration and focus (Actor RA); and for them to 
discover how they habitually responded to making ‘mistakes’ (Actors RA and RG). Through the 
exercises, the actors learned they could respond to a ‘mistake’ “without commenting on it or letting 
it take away from the others in the space. It also helped us to stop apologizing for ourselves” (Actor 
RE). These exercises helped prepare each actor to take the risks inherent in an improvisatory 
approach to devising the production.

Creating Through, and Authenticity in, Relationships

Improvisation and impulse has been such a huge thing with our process. 
Viewpoints has helped us with our impulses in the scene and how our 
characters react to each other in the space can change.
The director, wanted us to be impulsive in the scenes and use different ways to 
get different reactions. This created authenticity with the scenes.

(Actor RK, Reflective Journal, Richard II, May 2017)

This discovery process began with actors participating in exercises that necessitated cooperation, 
and a focussed collective awareness of the whole group, as is detailed in Appendix B. Actors then 
explored focussed pair exercises shown in Appendices B and C. These exercises “involved being 
deeply connected to my partner, and eye contact was crucial. These exercises felt comfortable 
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D.4 Mowbray (Actor RA) and Bolingbroke (Actor RL)
Richard II (Shakespeare)

In Viewpoints […] I found that you could create 
a whole scene just from walking and moving in 
a space. […] During Viewpoints with [Actor 
RL] it also helped me to establish Mowbray’s 
relationship with Bolingbrook, there was a lot 
of anger and tension between us.
Actor RA, Reflective Journal, Richard II, May 2017

When working on Act I Sc iv [the director] 
asked us to repeat words or phrases that 
resonated with us, either our own or another 
characters. Often when the others repeated my 
words it felt as if they were supporting and 
pushing me on it gave me a confidence. 
When other words were repeated it gave [them] 
a significance and a new meaning. For 
example, when the others repeated “Your 
Highness’ loss,” it made the thought present 
and I considered what it actually meant for a 
second before responding. This was useful as 
it gave a motive to Richard’s next line and 
decision to go to Ireland.
Actor RC, Reflective Journal, Richard II, May 2017

D.6 The Duke of York (Actor RM)
Richard II (Shakespeare)

I have ready enjoyed working with [the 
director] on Richard II. He has been a very 
inspirational and helpful director and role model 
for me because he has been helping me 
connect emotionally with characters, because I 
can easily get lost in the logical side of a 
character and performance.
Actor RM, Reflective Journal, Richard II, May 2017

D.5 Richard II,  (I. iv ) during the dress rehearsal. (l to r) 
Richard (Actor RC); Bagot  (Actor RF); Green (Actor RH) and 

Aumerle (Actor RD).



because I trusted my partner, we were connected and were able to communicate silently.” (Actor 
RF, Reflective Journal, Richard II. May, 2017).

Before commencing work on discrete scenes, pairs of actors, such as Richard and Isabella, “used 
Contact Improvisation to explore and develop a relationship between us and our characters.” (Actor 
RB (Isabella)): “Our first improvisation was to beautiful slow, melodic music and we seemed to move 
together with an un-arrestable flow. We described it afterwards as euphoric.” Actor RB “found this 
relationship work invaluable.. […] I have been amazed by how much I’ve discovered before we’ve even 
begun to look at the full text and set the scene.”
Significantly, Actor RB notes that, 

I never worked on a relationship in this way before. Previously I found myself 
dreading establishing relationships for plays with awkward textual 
improvisations that I found no value in. However, this approach connected with 
me and I discovered a sense of relationship so much easier (and painlessly) that 
was not only stronger but felt a lot more grounded and connected like a true 
groundwork had been put down in that session.

(Actor RB , Reflective Journal, Richard II. May, 2017)

As her partner, Actor RC (in the role of Richard) notes, “[w]e have focused a lot during the process 
on improvisation and Viewpoints to help lay down the foundations. Although this may appear 
daunting to some actors, I have found it a very freeing and organic experience.” (Actor RC, 
Reflective Journal, Richard II. May, 2017). Actor RC, also found that “Our character relationship work 
in the first few weeks was invaluable in solidifying experiences and history within our world, it has 
allowed us memories as characters and has aided our work in making interesting and informed 
decisions.” (Actor RC, Reflective Journal, Richard II. May, 2017).

When subsequent work began on large scenes, all actors on-stage took part in the études. Through 
quilting fragments of text, and the repetition of other’s lines, even though the char-actor may have 
had no lines themselves, the études engaged them in the action of scene. This process helped them 
identify triggers and revealed an internal monologue. Through interacting with others, the char-actor 
discovers those with whom she is aligned and those whom she is against or who are against her — 
even though they may never speak or interact directly during the scene. As Actor RD (Aumerle) 
notes:

Using Viewpoints work we were able to find relationships without preempting 
them through what we know about the play in the text. We did a specific 
Viewpoints task where it was all of the characters on Bolingbroke’s side with 
just Richard and me (Aumerle). The tension and atmosphere that was created 
once we added [a single drop of] character was really authentic […] I personally 
found Viewpoints really helpful and a really interesting way of finding out the 
relationships Aumerle has with other characters.

(Actor RD, Reflective Journal, Richard II. May, 2017)
The early work on char-actor relationships became the foundation for exploring specific scenes, and 
“was invaluable in solidifying experiences and history within our world, it has allowed us memories 
as characters and has aided our work in making interesting and informative decisions.” (Actor RC, 
Reflective Journal, Richard II. May, 2017).
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Video  D.8 is an excerpt from the first run through of Richard II, three 
weeks into  the  rehearsal period. While it is  true  that, in Actor RM’s 
words, “[the  director]  took our initial work in Viewpoints and 
tweaked it to make  sure  all of the scenes could fit together smoothly 
and so that when we perform the piece  we have angles on stage  so 
that the audience  has the  best view of the action.”  (Actor RM, 
Reflective  Journal, Richard II, May 2017), the  work presented here is 
largely the result of the actors’ own improvisatory and creative 
endeavors.

Video  documentation (D.9) of the  production of Richard II illustrates 
how the  collaborative  vision for the production was  realized. While 
there are  three  performances that represent clear opportunities for 
continued development, where actors, at times, struggle  to  find a 
fluency and clarity of thought, I suggest that  there  is evidence  of 
nuanced relationships; spontaneity and a capacity to to work on 
impulse;  a  capacity to work with a  sense of ease; and a  degree of 
motility that is appropriate to second year undergraduate actors.

D.8 Richard II - excerpt from first stumble through 
Queen (Actor RB) ; Bushy (Actor RE); Bagot (Actor RF); 

Green (Actor RH); York (Actor RM).
,University production, 2017

http://bit.ly/2BvTBns  9:12 mins

D.9 Richard II (Shakespeare) Production Video 
,University production, 2017

http://bit.ly/2fw2V1E 104:31 mins

r

D.7 Richard (Actor RC) and Isabella (Actor RB)
Richard II (Shakespeare)

D.10 Richard II (Shakespeare) 
University production, 2017



Each étude during the discovery process began with the heart centre/spring exercise. As Actor RM 
(The Duke of York) observes of his experience, simply adding a ‘drop of character’, resulted in “great 
phrasing, because the characters were then a slight extension of ourselves rather than an un-
naturalistic 'put on' character.” (Actor RM, Reflective Journal, Richard II. May, 2017). 

Throughout this process I learned I worked very visually, using images to create 
an idea and history of character to using movement and Viewpoints to explore 
scenes. All of these have clicked for me. I’m finding so much more depth and 
detail than from dissecting text, which in turn will come.

(Actor RB , Reflective Journal, Richard II. May, 2017)

Actor RM found that quilting the text during études for each scene “was interesting because it gave 
us a completely improvised way of performing the scenes which I have never done before.” For 
Actor RM, quilting the text was “a very useful exercise because we already had a visceral sense of 
our characters' relationships and how we would act as characters.” These improvisatory 
psychophysical exercises, in Actor RM’s words, “allowed me to stop being logical and just experiment 
with the scene and character, which is a weakness of mine as an actor, so it was really useful for me 
and my progression.” (Actor RM, Reflective Journal, Richard II, May 2017).

The process working with the director has been one that I found both 
extremely rewarding and insightful. I have found the process to be very 
collaborative and one full of discovery. As a director he has through the process 
given us a lot of confidence in our abilities as actors to trust ourselves and to 
discover in the moment.

(Actor RC, Reflective Journal, Richard II. May, 2017)

The degree to which the cast of Richard II felt they were co-authors of the production is 
documented in their responses throughout this section. It is thus reasonable to suggest that they felt 
empowered as autonomous, creative artists. For Actor RB, the process encouraged her “to reflect 
and think creatively and critically instead of working passively and performing to please.” (Actor RB, 
Reflective Journal, Richard II, May, 2017). Actor RJ reflects: “I feel like I have grown as an actor under 
Roger’s supervision thanks to him being so approachable and me feeling the freedom to explore my 
character Lord Ross” (Actor RJ, Reflective Journal, Richard II, May 2017). Actor RD felt that 
“[w]orking with the director has been a delight as he is open to each actor following what they 
believe their character should be doing. […] Working with the director has been an incredible 
experience!” (Actor RD, Reflective Journal, Richard II, May 2017).
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Actor Codes

A*1 	 Professional actor
B 	 Graduate Student
C* 	 Graduate Student
D* 	 Graduate Student
E 	 Graduate Student
F*	 Graduate Student 
G* 	 Jun. & Sen. Undergraduate
H*	 Jun. & Sen. Undergraduate
I 	 Graduate Student 
J 	 Jun. & Sen. Undergraduate
K 	 Graduate Student
L 	 Junior Undergraduate
M 	 Junior Undergraduate
N 	 Jun. & Sen. Undergraduate
O	 Junior Undergraduate
P 	 Jun. & Sen. Undergraduate
Q 	 Jun. & Sen. Undergraduate
R 	 Jun. & Sen. Undergraduate
S* 	 Jun. & Sen. Undergraduate
T 	 Sophomore Undergraduate
U 	 Sophomore Undergraduate
V 	 Sophomore Undergraduate
W* 	 Jun. & Sen. Undergraduate
X 	 Graduate Student]
Y 	 Professional actor
Z 	 1st yr. Undergraduate
AA* 	 1st yr. Undergraduate
BB 	 Jun. & Sen. Undergraduate
CC	 Sophomore Undergraduate
DD 	 Junior Undergraduate
EE 	 Jun. & Sen. Undergraduate
FF 	 Jun. & Sen. Undergraduate
GG 	 Jun. & Sen. Undergraduate
HH 	 Jun. & Sen. Undergraduate
II	 Junior Undergraduate
JJ	 Junior Undergraduate
KK	 Junior Undergraduate
LL 	 Soph. & Jun. Undergraduate
MM 	 Graduate Student

NN 	 Jun. & Sen. Undergraduate
OO 	 Sophomore Undergraduate
PP 	 Sophomore Undergraduate
QQ 	 Jun. & Sen. Undergraduate
RR 	 Sophomore Undergraduate
SS 	 Graduate Student
TT 	 Sophomore Undergraduate
UU 	 Sophomore Undergraduate
VV 	 Jun. & Sen. Undergraduate
WW 	 Jun. & Sen. Undergraduate
XX 	 Sophomore Undergraduate
YY 	 Graduate Student
ZZ 	 Jun. & Sen. Undergraduate
AAA	 Professional actor
BBB 	 Jun. & Sen. Undergraduate
CCC	 Jun. & Sen. Undergraduate
DDD	 Jun. & Sen. Undergraduate
EEE 	 Graduate Student
FFF 	 Professional actor
GGG 	 Senior Undergraduate]
JJJ 	 Sophomore Undergraduate
LLL 	 Sophomore Undergraduate
MMM 	 Jun. & Sen. Undergraduate
NNN	 Sophomore Undergraduate
PPP 	 Sophomore Undergraduate
QQQ	 Jun. & Sen. Undergraduate
RRR 	 Professional actor
SSS 	 Sophomore Undergraduate
TTT 	 Jun. & Sen. Undergraduate
UUU 	 Jun. & Sen. Undergraduate
VVV 	 Jun. & Sen. Undergraduate
WWW 	Jun. & Sen. Undergraduate
YYY 	 Sophomore Undergraduate
ZZZ 	 1st Year Undergraduate
SA	 Sophomore Undergraduate
SB	 Sophomore Undergraduate
SC 	 Sophomore Undergraduate
SD	 Sophomore Undergraduate
SE	 Sophomore Undergraduate
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SF	 Sophomore Undergraduate
SG	 Sophomore Undergraduate
SH	 Sophomore Undergraduate
SJ	 Sophomore Undergraduate
SK	 Sophomore Undergraduate
RA 	 2nd yr. Undergraduate
RB	 2nd yr. Undergraduate
RC	 2nd yr. Undergraduate
RD 	 2nd yr. Undergraduate
RE 	 2nd yr. Undergraduate
RF	 2nd yr. Undergraduate
RG 	 2nd yr. Undergraduate
RH 	 2nd yr. Undergraduate 
RJ 	 2nd yr. Undergraduate
RK 	 2nd yr. Undergraduate
RL 	 2nd yr. Undergraduate
RM 	 2nd yr. Undergraduate 

Instructor Codes

A 	 Head of the Acting program at a large 
state university

B 	 Acting instructor at a large state 
university

C 	 Voice teacher at a large state university 
D 	 Acting teacher at a liberal arts college 
E 	 Head of the Acting program at a large 

state university
F	 Acting teacher at a large state 

university
G	 Voice teacher at a large state university
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