



[image: Image]






[image: Image]


Foreword by Paul Hunter


[image: Image]


NICK HERN BOOKS


London


www.nickhernbooks.co.uk




This book is dedicated to the mask-maker
Ninian Kinnier-Wilson, who died in 2013.


Without his perception and skill as a mask-maker
this work would have been impossible.





Foreword



Paul Hunter


I first encountered John Wright and his teaching when I arrived as a naive would-be actor at Middlesex Polytechnic in 1986. I embarked on my Diploma in Dramatic Art with very little notion of what acting actually was. Save for a few visits as a teenager to Stratford-upon-Avon and watching Danny La Rue in Mother Goose, my experience of observing live performance was fairly limited.


I could only have been at college a matter of weeks when I found myself in front of my peers, being questioned by John in an improvisation class.


‘What are you doing?’ John enquired in a rather provocative manner.


‘Er, what you asked me to do,’ I replied, losing my confidence by the second.


‘No, I mean: what are you doing?’ John insisted. By now I was confused.


‘Er… I… was… doing what you asked me to do.’


This faltering exchange, it seemed to me, went on for some time, although it couldn’t have been that long before John finally said, to the sound of titters from my fellow students, ‘You’re standing there like some idea of a classical actor, but you’re a short bloke from Birmingham. You should concentrate on being that.’


Mortified as I was at the time, and unable to articulate exactly why, I began to find John and his teaching fascinating. A small group of us walked up North End Road week after week to a movement, mask or improvisation class, feeling the perfect mix of fear and excitement.


John’s honesty and playfully mischievous approach remain intact thirty years later, and his insight into not just masks but theatre in general shines through in this extraordinary book. An ongoing curiosity and fascination with spontaneity has made John a unique presence in British theatre.


I have lost count of the number of occasions I have been in a workshop or rehearsal room and witnessed performers in a mask being provoked by John. Time and again they play and invent in a way that has taken themselves and the audience completely by surprise. This is not to be underestimated. John’s ability to help actors be present – utterly in the moment – is a rare quality in a teacher or director. As this book illustrates, this is all done with a rigour, a lightness of touch, and the perfect balance of taking the work seriously – but never himself.


John continues to explore masks to develop ideas and ask questions, never to find answers or solve problems. There is no mystique for him, and in reading this book I am reminded of those early days, wearing a half-mask and being provoked by John.


The utter liberation I felt in being ‘put in the shit’ by a safe pair of hands, and realising I could simply make it up, was like someone opening a door for me.


I know John has opened doors for many actors, writers and directors over the years, and this brilliant, entertaining and accessible new book will no doubt find him new followers.


Playing the Mask is that rare achievement: a theatre book that transcends its topic and is written exactly how its author speaks. As a teacher and director, John has always been unorthodox, unconventional and nonconformist. He is a true maverick, who never stands still, remains as passionate as ever, and continues to find laughter in the unlikeliest of places.


Paul Hunter is co-founder (with Hayley Carmichael and John Wright) and Artistic Director of Told by an Idiot. He made his stage debut in a talent competition at The Cliff Caff Club in Margate in 1973 singing Slade’s ‘Cum On Feel the Noize’.





Preface



We tend to see the word ‘bullshit’ as an expletive, at best a vulgar Americanism, but it’s a word that’s passed into the English vernacular. ‘Bullshit’ is a recognised word. The Concise Oxford English Dictionary tells us that the word ‘bullshit’ means ‘to talk nonsense in order to deceive’. But in acting, the biggest lie becomes the greatest truth, and deception is endemic. The ever-popular notion that you must know exactly what you’re going to do before you do it is bullshit. Similarly, the assertion that the more lifelike you are, the more credible you’re going to be, is also bullshit. Mask-work flies directly in the face of both these ideas, but mask-work also comes with even more bullshit of its own. Arcane beliefs that masks induce trance and possession are prime bullshit and they do nothing to inspire us to use masks in the first place.


Playing the Mask: Acting Without Bullshit is about masks: what they do, how they do it, and above all what they teach us about acting. It’s an attempt to demystify what happens when you play a mask, and to offer a more realistic approach to acting and textual interpretation.


The ideas and processes described here aren’t necessarily easier or more effective than the more traditional acting techniques that the vast majority of us have been brought up on. Traditional training is concerned with responsible and accurate interpretation, rather than playfulness. But playfulness generates ideas, finds meaning and is infinitely more fun to do. The ideas in this book aren’t ‘new’, or ‘better’ than any other ideas about acting. There is no ‘right’ or ‘wrong’ in art. I’m simply offering something else: something different, something to fire your imagination in a different way, or in a way that you might have tried before but subsequently dropped, for reasons best known to yourself. Mask-work doesn’t require you to reject everything that’s gone before. After all, once psychology’s out of the box, you’ll never get it back in again. But research in psychology and developments in neuroscience have completely changed the landscape, and change the way we look at acting since Stanislavsky’s day.


Enquiry is more acceptable in actor training today than it was even a decade ago. I meet more and more practitioners who are interested in posing questions rather than making categorical statements about the work they do. Playing the Mask: Acting Without Bullshit is an attempt to feed your curiosity and nudge you into trying things out for yourself.


I’m not proselytising here. Playing a mask won’t change your life or get you into Heaven, but it might open a door into a fascinating place entirely of your own creation. Good experiences encourage us to return to things that have worked in the past. But if you do that all the time as a performer, we the audience will all die of boredom. I haven’t met any skilled and experienced actors who work the way they were trained to work in drama school. We all have to find our own way in the end, and we do this more by trial and error than by following a particular creed.


The trouble is that theatre, like any other industry, is deeply conservative in its understanding of process. Practitioners refute any implication that they’re remotely conservative, of course. After all, they’re artists, and no artist wants to be branded as ‘conservative’. But industry is shaped by money, and the desire to make money promotes processes that best fit the industry, and this in turn cultivates a taste for actor training that feeds the demands of industry, as opposed to art.


Ultimately, Playing the Mask: Acting Without Bullshit is a book about process in training and theatre-making. It isn’t a book about making masked theatre, or traditional masked-theatre forms and their various historical manifestations. You’ll find an eclectic and pragmatic approach to mask-work here. I don’t care where a mask comes from or what it was originally intended to do. For me, masks are devices that inspire specific qualities of play. The leading question is: What will that mask inspire you to do?


In this world you might find Lady Macbeth being played in the Red Nose of the Clown, or Hamlet in the mask of The Victim, The Ogre or The Fool. You might even find Romeo and Juliet playing in grotesque half-masks. You won’t see any of this in the final production, but, in rehearsal, work like this informs what you might do in the end, whether you’re working with the linguistic complexity of a Shakespeare play or the inanity of a commercial voice-over. Whatever the material you’re working with, masks are empowering: they encourage you to delegate responsibility. They enable you to take risks. They provoke you into working with the reckless logic of a six-year-old or the enigmatic stillness of someone wiser than you’ll ever be. But above all, masks let you be you without your habitual limitations.


John Wright
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Raking Over a Few Gurus







There was once a great guru who everyone thought knew the secret to a happy life.


‘Do you know what I’m going to teach you today?’ he said.


‘Yes,’ said his followers.


‘If you know that, then you have no use for me here.’


And he left, and went away.


Seven years later, the guru returned.


‘Do you know what I’m going to teach you today?’ he asked his followers.


‘No,’ they said. ‘We know nothing.’


‘If you know nothing,’ said the guru, ‘then you have no use for me here.’


And he left, and went away.


Seven years later, the guru returned.


‘Do you know what I’m going to teach you today?’ he said.


‘Some of us do, and some of us don’t,’ they replied.


‘Excellent,’ he said. ‘Then let those who think they know tell those who think they don’t. You have no use for me here.’


And with that he left, and went away.





I’m reminded of this story whenever I think about the history of modern acting. Only last year, during a workshop in London, a student told me: ‘You can’t start Neutral Mask like that. You haven’t done “the fundamental journey”.’ I politely told her that I wasn’t interested in doing ‘the fundamental journey’. What I really wanted to tell her, of course, was that I was far more likely to sing ‘Abide With Me’ to the tune of ‘We Will Rock You’ than do ‘the fundamental journey’. What starts with a prophet invariably ends with a policeman. The Stanislavsky police have been around for years, but the Lecoq police are a new and very sad development. The irony is that, on the occasion of the thirtieth anniversary of his school in Paris, Lecoq put up a huge banner across the school courtyard declaring, ‘Don’t do what I do. Do what you do.’ But it takes real bottle to find your way entirely on your own. We all need our ‘gurus’. The world is a lonely place without them. Some gurus, we’re told, simply give you ‘permission’ to be you. But when it comes to the teaching of acting, most gurus give us a ‘process’; and the more you teach that process, the more that process is analysed; and the more it’s reconstructed and taught again, the more it becomes codified into ‘doing the fundamental journey’.


I admire the guru in the story. I admire his apparent lack of interest in having any disciples at all. He seems preoccupied with being somewhere else entirely. I even wonder if he really is a guru. He could just as easily have been a commercial traveller, doing a bit of ‘guruing’ on the side. But the brutal economy of his teaching is astonishing. He doesn’t appear to do any, which is, of course, the whole point of the story: ‘Let those who think they know tell those who think they don’t.’ I like the notion that it’s all speculation, and that some of us are simply deceiving ourselves. Because, deep down, we do in fact know, and if we’re really honest with ourselves, we’ve known all along. We simply like the idea of being taught what we already know, because we don’t trust our own instincts. We can only teach ourselves how to have a happy life. All the guru can do is dismantle the barriers that stop us doing what we want to do. You’re a waste of time if you think you know nothing at all, and if you think you know absolutely everything, then you’re an even bigger waste of time. Only continual enquiry is encouraged: ‘Let those who think they know tell those who think they don’t.’


Problems arise the moment you become convinced of your own certainty, because that’s when enquiry stops. Questions fade away once you think you know, and any idea that contradicts the chosen one looks faintly ridiculous. The notion that there’s a one-size-fits-all system of acting is preposterous. The genius of Stanislavsky lay in the fact that his curiosity vastly outweighed his ego. His greatest gift was his ability to change his mind. He never stopped asking questions, and his work was continually evolving, and ultimately never finished. The story goes that, on meeting an actress whom he’d directed years before, she told him that she had pages of detailed notes of all the processes they’d explored together. ‘What shall I do with them?’ she asked. ‘Burn them,’ he replied. He was only interested in what was happening now, and nothing was fixed for long.


Sadly, there’s no right way of teaching acting. In fact, I’m not convinced that you can teach anybody to do anything, other than the bare mechanics of an activity. You can learn to drive, for example. That’s to say, you can be taught how to manage the controls of a car, but ‘road-sense’ is more of an empirical skill, and that’s something you can only teach yourself. The best we can do in teaching any practical endeavour, beyond basic mechanical processes, is to enable each other to teach ourselves. And we do this by keeping the questions alive by continually making new proposals, rather than laying down rules. To quote the actor Edward Petherbridge, in his book Slim Chances (Indepenpress, 2011): ‘I have always said that we can only be taught that which we already intrinsically know and are.’ In other words, we can only use that which is a part of us. In acting, you are far more interesting and far more original than anything you can be taught, and in a culture of actor training that’s dominated by other people’s process, that’s a vital observation.


The scene has changed in the UK over recent years, and the names of inspiring teachers are banded about like so many designer labels. Where you were once most likely to be asked, ‘Where did you train?’ the answer you’re more likely to hear now is the name of the guru: ‘I’m studying Meisner now’ – as if everything else that’s been done before is suddenly irrelevant. This Pentecostal approach to acting is, thankfully, not as strong in the UK as it is in the States, but it’s definitely in the air. At its best, our culture of actor training is more pragmatic, although even here, actor training remains one of the most conservative areas in all the arts, because it’s dominated by people who know rather than those who pose questions, and provoke us to find things out for ourselves.


The guru in the story refuses to tell his followers anything. In the end, he just congratulates them and walks away, leaving them to work things out for themselves. But I don’t think he’s a charlatan. It isn’t that he won’t tell them what to do because he can’t be bothered. I think it’s a preconceived teaching strategy: a game. He’s showing his followers that to claim to know everything is just as pointless as claiming to know nothing at all. Certainty only makes us doctrinaire, but faux-naïvety is fundamentally dishonest. You can’t pretend that you don’t know anything. The irony is, of course, that the more the guru compels his followers to make up their own minds, the more they’re all left thinking how wise he is.


Teachers who ‘know’ want to teach us things, while teachers who want us to teach ourselves refuse to disclose what they know. These teachers prefer to provoke us into coming to our own conclusions, in our different ways, rather than tell us what to do. We need our gurus because we want to know what they know, and to do what they do. And we need our gurus to ‘know’, and to be seen to ‘know’. We want the certainty that we’re doing things the right way, and the best way. It’s fascinating to meet a teacher who clearly knows, but who at the same time also insists on concealing that precious knowledge. There’s mystery and enigma here. But if you’ve got a teacher who isn’t prepared to explain the difference between right and wrong, you’ll be stuck thinking, ‘How do we all move on?’


Rules


The best thing about the guru story is that, in just a few sentences, it brings us to an entirely logical conclusion, but we’re not entirely sure whether the conclusion of the story is a profound enlightenment or a cynical manipulation. That question is left hanging in the air. Personally, I don’t see any bullshit in this story. Even if we see it as a pre-planned teaching strategy, there are no lies or exaggerated nonsense here. When the guru walks away, he leaves his followers with nothing but their native wit and eager imagination. The trouble is, we all want rules, even if we know we’re only going to break them in the end. We all want to be told what to do. Rules give us confidence; rules make us feel safe; but they also provoke us and give us something to kick against. Deep down inside, we all want to be good. And we all want to be seen to be good, and to be able to repeat that goodness and to measure it, so that we can show each other exactly how good we are. If only art was that simple and that organised! Because in art there’s no right and wrong.


During a recent Q-and-A session at the British Museum, the potter Grayson Perry was warmly congratulated on his new exhibition by an elderly lady in the audience who marvelled at his imaginative vision, but complained that she feared for the creative vision of future generations of artists because her granddaughter ‘only likes things in bright pink’. To which the artist replied: ‘At least she’s got rules.’ Rules are invariably the first thing we look for in learning anything. We’ve all been taught to assess our learning by our ability to accurately follow the rules. Rules are our means of maintaining control in all aspects of our lives: law and order, health and safety, aesthetic convention, style, political conviction, personal taste, power in all its forms – all these are the direct consequences of our love affair with rules.


Love them or hate them, we can’t do without them. And anarchy won’t get you anywhere. Remove the rules and you create a vacuum. There’ll always be rules, and you can’t take one set away without finding yourself immediately imposing another. I’m wary of rules, but if you read between the lines you’ll find this book is full of them. Rules are intrinsic to the way we learn and interpret the world around us. In theatre, rules shape our conventions and compel us to make choices. Rules shape the way we interact on stage, and they’re essential in enabling us to repeat and recreate what we’ve made in the past.


The trouble is, the more we theorise, and examine rules in the abstract, the more conceptual the work becomes, and so we end up thinking more about the ideas behind what we’re doing than processing the experience of the work itself. We’re told that the theory informs the practice but in reality it’s the other way round: the practice informs the theory. Empiricism and personal discovery vastly outweigh theoretical speculation.


The Way We Learn


Neuromuscular activities, like standing, walking, running, jumping, catching a ball, as well as almost everything we refer to as body language and non-verbal communication, are all learned instinctively. We learn them through an innate process of trial and error. This is learning based on unconscious discoveries, on feelings and sensations that we’re totally unaware of, rather than on carefully considered thoughts and ideas. Rules don’t come in to this process. Of course, with the benefit of hindsight, we can reduce and summarise anything down to a series of rules. In infancy, for example, we might have taught ourselves in our own way how to stand up, and walk about. But if you had to teach someone else how to stand up and walk about, you’d soon find yourself articulating a very precise set of rules to make that activity happen.


Neurologists tell us that instinctive learning and personal discovery engage the brain in an entirely different way from learning derived from the conscious application of a clear set of instructions. I don’t know any actors who work in the way they were taught at drama school, and some of the most exciting actors I’ve ever worked with didn’t go to drama school at all. After only a year or so in the business, most of us find our own way of doing things. The training might influence us, but we won’t be dominated by it for ever. Our deepest learning comes through trial and error: watching each other, following our enthusiasms and trying things out for ourselves.


The Dreyfus Brothers


In the 1970s, two psychologists, known as the Dreyfus brothers, did some interesting research into how we acquire skills. Much to my delight, they came to the conclusion that the empirical ‘suck it and see’ approach to learning that compels you to discover things for yourself is ultimately more rewarding, and more valuable, than the conventional method whereby you’re actively taught the ‘right way’ or the ‘approved way’ of doing something. Their work trashed the mantra that ‘practice makes perfect’, and proposed instead that learning through personal experience is deeper, more flexible, and ultimately more effective in its application than the conventional model of learning an approved routine. Hardly earth-shattering, you might think. Edward Petherbridge and Grayson Perry would probably give this idea their full approval, but I wonder how many acting teachers would buy in to it? After all, if you’re devoted to a particular system – if you’ve studied the Method in detail, for example – you’ll probably think you’ve got a season ticket to the promised land already.


The Dreyfus brothers identified five stages in the acquisition of skill:


1. The novice, who adheres to the rules, with no discretionary judgement.


2. The beginner, who feels compelled to adhere to the rules, and who only has a tiny range of personal experience to draw on.


3. The competent person, who has studied, arranged and organised the rules into a personal routine that they can cope with more easily.


4. The proficient person, who’s the one with enough experience to disregard all rules and procedures, and tends to work from maxims, but can’t resist subverting the rules at the same time.


5. The expert, who’s abandoned all rules, all procedures and all maxims, and who works entirely from intuition.


When you read that list, self-assessment is irresistible. We all want to know our positions on it. The difference between the novice and the expert is that the novice has no personal experience to draw on, whereas the expert has learned and absorbed all the rules and played with them, and broken them, in so many different ways that rules are, at best, little more than a point of departure. For the expert, personal instinct is far more important than conventional procedure. Rules and established processes are only returned to in novel circumstances, or if something goes wrong. This research isn’t an argument against rules and systematic learning, but rather an examination of our long-term attitude towards rules and, by implication, how we teach ourselves.


Lenard Petit, an inspiring teacher of the ‘Michael Chekhov technique’, told me recently that he kept returning to that practice because, more than anything else, it gave him personal freedom. I’ve heard other people say much the same about actor-training systems – and that’s all well and good. The big lesson to take away from the Dreyfus brothers’ five stages of learning is that no matter who your guru is, personal freedom and personal empowerment is the ultimate goal in the acquisition of skill. But if you want to be an expert, there comes a point where you’ve simply got to chuck the satnav out of the window and find your own way.


Personal freedom transcends methods, systems and techniques, because it starts from you. The great teacher Dorothy Heathcote used to tell her students to ‘assume the mantle of the expert’. There’s no apparent system to instinctive learning. There’s no method or particular technique. It instantly confronts you with yourself, and gives you space to enable you to become aware of what you’re doing. Systems, methods and techniques, however well they work, are always someone else’s big idea. Experts transcend other people’s ‘big ideas’ by making choices based on empirical understanding. In other words, they’ve tried it one way, didn’t like it much, so they’ve found another that they liked a lot better. It sounds simplistic, but ultimately that’s what happens: experts trust their own observations and their own impulses over principles and processes laid down by other people.


Expertise is an instinctive process of personal discovery, like the neuromuscular learning of the intrepid toddler. Your initial training as an actor might have mapped out the territory, and enabled you to plan your journey up the mountain by an established route, but the expert prefers to go off-piste: not necessarily as an act of rebellion, but more from the desire to walk unaided. To return to the driving analogy: you can learn the Highway Code by rote, but how you read the road, and how you react to the prevailing conditions, is ultimately something you find for yourself. Within a few months of driving on your own, you develop your own style and that initial instruction soon becomes a thing of the past. Acting is much the same.


In Dreyfus terminology, the expert is someone whose skills have been honed through personal discovery and revelation. In other words, they’ve driven through the centre of town, in the rush hour, innumerable times, on their own. They know where the danger spots are; they know what they have to do and what they prefer to do; and they’re sufficiently knowledgeable about all these things to take their own risks. It’s knowledge that can only grow and develop if you think for yourself and follow your instincts. The liberating element here is the loss of that deadly obligation to ‘get it right’ according to someone else’s standards. Suddenly all those well-established ‘shoulds’ and essential processes are put under review. Now, nothing is set in stone, and personal reactions are more important than anything you’ve been told to believe. But systems, methods and techniques don’t make the journey from novice to expert any easier. Those first three stages on the Dreyfus scale, from the novice to the competent person, invariably leave an indelible mark on the psyche.


Big-Boy Stan


Stanislavsky is by far the most seminal acting teacher of all. He devoted his life to perfecting ‘the definitive system of acting’, and I can’t write the name ‘Stanislavsky’ without the musty smell of dogmatism oozing off the page. The more seminal the teacher, it would seem, the more disciples they have toiling away to keep the work going – but in reality, working even harder to keep it exactly the same. When this happens, systems turn into dogmas, and ideas become codified into conventional routines. But the most crippling thing of all happens when speculation turns into certainty. However, we love certainty. Certainty gives us confidence. Unfortunately, certainty also breeds complacency, and complacency kills exploration and the emergence of new ideas. The faintest whiff of absolute truth stifles enquiry.


The word ‘truth’ is traditionally associated with acting, but ‘truth’ is as joyless as religious fundamentalism, and just as confrontational. ‘I’m only interested in truthful acting. Pretence is for children,’ a pompous American acting teacher once told me during a session at the International Workshop Festival, some time in the eighties. Vintage bullshit, I’m afraid. But the paradoxical idea that the best acting must be ‘truthful’ has preoccupied academics for decades, and left us all with an obsession with verisimilitude, and with the heartfelt belief that being lifelike is the same as being ‘truthful’. The concept has been given added credibility by being attributed to Stan the Man himself, but it’s worth noting that the idea that good acting must be ‘truthful’ was originally conceived simply to sell his books. According to Jean Benedetti, in An Actor’s Work (Routledge, 2008), the term ‘truthful acting’ was invented by Stanislavsky’s American translator and editor, Elizabeth Hapgood.


Stanislavsky was hugely inspired by the newly emerging science of ‘psychology’, and the idea of creating psychological realism on stage was the driving force behind his work at that point. Hapgood knew that this would sell on the American market, but Stanislavsky always tried to use ‘homely language’ in his writing, as part of a determined effort to suppress jargon. But Hapgood wanted to make his work look more profound, so she invented a jargon of her own. Stanislavsky never talked about acting being ‘truthful’, for example. He talked about effective acting as being ‘alive’. Similarly, he talked about ‘tasks’ rather than ‘objectives’, ‘thoughts’ rather than ‘inner monologues’, and ‘bits’ rather than ‘units’ or ‘beats’, as they tend to be called today. (I’ve never understood what people mean by ‘beats’.) He described how it was possible to cut a scene up into different chunks, and arrange them, in sequence, to see how they all fitted together – rather like a butcher jointing a piece of meat.


In America, Big-Boy Stan inspired innumerable imitators: a veritable host of gurus, each with a slightly different take on the original teaching of the great man. These were the Method-mongers, each with their own ‘take’ on the original teaching: such names as Sanford Meisner, Stella Adler, Lee Strasberg and Uta Hagen, and more recently, in England, Mike Alfreds, Bella Merlin and Dee Cannon. ‘Social realism’ may have replaced ‘psychological realism’, but Stan the Man’s influence is as potent today as it ever was. To the vast majority of us, he’s still ‘top guru’. He’s still the one who ‘really knows’. But in France, another smaller, and more enigmatic, group of gurus emerged at the start of the last century, who differed radically from the Stanislavskians in both what they taught and how they taught it. These teachers didn’t have a system, refused to tell us what to do, and insisted that you find your own solutions for yourself. No surprises there then. And their arch-guru was Jacques Copeau.


Copeau and the Mask


If the impact of psychological realism struck darkly resonant chords in our understanding of acting, the role of masks in the way we train our actors remains a distant, and almost inaudible, echo. If Stanislavsky laid the foundations of the way we look at acting, Jacques Copeau laid the foundations of our understanding of how masks work, and how we might use masks in theatre training. But, more significantly, he also set down a few markers as to how acting might be taught. While Stanislavsky was getting his students to explore their emotional memories, Copeau’s students were trying to capture the movement of birds and animals. While Stanislavsky was wrestling with naturalism and the uncompromising determination to be lifelike, Copeau was preoccupied with style – exploring ways of representing reality through metaphor and irony, through graceful economy or grotesque exaggeration. Where Stanislavsky would add multiple layers of psychological realism, Copeau was busy stripping all the psychology away.


The ‘Ten Commandments’


Stanislavsky’s basic teaching has become common currency in most of our drama schools. He analysed and articulated what he thought acting was all about, wrestling with the problems of appearing to be credible in fictional circumstances. In his hands, acting became logical, rational and intelligent. The idea of having ‘one [system] to rule them all’ became a tantalising prospect after the American publication of An Actor Prepares in 1936, and it contributed greatly to the Dreyfus model of learning gaining a strong foothold in our drama schools. Stalwart Stanislavskians have taken generations of drama students from the novice to the proficient person. How many of them can boast the accolade of spawning experts I don’t know.


Take a look at this. I’ve taken this extract from an article in a special supplement on acting and performing that appeared in the Guardian on the work of Dee Cannon. Here she sets down an important part of her approach to acting, drawing on what Stanislavsky called ‘the given circumstances’:




This is based around Stanislavsky’s acting technique, and his seven key questions which, over the years, I have adapted into ten key acting questions every actor should answer in order to be a fully rounded and connected actor.




1. Who am I?


2. Where am I?


3. When is it?


4. Where have I just come from?


5. What do I want?


6. Why do I want it?


7. Why do I want it now?


8. What will happen if I don’t get it now?


9. What do I have to do to get what I want?


10. What must I overcome?








Ten answers to be found; ten things to remember; ten ‘shoulds’; ten rules of interpretation; ‘Ten Commandments’. They make us feel secure and confident in the knowledge that we’re in control and that we know exactly what we’re doing. And what could possibly be wrong with that? You might think the short answer is ‘Nothing’ – provided you don’t believe that answering all these questions is the only responsible way of making theatre. Conventional wisdom tells us that Dee Cannon’s ‘Ten Commandments’ are an intelligent set of choices that will eventually enable you to ‘become the character’. Almost all the actor training in the Western world is based on work like this, and it’s immensely useful. It’s probably the first thing I’d turn to if I were reading an obscure or complicated scene. But these rules are a world away from the sheer delight of throwing a shoe on the floor as hard as you can, just to make your friends jump.


The ‘Ten Commandments’ make complete sense and give us all the information we need to be (as Dee Cannon might say) a ‘fully rounded’ and ‘connected’ actor – but are these attributes absolutely vital on all occasions? They make a hopeless devising strategy, for example, and they’d make playing masks impossible because they’re more interpretive than provocative. They deal with circumstances that a good playwright will already have put in place. They’re a set of questions designed to enable you to connect with a dramatic situation that’s already written and firmly placed in the ‘there-and-then’, rather than compelling you to make your own choices and your own provocations in the ‘here-and-now’. And do you always need to be that connected? Isn’t it occasionally a good idea simply to be ‘dropped in it’, and to be deliberately ‘put in the shit’? Genuinely not knowing, and genuinely not understanding, are potentially powerful and profound impulses to play.


Directors like Alfred Hitchcock, for example, thought nothing of putting his actors into deeply uncomfortable, not to say dangerous, situations in order to get the right shot. The director Mike Leigh is likewise renowned for establishing situations where the actors are given no alternative but to be in the here-and-now. When the police came to arrest Imelda Staunton as Vera Drake, in the film of the same name, she genuinely had no idea what was happening, and the event took her completely by surprise. In fact, the police arrived in the middle of the family’s Sunday lunch. I doubt that any careful study of the ‘Ten Commandments’ helped her then. When you genuinely don’t know, then all you can do is ‘let it happen’ and follow your instincts. And a brilliant performance was the result.


It’s hardly surprising that so much acting training leaves you with a grim determination to ‘get it right’. It feels more assertive; you appear to be working with ‘rigour’ when you have something to achieve. Being prepared to simply ‘let it happen’ sounds unintelligent and irresponsible. The Dreyfus model of learning, at least up to the level of the proficient person, assures you that if you can ‘get it right’, then you know what you’re doing. But play has nothing to do with knowledge, and precious little to do with conscious understanding of any kind. It’s more about personal reactions than accurate interpretation and, as such, it’s a distinctly hit-and-miss affair: you might be good now, but if you don’t know what you’re doing, how will you ever repeat it?


But it’s ‘unreliable’, we’re told. ‘You work quicker, and with more confidence, when you know what you’re doing.’ As the director of the International School of Screen Acting once told me: ‘In an industry where time is money, who would you put your money on: the guy who’s just going to have a go, or the person who’s worked it all out beforehand?’ But I can’t answer that question until I know the person who’s up for ‘having a go’. If I trust that person, I’d let them ‘have a go’ every time, because I know I’d find it more exciting.


In making the astonishingly popular Danish TV series The Killing (2007), the actors were only given the script one episode at time. None of the actors involved knew who the killer was until the last possible moment. The effect was to fix our attention on every little detail. The body language was dripping with ambiguity and dramatic tension, and because we didn’t know whom we could trust, every turn of events became an open question, and the acting was correspondingly compelling to watch. It’s another example of instinctive reactions having more weight and complexity than actions that are preconceived.


Moshe Feldenkrais


The movement teacher Moshe Feldenkrais was a famous nuclear physicist, the first Caucasian judo black belt, and a seminal teacher of the way we learn through movement. Like Edward Petherbridge and the Dreyfus brothers, Feldenkrais maintained that we find the deepest and most creative learning for ourselves. He first came into prominence in the theatre world about forty years ago, through his work with Peter Brook, who invited him to work with his company at Bouffes du Nord in Paris, in the seventies.


Brook was at that time exploring a range of fundamental questions that were designed to take nothing for granted about our understanding of theatre, what it is and what it does. Questions such as: What is simplicity? What is fantasy? When does walking turn into dancing? Can actors create? Does creation happen by itself? What’s the relationship between the abstract and the real? Brook was sure that Feldenkrais could take them straight to the essence of how we learn, and for Brook, this went straight to the heart of the work.


Feldenkrais structured his teaching into what he called ‘Awareness Through Movement’ lessons that focused his teaching on tiny physical detail and made it very personal. There was no comparison between one individual and another, and certainly no universal standard to live up to. For Feldenkrais, the journey was more important than the arrival. In other words, he believed that we learn more from what we find on the way, in the form of little personal discoveries, than we ever do from a battle-scarred, dogged determination to ‘get there’ or to ‘get it right’. He’d tell you that there was a hidden agenda behind each movement, but it was up to you to find out what that was. There was no ‘right’ and ‘wrong’ for Feldenkrais: there were only differences. ‘Differences are interesting, differences are creative,’ he used to say. His work was more about personal play, and personal discovery, than any achievement that we might all recognise. But it’s the way he conducted his teaching that fascinates me.


Feldenkrais would never tell you why you were doing any particular movement, or where it was all leading. And that notion of not knowing is essential to the theme of personal exploration and discovery. If you don’t know why you’re doing something, your instinct to achieve is seriously compromised. It’s a direct invitation to do a movement purely for its own sake, just to see what it feels like.


An ‘Awareness Through Movement’ lesson could start from anywhere. It could be something as simple as sitting down, and moving your right shoulder and your head together in order to touch your cheek several times, and then resting. Then resuming the shoulder movement again and exploring the extent you can touch your shoulder with your chin, touch your shoulder with your ear, or perhaps slide your cheek against your shoulder from the ear to the chin. Variations like these keep us interested and entertained, but enthusiasm can easily slip into achievement.


This is where the ‘rests’ come in. These ‘rests’ are surprising, at first. After all, why rest when you’ve barely done anything? But the rests are another way of emphasising that you don’t know why you’re doing this movement. And it’s in the rests where the work really starts, because you’re not doing this to get fitter or to lose weight. It won’t improve your cardiovascular fitness. The rests give you the space and time to feel the consequences of the movement. This is where you can ‘listen in’ to what your shoulder feels like. And then start again.


The little variations on what it feels like to move the chin to the shoulder, as opposed to moving the ear to the shoulder, are an invitation to turn the movement into a game. Games are fun. Games are entertaining because their only function is to give pleasure and to keep that pleasure alive. And as long as the movement doesn’t hurt, and you don’t find yourself straining to go further, ‘finding the game’ gives you more to ‘suck and see’ when you’ve finished the movement. At the end of the sequence, when you stand up for that final ‘rest’, you can feel the difference between the right shoulder and the left. The feeling of ease and space in the right side of your neck, together with the fact that your right arm hangs in a different way than it did before and now seems to be half an inch longer, is fascinating.


This is a tiny fragment of a Feldenkrais lesson, but it illustrates my point. He might have called it a ‘lesson’, but I call it a ‘game’. Scientists would call it a ‘proprioceptive game’: in other words, a game to make you more aware of your own body, how you move and how you hold yourself. Feldenkrais was trying to inspire learning from the place where everything starts – namely, in the body. It’s an approach to learning based on the exploration of the physical movements of babies. After all, rolling over, standing up and learning to walk are the greatest physical achievements that the vast majority of us will ever experience.


The change of feeling at the end of that brief shoulder sequence is remarkable. But Feldenkrais wasn’t employed purely for actor maintenance; he was more than Peter Brook’s resident physio. Feldenkrais was there because his work was as much about play, exploration and creativity as it was about posture and economy. Which is a surprising conclusion to come from a respected scientist with a black belt in judo. The story goes that he suffered a serious knee injury and doctors told him that he’d never walk again without a stick, but his continual physical exploration proved them wrong and he went on to evolve a means of investigating how we learn.


I don’t think Feldenkrais would have been particularly interested in the Dreyfus model of learning. For all that it encourages you to look at the way you apply certain aspects of a received body of knowledge, in an ‘Awareness Through Movement’ lesson the last thing you need to know is your position on an ascending scale of expertise, especially when you’re letting things go their own way with nothing to achieve in the first place.


But Feldenkrais never completely turned his back on the scientific world. His early work with nuclear physics had given him some prestige, and he lectured at CERN, the European organisation for nuclear research, had many high-level neuroscientists as friends, and was exceptionally well read in all the new discoveries. He even followed his wife’s paediatric studies, en route to her becoming a doctor, but when people asked why he never obtained a medical qualification himself, he said that, if he had, he would have had to believe everything the clever doctors said; in which case he would never have been able to discover what he did.


In the Beginning was the Mask…


Feldenkrais doesn’t stand alone, however, in dashing the myth of the expert and casting ‘you’ in that role right from the start. Jacques Copeau made no attempt to put on record his ideas on actor training that he’d developed at his school in Burgundy. He discovered that his students embraced his ideas more effectively when left to play with them on their own. Rather than leading from the front, Copeau developed a style of teaching that enabled his students to evolve ideas for themselves, and he’d let their preoccupations shape the curriculum. In the long run he found it more exciting to play along with them rather than tell them what to do. In that way they were all involved in the same process of discovery.


The Handkerchief Game


The story goes that Copeau was once confronted with a young actor who was so consumed with self-consciousness that she found it impossible to keep still. In a final act of desperation, he draped a handkerchief over her entire face, like a veil. Apparently, this bizarre initiative immediately made her feel incognito and therefore more comfortable in herself, which enabled her to stop fidgeting, stay still, and to engage more directly with the experience of being on stage: a bit like covering a budgie’s cage in order to send it to sleep. The success with the handkerchief, so we’re told, gave Copeau the idea of using masks to train actors, which in turn led him to reconsider his entire approach to acting and theatre-making, and to start a tradition of actor training based on instinctive play inspired by mask-work.


In the 1950s, Copeau’s nephew, Michel Saint-Denis, brought these ideas about using masks in training actors over to England. At this time the movers and shakers of British theatre were hungry for new ideas and Saint-Denis was able to work alongside the best of them. At the Royal Court, he worked closely with George Devine, who passed these new ideas on to Keith Johnstone, whose book Impro has had a seminal influence on our training and theatre-making in England to this day. In France, Jean Dorcy, a former student of Copeau, passed his version of Copeau’s teaching on to the young Jacques Lecoq, who in turn passed it on to Philippe Gaulier and Monika Pagneux. They’re all very different teachers, but they all use masks to some extent in their work, and they all value play as a vital growth point in theatre-making.


The theory behind the Handkerchief Game is that covering her face gave this young girl something to hide behind. Once she was safe in the knowledge that so much of her face was hidden, she felt that her feelings were also hidden and she could relax and build a warmer relationship with the audience.


There are two ways of playing Copeau’s Handkerchief Game. You can either drape the handkerchief to cover the entire face like a veil, or you can fold it diagonally in half and tie it over your nose and mouth, like a bank robber in an old cowboy film. The veil version of the game has the effect of putting up a tangible barrier between you and the audience. This barrier not only hides your features but it also restricts what you can do. It covers your eyes and obscures your vision, which inevitably slows you down, and compels you to focus your attention on where you are and what you’re doing. On the outside, the veil is a complete covering and a constant reminder that this is a piece of material put in place to hide something, which makes you look more enigmatic. Under a veil you need no further confirmation that you’re completely hidden, which gives you the space to interact with the people watching you.


The bank-robber version only covers half your face. On the inside you still feel anonymous and hidden, but you feel more in control than you do with the veil version because you can see exactly where you are, whilst being safe in the knowledge that we can’t see the bottom half of your face. From the outside, there’s less mystery in a face whose eyes we can see. We might not have a whole face to work with, but the eyes are clearly visible and informative. The trouble is that we don’t necessarily believe what they’re telling us because we can’t see what your mouth is doing, and because we don’t see why you’ve covered your face in this way in the first place. We like a face to give us the complete picture. From the outside you look more intriguing than enigmatic.


I’ve played both versions of the Handkerchief Game and found that it reflects something crucial about the way that masks work. My distinct preference is for the veil version because it has the strongest impact for all concerned. To have a piece of cloth draped over your face when you’re nervous and self-conscious, or brimming over with adrenalin, will certainly inspire a complete change of feeling. The veil version of the game works more like a full-mask, namely a mask that covers the entire face. The bank-robber version, however, works more like a half-mask, where only half of the face is covered. From the outside, the veil has the effect of taking you out of the picture completely because we have no face with discernible features for us to relate to. We all know it’s there, but we can’t see it, and we can’t read your intentions. The bank-robber version tends to be more fun because its more like an audacious joke. It personifies the lie that you can’t see my whole face, but that it doesn’t matter. It does matter. The more we don’t believe you, the more you’re impelled to mess about for the fun of it.


This is the game that gave Copeau the inspiration to use masks as a means of training actors and in doing so opened up a whole new raft of work that we’re still reaping the benefits of today. (The only trouble is that so few of us carry freshly laundered handkerchiefs around with us these days. Paper tissues are simply not the same. I use scraps of material.)


The big lesson to be learned from the Handkerchief Game is the role of the eyes in mask-work.


The Spectacles Game


Bring the tips of your forefingers and the tips of your thumbs together to make two circles, like a bizarre pair of glasses. If you now lift them to your face, and look through the holes you’ve made, and then look at another person through your spectacles, you’ll start to feel hidden. If you look closely at the person next to you, then suddenly remove your hands from your eyes, you’ll immediately feel exposed. If you then look out from behind your hands, you’ll get the stupid idea that you can’t be seen, in spite of the fact that you could hardly make yourself more conspicuous.


This is the effect that the Handkerchief Game is referring to, but it doesn’t work if you don’t cover your eyes in some way. If you play the bank-robber version of the Handkerchief Game, and if you bring the top fold of the handkerchief so close to your eyes that you’re aware of a dark line of the material just below your line of vision, you’ll feel just as ‘hidden’ as you do from looking out from behind your hands. In the veil version of the game the facial covering is more complete. Your eyes disappear completely, to the point where your inability to see clearly becomes a useful restriction to play with. The big eyeholes created by the thumbs and forefingers in the Spectacles Game give you no perceivable restrictions at all, but your awareness of your fingers round your eyes, and the occasional dark shadows they create, give you the feeling of being hidden. But if you now curl your index fingers up against your thumbs in order to make a set of very small holes to look through – what we might call ‘pinhole eyes’ – you’ll immediately see how visual restriction is a vital part of mask design.


If you want a mask that can move and react quickly, you need large eyeholes. But if you want the mask to move slowly and carefully, the smaller eyeholes will be more appropriate.


I’ve tried the Handkerchief Game for myself, in similar circumstances to those that Copeau was confronted with in the 1930s, when he originally invented the game. I was working at a drama school in North London, some time in the seventies, and I can assure you that the Handkerchief Game didn’t work for me at all. I adopted exactly the same strategy as outlined in the Copeau story. I was working with a first-year drama student, consumed with self-consciousness, but the moment I covered her face with a cloth, the audience exploded into laughter, and she abruptly pulled it off and sat down again, feeling even worse than she had when she started. The group told me that she looked like a medium in a séance when I draped the cloth over her face, and concluded that the game was bizarre.
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