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Preface


Someone once said that talking about music is like dancing architecture: I wonder what they would say about a book describing the process of physical theatre. It is incredibly hard to talk about a creative process whose medium of exchange is primarily the body: even when teaching the spoken word comes second to the physical exercise. Although language is used through the teaching and creative process it plays a secondary role, a supporting role. You can explain, encourage, describe, coach, suggest images, metaphors and similes, you can use language with all its powers of description and suggestion, but only to help the other person (student or colleague) perform the physical movement with the qualities that you had envisaged: but finally the rightness – dare one say ‘truth’? – of the move or exercise is something that can only be felt, as Dymphna so aptly puts it, through the body.


This book is a mixture of three inter-related elements – it is a mapping of the field of physical theatre, a gathering of collective wisdom about the teaching and making of that work, and some forty or fifty really useful exercises and games. Putting these three together mean that this book is a long-overdue manifesto for physical theatre – which still remains marginal within the predominantly text-based theatre of Britain. New Theatre is often taken as being synonymous with New Writing, yet physical theatre, although ‘New’, is invisible to many theatre commentators because its performance text isn’t written. Matters are made even worse because physical theatre isn’t easy to define, which may explain why the first question of the book is ‘What is physical theatre?’ Her introduction answers this question with some common sense definitions and descriptions. Hopefully this will create a more general awareness of this dimension of theatre and thus broaden our understanding of the scope and possibility of the medium.


When one thinks of a physical approach to theatre the names Eugenio Barba, Jerze Grotowski and Jacques Lecoq, immediately spring to mind. No-one can doubt the huge influence that these men have had on how we teach and practise contemporary theatre, and Dymphna makes ample



reference to their writings and thought, but, just as importantly, she brings to our notice a new generation of teachers and practitioners who are making their own researches and discoveries. While it has been my job as director of the International Workshop Festival (IWF) to be informed about the field of professional training, I have found much in this book that is completely new to me and have been obliged to revise my image of the state of physical theatre in Britain. It’s not just the references to a wider body of work – she includes lesser-known figures such as Roy Hart and Moshe Feldenkrais – but her acknowledgement of young British practitioners like Lucy O’Rorke of Bouge-de-la, or Hayley Carmichael of Told By An Idiot. Of course it is important to know where the first ideas and impulses for this movement in theatre came from, but it is equally important for the British reader to know what is happening now, here in Britain. Scratch below the surface of West End and commercial theatre and you find a thriving culture of experiment and innovation.


I said that this book was a mixture of three things – tour d’horizon of the field, and a gathering of theoretical reflections and practical exercises. The breadth of her reading and research is reflected in the bibliography, but this doesn’t account for her feeling for practice. A key to this lies in her references to some of the video-documentations produced by Peter Hulton’s Arts Documentation Unit (notably, workshops given as part of the International Workshop Festival by Gennadi Bogdanov and Jos Houben in 1996). What her bibliography doesn’t mention is that Dymphna has been a participant in many IWF workshops over the years: she may be an experienced teacher and now a published author but she still has the wisdom and humility to be open to new practices and approaches to theatre. Her book about practice is the result of experiences and understandings that have happened through her own body. I was first aware of her voice in the 1998 International Workshop Festival when the theme for the workshops and discussions was Rhythm. Dymphna was in the audience for every discussion and demonstration and became an invaluable contributor to our proceedings. One evening I needed to know the source for E.M. Forster’s phrase ‘Only connect’ – Howard’s End came the reply from Dymphna. It is appropriate that it was she who proffered this information since Forster’s injunction is most apposite when thinking about the contents and argument of Through the Body. One of the problems the book addresses is precisely the need to connect body and mind and its extension into practice and theory.




While it is true there is no canonical body of physical theatre performance, there is a certain body of knowledge that has been slowly built up over the last century. There is – thankfully – no universal system for creating or teaching physical theatre, however what does exist is a wealth of practical know-how, an oral tradition whose sources are often undiscoverable. This wisdom is passed between practitioners and from teacher to pupil in the form of exercises and games – they are often introduced with the phrase ‘I first came across this exercise when I was working with x’, because very often no-one knows who first created it. Peter Brook tells the story of a friend who met him and was full of praise for his exercise. ‘Which one is that?’ Brook asked. His friend demonstrated it and Brook smiled. ‘It’s a great exercise, and I’ll use it now, but I didn’t create it.’ This is why I say the tradition is Oral – passed on from practitioner to practitioner. However the exercises themselves aren’t as important as what one does with them. Very often a teacher will begin a description of an exercise by saying ‘You probably know this exercise already, but please pay attention because I have put it to rather a different use.’ As he closes his book Theatre Games, Clive Barker hands on the responsibility for the games he has described to the reader:





The work set out is my work and no-one else’s. It does not ‘belong’ even to those actors who have worked for long periods with me. Whoever takes the work from me immediately makes it his own and from that moment accepts the responsibility for whatever he does. He is also entitled to the full credit for whatever use he can make of it.


Theatre Games, Methuen, p 217


With exercises you don’t have creators but carriers.


This gets to the heart of the problem of the exchange of knowledge in the field of physical theatre – can it be conveyed through the written word, that is, in a book? I think if Dymphna had simply offered us a series of recipes for making good theatre the attempt would have failed: what she has very wisely done is to mix the exercises and games with comment, anecdote and theoretical reflection. Apart from this commentary she has grouped them thematically and progressively – another sensible idea. In this way she provides a context for the exercises, demonstrating what they mean for the actor and teacher, and what other fields they touch on.


Let me now develop the distinction between a book of theatre exercises and a recipe book. Firstly, the instructions in a recipe can be easily followed



as long as you have the right ingredients and equipment and, secondly, whoever makes it, the recipe will taste much the same if followed to the letter – which is not the case with a theatre exercise. There are three stages in understanding an exercise – firstly grasping the instruction at the level of language, secondly translating it into a physical movement and thirdly being sensitive to the emotional effect this has upon you. Even in that bible of theatre practice, Grotowski’s Towards a Poor Theatre, I find some of the exercises impossible to understand even at the level of language. I can’t figure out what’s going on. Dymphna has been wise in keeping her exercises simple. But even if we do understand them we then must ask ourselves what are they for? Exercises aren’t a recipe for success, rather they are open structures by means of which we can make psycho-physical connections within ourselves. They are possible pathways through our mental and physical structure which can lead toward a mental and emotional experience. So learning the exercise as some kind of routine that must be repeated until mastered is totally redundant: you will simply be involved in a dogged and deadly repetition. I remember being taught an incredibly complex exercise by Romanian director and teacher Andrei Serban (who worked with Peter Brook’s International Centre for Theatre Research in 1971). One participant assured him that he would practise it assiduously until it could be performed on stage: Andrei laughed and replied ‘But this exercise is completely stupid! Its only function is to get you co-ordinated.’ The exercise is there to make contact, within yourself and between you and others – you have to be mentally present, alert and available at and to every moment. That is the only way they will be able to make something happen.


All this goes to say that I am glad that Dymphna has not written a handbook. This is not a do-it-yourself guide to physical theatre practice – it is a fantastic sounding of the collective wisdom in this field as seen from a British perspective. And it is now our responsibility to use these ideas and exercises wisely.


DICK McCAW
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Through the Body


Ideal acting is the expression
of the metaphysical through physical acts:
ideal theatre is the creation of an invisible world
through visual presentation.


Yoshi Oida











Introduction


ABOUT THIS BOOK


This book offers a series of workshop exercises designed to activate a physical approach to acting. It is based on personal experience, both as a participant in a wide range of workshops run by contemporary practitioners and in my own teaching. It is rooted in conversations with a host of physical theatre companies and practitioners which have been an invaluable source of inspiration and information, and in my work with student actors.


The characteristics of physical theatre are many and varied. Indeed the term is virtually impossible to define. Yet the emergence of physical theatre at the turn of the millennium seems to represent a change in the nature of acting in response to a shift away from text-based theatre and the Stanislavskian notion of interpreting a role. This is exemplified not only in the increasing number of companies devising their own work, but in the way they train and work in the process of making theatre. And the way they train and work is summed up in the title of this book: through the body.


Ultimately good acting is about liberating the imagination. And my fundamental guiding principle is that working through the body can achieve this. My investigations into the ideas and practices of twentieth-century practitioners seem to support this theory and throughout the book I introduce the key principles behind their work, and offer suggestions for exploring these principles in action, through games and exercises.


Each section of the book embraces a coherent area of practical work, contextualised by material exploring its significance to twentieth-century theatre practice. Within each section the exercises demonstrate concepts and provide a skills base which can be utilised in generating a common physical vocabulary for performers. Exercises for individual actors are incorporated alongside group activities.


The rest of this introduction gives a brief overview of the history and origins of physical theatre, placing current practice in the heritage of twentieth-century experimentation in theatre. SECTION ONE concerns preparatory body work, incorporating Awareness, Articulation, Energy and Neutrality, laying foundations on which later work can be developed. SECTION TWO explores the basics of Mask-work, which I have found invariably effective as a catalyst for releasing the physical actor. This is followed by an investigation of the Body in Space, Presence, Complicité, Play and Audience in THE PLAYFUL BODY before moving on to more detailed work on Rhythm, Sound and Emotion in THE SENTIENT BODY. The book culminates in sections on ĐEVISING, including how to structure materials as well as generating ideas, and on applying work to text in THE PHYSICAL TEXT.


The importance of training in physical theatre cannot be over-emphasised. Control of the body and somatic interaction are keystones of physical acting. Yet as the first section points out, working through the body is not purely a matter of enhancing your physical responses. Regular work with the body also improves both your mental and emotional reflexes. Many of the exercises in this book work indirectly, via a ricochet effect, in the same way as training operates in sports like football, or as musicians practise scales and arpeggios. Mask work, for example, clarifies gesture, whilst work on rhythm has a whole host of applications. Ultimately, the aim is to develop understanding of acting as a combination of imagination and technique. The experience of doing the exercises lays down ‘circuits’ in the body which are reactivated at a later date. In other words, the body remembers.


WHAT IS PHYSICAL THEATRE?


At its best, all theatre is physical.1


At its simplest, physical-theatre is theatre where the primary means of creation occurs through the body rather than through the mind. In other words, the somatic impulse is privileged over the cerebral in the making process. This is true whether the product is an original devised piece or an interpretation of a scripted text. This does not mean that the intellectual demands of the idea or script are jettisoned. The intellectual is grasped through the physical engagement of the body because, as Lecoq puts it, ‘the body knows things about which the mind is ignorant’.2




From the spectators’ point of view, physical theatre accentuates the audience’s imaginative involvement and engagement with what is taking place on stage. There is a greater emphasis on exploiting the power of suggestion; environments and worlds are created onstage by actors and design elements provoke the imaginations of the spectators, rather than furnishing the stage with literal replications of life. This is related to a pronounced emphasis on the alive-ness of the theatre event and the body-consciousness of the performers.


Understanding and preferencing the living quality of a theatre event lies at the heart of physical theatre. In a sense all the other features emanate from this. Physical theatre acknowledges the relationship between the stage and spectator in a way that, for example, film does not – and cannot even though film can represent reality – and that fourth-wall naturalistic theatre does not because its very nature is to pretend that the audience is not there. In essence, the idea behind naturalism is that the audience is watching a film, that they are the eye of the camera in a fixed position; a literal translation of events is placed on stage. In physical theatre the two-way current between stage and spectator does not operate merely at the level of suspense and empathy, but embraces the visual and visceral. Watching becomes a sensory experience, the magical and illusory qualities of the experience are paramount.


Physical theatre is not codifiable. The term is applied to such a diverse range of work that it has become virtually undefinable. Yet some significant parallels emerge from any investigation of those working in this field, and these features serve as a broad paradigm:













	•

	the emphasis is on the actor-as-creator rather than the actor-as-interpreter






	•

	the working process is collaborative






	•

	the working practice is somatic






	•

	the stage-spectator relationship is open






	•

	the live-ness of the theatre medium is paramount.







The method of working is based on the idea that theatre is about craft, celebration and play, rooted in collaboration, and made by an ensemble dedicated to discovering a collective imagination.




CONTEMPORARY PHYSICAL THEATRE


Over the last three decades, a whole raft of companies have emerged who fall into the category of physical theatre. The most influential to date is probably Theatre de Complicité whose work twenty years on is grounded in beautifully choreographed stage movement and continues to surprise and challenge audiences. Their newest piece, The Noise of Time (2001), is a collaboration between the company and The Emerson String Quartet. This meditation on the life of Shostakovich, in which actors move but do not speak and which culminates in the Emerson’s playing of the last quartet, represents a further innovative dimension of much physical theatre: the cross-fertilisation between theatre and other art forms. Examples of cross-art collaborations, such as Improbable Theatre’s vibrant retelling of ghoulish nursery tales Shockheaded Peter (1999) which incorporated music from the self-styled ‘junk opera’ group Tiger Lilies, are increasingly prevalent.


Many current practitioners resent the way their work is categorised as ‘physical theatre’ when they maintain that they are simply making ‘theatre’, and their work should be viewed as innovative rather than marginalised by bracketing. Lloyd Newson complains the phrase ‘physical theatre’ is attached to anything which doesn’t fit the staid conventions of commercial theatre. And as the examples above show, physical theatre tends to defy conventional views of what constitutes ‘theatre’.


The term ‘physical theatre’ has evolved as a catch-all phrase to describe touring theatre companies whose work has a strong visual dimension, companies who have developed a theatrical style which focuses attention on the physicality of the performers, and those defining themselves as ‘new mime’.3 However, it was the dance company, DV8 Physical Theatre, who first used the term consciously in their name and whose impact meant it became more widely used.


DV8 was founded in 1986 by Australian Lloyd Newson who maintains that ‘physical theatre’ ‘is a Grotowski-based term’.4 The company quickly became renowned for their high level of physical (and emotional) risk in performance, and the fact that for the first time in contemporary dance, dancers spoke. Their focus on issues of identity, on matters of genuine concern to the dancers on stage, meant the content was also seen as radical. It was as though issue-based theatre had infiltrated the dance world.




Unlike many choreographers, Newson encouraged his dancers to create rather than simply interpret. Work was devised by the company through shared research and praxis. For Newson, language is a tool on a par with any other performance dimension, such as film, video, music.5 The way dance has been reinvented in DV8’s work is a challenge to preconceptions about divisions in the performing arts.


The arrival of this ‘new dance’ occurred at the same time as a host of theatre makers began reclaiming the language of the body, questioning the hierarchy of the word in traditional theatre. They were creating new work (frequently, as in the case of DV8, devised by the performers) with a deliberate focus on the physicality of performance. Examples of such companies include: Moving Picture Mime Show, Trestle Theatre, The Right Size, Kaos Theatre, Foursight Theatre, Bouge-de-la, Reject’s Revenge, David Glass Ensemble, Volcano Theatre, Improbable Theatre and Theatre de Complicité. Having begun life on the fringe, many of these companies are now making inroads into mainstream theatre, notably Theatre de Complicité, The Right Size and Kaos Theatre.


DV8 have been cited as the first British exponents of German tanztheater, best known through the work of Pina Bausch. And this European connection is important, for the growth of physical theatre in Britain owes much to cross-channel influences, not least the schools of Jacques Lecoq and Etienne Decroux in Paris, where many young actors have gone to train since the 1960s. Steven Berkoff, for example, burst onto the London theatre scene in the 1970s with a distinctive high-octane performance style rooted in his training with Lecoq, and inspired a new generation of performers keen to explore mime and movement techniques.


The impetus of what has become known as ‘new mime’, promoted primarily by the ideas of Lecoq and Decroux, has carried the physical theatre movement in Britain forward and their theories feature significantly in this book. But contemporary physical theatre is not limited to the influence of these two practitioners. It draws on the whole gamut of theatrical experimentation in Europe from the beginnings of the 20th century, from Meyerhold through to Grotowski and Barba. Whilst the founder members of Theatre de Complicité trained with Lecoq, the members of Foursight Theatre met at Exeter University where they were inspired by their work on Grotowski, and Told By An Idiot met at Middlesex University working with John Wright. Other companies have mixed influences, for example, Kaos Theatre, Frantic Assembly, Volcano. What they share is a commitment to the concept of the creative actor, to a physical approach to performance where language is only one of the performance elements, to the notion that within every actor lies creative potential which can be accessed through imaginative play.


When Newson writes that ‘the visceral power of dance precedes thought, that’s its power’, he is reiterating Eugenio Barba’s belief that true creativity resides in the ‘pre-expressive’ realm. As its name suggests, the pre-expressive is the pre-verbal, that hinterland of creative potential which is the source of artistic expression. Accessing this through provoking imaginative, somatic responses of performers in the making process is the aim. The paradigm of progressing from impulse to movement to action to gesture to sound to word, is one to which all the practitioners mentioned in this book subscribe, Newton included, and is articulated by Peter Brook in The Empty Space, when he states that ‘a word does not begin as a word, … it begins as an impulse’.6


In physical theatre, whether the performers are dancers or actors, the process is still the same: ideas are scored in rehearsal through the body. Everyone starts by searching for the somatic impulse.


ORIGINS


Although the term ‘physical theatre’ is a recent coinage, its heritage is considerably older. The impetus of French ‘new mime’ espoused by Etienne Decroux and Jean Dorcy, for example, was inspired by Jacques Copeau, and Copeau himself was inspired by circus artists and the traditions of commedia dell’arte and Japanese Noh theatre.


The origins of physical theatre are complex, and any investigation of its roots leads backwards through the developments in experimental theatre which represent challenges to naturalism. For at the centre of physical theatre lies a desire to make theatre that reaches beyond realism, theatre which challenges the idea that a singly-authored text is primarily what constitutes a ‘play’, theatre which resists naturalistic approaches to performance, theatre where the spoken word is regarded as just one element of the performance idiom.


The legacy of theatrical experimentation in the twentieth century has far outreached the boundaries of the naturalism with which it began. At the beginning of the century theatre-makers were forced to re-assess the medium of theatre with the arrival of film. Realism had not yet been fully explored, yet cinema’s consummate ability to render credible representations of reality challenged the newly-minted concept of naturalism. Was theatre necessary any more if film could fulfil the demands of realism more effectively? Shouldn’t theatre relinquish naturalistic copying of nature in the same way that painters had given up copying with the onset of photography?


At the same time as cinema burst on the scene, painting and sculpture were catapulted into unfamiliar territory by the arrival of Cubism. Received ideas about how we see and interpret the visual were suddenly questionable. The focus shifted from what we see to how we see. This seismic revolt against verisimilitude had its echoes in literature, as the Russian Formalists suggested the purpose of the writer was to make the familiar unfamiliar, and in music, where atonalism challenged the supremacy of melody.


This radical reassessment of realism prompted a revival of interest in commedia dell’arte. Artists found in commedia a new inspiration; commedia’s underlying sense of parody and irony, its fragmentation and framing devices became tools for the modernists, and its themes and images permeated popular entertainment. In the early decades of the twentieth century, the commedia influence was evident across the spectrum of the arts: in ballet, with the stunningly sensual new ballets of Diaghalev; in music, with Erik Satie and Schoenberg, Debussy, Prokofiev and Stravinsky all making significant use of it; specifically in painting with Picasso’s preference for Harlequin in his early career; and on screen too with the character creations of Charlie Chaplin and Buster Keaton.


There was a distinct move away from the notion of art as a reflection of reality. Instead artists began to claim a deeper re-presentation of life in distorted and increasingly abstract images which refracted life, as though through a broken mirror or prism, to reveal a darker truth. They found in commedia an artifice which privileged the secular, sometimes the vulgar, but was never cheaply escapist. For the comedic calls up the tragicomic; and in its excessive laughter lie both the seeds of the absurd and the pathos of humanity.


In theatre, Craig, Meyerhold and Copeau turned to commedia for its inherent theatricality, its emphasis on the visual and on the actor as a highly sophisticated physical improviser. For these three, naturalism, with its emphasis on literal replication of reality, had become a dead weight which stifled the imagination: the stage had become the province of scenic painters and technicians, and actors succumbed to either rhetorical or emotionally indulgent delivery.


Craig railed against the creeping influence of Stanislavsky, with actors imitating everyday human behaviour which he saw as artless copying, merely ‘kinship with the ventriloquist’.7 But whilst he condemned Stanislavsky’s ‘system’, along with any other systemised approach to acting, he maintained that movement and voice production should and could be taught. His ideal would be a ‘school of experiment’ because ‘when you experiment, you find out for yourself’.8


As the Moscow Art Theatre continued its explorations of pictorial realism under Stanislavsky, his former pupil Meyerhold dismantled the proscenium arch and trained his actors to sculpt themselves in three-dimensional space through Biomechanics (which is dealt with in detail later in this book). His highly dynamic stage compositions utilised the relationship between actors’ bodies to convey meaning rather than relying on words and behavioural gesture.


At around the same time in Paris, Copeau replaced the footlights and curtains with a thrust stage decorated only by platform levels, which focused attention on the actor’s body. We owe the modern idea of scenic simplicity largely to Copeau; his principles of scenic design championed a lack of inanimate decoration, movable props, and the active role of light.9 As the practitioner who introduced the idea of physical training, games and free improvisation into the rehearsal room, he has also been called the ‘father of modern theatre’.10


The visual impetus which these three practitioners brought to the art of theatre has been sustained and reinforced by theatre-makers whose concern has been to reinstate theatre as an art which fuses image and sound, gesture and word, rather than one dominated by the literary text.11


The prophetic Antonin Artaud went further than his predecessors and dispensed with the architecture of theatre altogether, proposing a large unadorned space where the audience would be engulfed by the action, affected on a physiological level by the intensity of action and sound. The spoken word had become merely utilitarian for him, and thereby impotent. His vision was of a ‘language half-way between gesture and thought’ where words took on ‘something of the significance they have in dreams’.12 His ideal performance was the antithesis of realism: a polyphony of unpredictable sounds and movement serving a metaphysics-in-action, confrontational and disturbing. And, although he never achieved his ideal theatre, Artaud’s vision of theatre’s visual and visceral nature has influenced many post-war practitioners.


It was Copeau who recognised the concept of the ‘total actor’ rooted in corporeal awareness and expression, and his particular passion for mask work inspired his pupil, Etienne Decroux, to rescue the art of mime from naturalism and develop it into a strongly sculptural form.13 Decroux was a purist who kept mime silent, but he also championed the ideal of performers creating their own work. His collaborator, Jean-Louis Barrault, was influenced by Artaud and recognised the possibilities of speech in mime, thereby realising the concept of ‘total theatre’ through the individual.14 It is this idea of mime as a ‘tool for the actor’ which underpins much of the work of Jacques Lecoq, who is central to the development of physical theatre.


The legacy of Copeau is pivotal to developments in physical theatre. His ideas on actor training have filtered through British theatre via his nephew Michel Saint-Denis, who founded the Old Vic Theatre School in London. More significantly, Lecoq falls into his lineage, as Lecoq first learned about theatre and acting from Copeau’s daughter Marie-Therese and her husband Jean Dasté in prewar France.


Jacques Lecoq is a key figure in post-war physical theatre because so many contemporary exponents have trained with him and continue to pass on his training methods through their education work.15 Distinguished graduates include Steven Berkoff, Ariane Mnouchkine, Philippe Gaulier (who now runs his own school in and from London),16 and the founder members of Theatre de Complicité. Lecoq’s ideas have permeated physical theatre in direct and indirect ways, through the work of his graduates in both Europe and the rest of the world. But he is not the only major figure in the development of physical theatre. He is one of a second wave of theatre reformers who continue to exert strong influences, notably Joan Littlewood, Peter Brook, Jerzy Grotowski and Eugenio Barba, whose ideas and practice all feature in this book.


Like their predecessors, this second wave of theatre reformers have turned to the pre-Enlightenment idea of the actor-as-creator, the popular commedia ideal of the actor as improviser/dancer/acrobat, and to the corporeal techniques of mime artists to fuel their experiments. They have looked eastwards too, following Copeau, Meyerhold and Artaud in investigating Asian theatre forms, with their highly disciplined and stylised performance modes. The work of these reformers has yet to be fully digested and their impact assessed, but their collective emphasis on working through the body lies at the heart of their influence.


The liberated sixties ushered in a new emphasis on theatre as a live event, theatre as a vibrant encounter between stage and spectator. This was partly a reaction to the passivity of the film medium, but also to the conservatism of commercial theatre, with its reactionary content and conventional forms. The forerunner of this was Joan Littlewood’s Theatre Workshop, where actors were trained physically through Laban, and developed a highly visual ensemble style. Grotowski paved the way for further investigation of the craft of the actor and the actor-spectator relationship with his Laboratory Theatre in Poland. And Eugenio Barba, a one-time apprentice of Grotowski’s, who did much to publicise his work in the West, set up his own experimental company, Odin Teatret, in Denmark.


It was in 1968 Peter Brook published The Empty Space in which he suggests that for language to re-emerge, theatre may need to go through a period of ‘image-saturation’, and his work at that time (the seminal productions of Marat/Sade and A Midsummer Night’s Dream) demonstrated an intense awareness of the visual potential of theatre. At the same time, Jacques Lecoq was suggesting that when theatre loses its way it resorts to mime to renew itself, and so began schooling his students in new mime techniques.


In the following decade two directors in particular made an impact on London stages with new vibrant image-based theatre: Mike Alfreds and his company Shared Experience with Arabian Nights and Bleak House and Steven Berkoff with Metamorphosis, The Trial and East.17 Neither employed technological solutions to place and props. The spectacle was created by the actors alone – on an empty stage.


The vitality of Shared Experience, who ‘slipped in and out of stories created … on a bare stage’18 without costume, set and with only the simplest lighting, rested on the fact that Alfreds believed the actor was the one essential in theatre. Moreover, he believed in the power of the actor’s imagination to transform herself and to transport the audience. Although untrained in mime, Alfreds began to develop the mime skills of his company through trial and error, gradually building a common language and a close-knit ensemble where they could be open and daring, able to take risks and play in the moment. His particular emphasis on the actor-as-storyteller has influenced many since.




Berkoff had studied mime with Claude Chagrin and Lecoq in Paris. Lecoq’s techniques ‘gave me the opportunity to invent ways of presenting works whereby all elements of the human being are brought into motion. Some call it ‘total theatre’ and nowadays ‘physical theatre.’19


THERE IS NO THEORY


If the origins and breadth of physical theatre are difficult to disentangle, the notion of a theory is equally problematic.


Stanislavsky believed that the techniques of a single universal system of actor training could be applied to the creation of any form of theatre, yet many practitioners have found his emphasis on building a text-based role has limitations.20 Whereas Stanislavsky attempted to construct a system based on acting techniques for texts, others have searched for principles which govern acting per se. In so doing, they have rejected the notion of a system. Peter Brook sums this up in his statement: ‘We have a theory which is an anti-theory: that no method exists.’21 What does exist, however, is a belief in the idea of the actor-as-creator, as opposed to the actor-as-interpreter.


The idea of the actor-as-creator underpins this book. And the philosophies and experiments of a range of key directors and practitioners who have championed actor-centred theatre will be evident: Vsevelod Meyerhold (1874-1938), Jacques Copeau (1879-1949), Antonin Artaud (1896-1948), Joan Littlewood (1914- ), Jerzy Grotowski (1933-1999), Eugenio Barba (1934- ), Peter Brook (1925- )and Jacques Lecoq (1921-1999). All have worked as directors, exploring their ideas through the process of making theatre. And all have, in various ways, removed the text from the actor in training to focus on improvisation. None of them, however, subscribes to the notion that actor-training can be systemised.


The writings of theatre practitioners are letters from the chalk face rather than ‘theories’. Practitioners practise first, and make their discoveries on the studio or rehearsal-room floor in much the same way as the scientist conducts experiments in a laboratory. However, these are not as readily codifiable as a scientific experiment, where a mathematical equation may offer a solution to the problem. In theatre, experiments constitute a constant search which will never reach a quantifiable conclusion. Experiments may, however, reach a qualitative conclusion: ‘it works or it doesn’t’ is the maxim, where the measuring stick is an informed artistic sensibility.




Much of this book is about cultivating that artistic sensibility. It is only through ‘doing’ that you will understand. And that ‘doing’ has to be a commitment to discovery rather than merely to acquiring technique.


The rejection of theory does not mean the rejection of training. Quite the reverse, in fact, as all the practitioners who feature in this book maintain that training is fundamental. There might be no single method or route; the many pathways are not necessarily mutually exclusive, although they may differ considerably in their emphasis. What unites them is the belief that training for the creative actor means working through the body.


Whilst dancers and musicians are expected to train and practise, the actor somehow is not. There has been resistance in the West to the notion of physical training in the misplaced belief that somehow it limits an actor and denies spontaneity. Yet we see in music highly-trained and practised jazz musicians like John Coltrane and Keith Jarret producing complex improvisations and interpretations, both as individuals and as part of an ensemble, precisely because of their mastery of technique.


Decroux held an unswerving belief that mastering technique liberated the artist. And the notion that technique arms the artist underpins the disciplined approach of post-war practitioners. Barba claims that ‘performers who work within a network of codified rules have a greater freedom than those who – like [Western] performers – are prisoners of arbitrariness and an absence of rules’.22 And for Grotowski, ‘Spontaneity and discipline, far from weakening each other, mutually reinforce themselves … to become the real source of acting that glows. This lesson was neither understood by Stanislavsky, who let natural impulses dominate, nor by Brecht, who gave too much emphasis to the construction of a role’.23


In searching for a grammar of acting, practitioners have found different solutions. Copeau and Lecoq have espoused the virtues of mask work, finding in the alchemy of actor and mask a potent catalyst for actor-training, whilst Littlewood found in Laban the physical impetus for training her actors. Meyerhold gives us an extremely precise physical language for the actor in Biomechanics. Barba’s actors have developed their own individual training programmes from gymnastics and acrobatics.


Highly disciplined training is fundamental to Eastern theatre, and Eastern performers continue to fascinate Western practitioners with their presence, their physical stamina and control, their ability to command the space and the spectator’s attention. Meyerhold became intrigued by Mei Lang, Artaud by the Balinese performers. Barba’s interest in Asian performers was sparked by his observation of their ability to project a powerful presence seemingly beyond the reach of European actors. Brook has adopted some of the Japanese Noh master Zeami’s concepts in his practise, the use of ‘Jo-Ha-Kyu’ for example, which is investigated in detail later in the section on RHYTHM.


Examples of exercises and methods used by key practitioners appear regularly in this book, and I frequently draw parallels between them, and with Eastern practises where appropriate, in order to demonstrate the correspondences between them. One can detect similarities between practitioners even if they were not necessarily influenced by each other. Meyerhold’s notion of the actor in space strongly resembles Lecoq’s, for example, although Meyerhold’s emphasis on the distortion of the body is more apparent in Barba’s anthropological interrogations of performance energies, and similar observations to those of Meyerhold on the fundamental properties of rhythm in performance surface in Brook’s meditations on theatre.


The suggestions for practical work in this book represent an eclectic mix of games and exercises drawn from a pool of practitioners – past and current – and from my own experience. You may have encountered them before in different versions. And you may also find you can reinvent or modify them to suit your specific requirements. Games and exercises are passed on via practitioners and workshops, and sometimes through books like this one. Often no-one knows who invented them. Where I am able to cite a source, I have done so. But be aware that what is on offer here is my version of someone else’s game. Feel free to reinvent them. They are intended to serve as inspiration rather than a regimented programme.


The structure of this book does, however, offer a logical progression so that newcomers to the area can follow a developmental journey. This is not to imply a rigid method. But the basic pattern of moving from impulse to gesture to image to word, upon which the progression here is predicated, is inscribed in the work of so many practitioners that it is worthwhile regarding this as a principle.


My focus is on the essential principles that govern working through the body. Initially, these are basic considerations concerning awareness of the body before moving on to more complex concepts. In 1960 Brook wrote that if he had a drama school, ‘the work would begin very far from character, situation, thought, or behaviour … we would begin to study how to sit, how to stand, how to raise one arm’.24 That is where the practical work in this book begins.
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An untrained body is like an untuned musical instrument – its sounding box is filled with a confusing and ugly jangle of useless noises that prevent the true melody from being heard.25


Ideally preparatory training should be a process of self-discovery as well as an opportunity to master skills. For the individual, it is time dedicated to developing and exploring performance potential. For a company, training is time spent working to a common purpose, a way of enriching the ensemble and accessing a common physical vocabulary, a route towards collective creative energy.


Physical training is a process leading to creative freedom rather than a prescriptive set of techniques. Its purpose is to enable actors to become more transformable and more expressive. It is not body fascism. It does not mean ‘gym-fever’. Suppleness, flexibility and sensitivity are the key aims for actors. Peter Brook points out that it is easy to be sensitive in the fingers and the face, but the actor needs to be sensitive throughout the body, constantly in contact with every inch of it. Sensitivity begets precision. And stage movement requires definition and clarity.


Acting does not require athletic training. Rigid gym training tames the body, making it obedient, but in so doing the body becomes a muscular entity commanded by the mind. Used exclusively, it can exaggerate the separation of mind and body which is antithetical to acting where the idea is that the whole person, mind, body and spirit, enters into the process. It can also block the current of spontaneity because the body learns a ‘right’ way of doing things, rather than being flexible and open to stimuli. Learning control of movement before breaking down movement inhibitions can restrict rather than liberate the actor. This is why work with apprentice actors needs to focus on breaking down ingrained patterns of movement before acquiring new ones.


Eugenio Barba distinguishes between two movement categories: daily and extra-daily. In daily behaviour we operate in everyday mode where we ‘move-without-even-thinking-about-it’. Extra-daily behaviour refers to ways of moving acquired specifically in order to perform. Barba’s thesis is that when performing extra-daily activities, the actor deconstructs, or breaks down, the automatic daily code of movement and replaces it, or reconstructs it, with skills specifically acquired for performance. This is evident in many Oriental forms of theatre, for example, where actors learn to create a fixed axis with their hips, thereby creating tension between the upper and lower parts of the body which ‘distorts’ the daily, or normal balance positions. Trained in this way, the actor’s muscle tonus is changed, and he has to use a great deal more energy and effort to move, hence the highly measured Noh actor’s walk. The energy is so concentrated and the effort so masked by practise, that the actor acquires a mesmerising onstage presence.


Whilst not advocating the punishing life-long training required by traditional Eastern forms, Western practitioners have placed a definite emphasis on preparing the actor’s body by deconstructing the ‘daily’ before working on the ‘extra-daily’.


‘Undoing’ muscular structures in order to study and analyse them raises the level of consciousness, or awareness, of how the body works. And incorporating exercises designed to distort your own muscular structures leads you on to assembling new ones, to physically create or interpret characters different from yourself. This brings me to another reason why systematic athletic and gymnastic training regimes can be inappropriate: they are designed to serve a preconceived muscular structure, to create, in other words, a characteristic body. Preparatory training for actors is about attaining a more neutral body.


For all the practitioners under discussion, physical preparation is central to actor training. In seeking ways of refining and developing stage movement, they all found different pathways to the same outcome: actors with highly plastic bodies capable of responding to imaginative stimuli.


Finding your own pathway, adapting other systems to your own purposes rather than simply importing them is the key. Practitioners frequently drop one system in favour of another. When Jacques Copeau, for example, adopted Dalcroze’s Eurhythmics he found that it cramped the creativity of his actors; instead he opted for a combination of gymnastics and acrobatics to support his own improvisation games. Copeau distinguished his use of gymnastics from ‘aesthetic gymnastics’; his aim was corporeal flexibility: ‘control and balance of movements, and of breath control’.26 And to this end his actors would begin their day with two hours of gymnastics and acrobatics, ‘even making perilous jumps above a straw-filled mattress … to give the young actors a sense of reliance in gesture, agility and the mastery of nerves and muscles’.27


Precision is the watchword of Lecoq’s analytical approach to movement. For him, ‘Physical preparation does not aim to emulate a particular model, nor to impose established dramatic forms. It should assist everyone towards the fullest realisation of accurate movement’.28 Lecoq rejects both generic relaxation techniques and purely athletic exercise in favour of the ‘physical education of the body of an actor who lives in the world of illusion’.29 Even strenuous acrobatic work has to be accompanied by dramatic justification in Lecoq’s book. Technical mastery of acrobatic movements, such as jumps and catches, is useful because it will give the actors greater freedom to invent. Actors learn juggling, for example, so that they can incorporate it into a dramatic sequence, such as juggling plates in a restaur ant setting.


Most physical-based theatre companies have their own chosen method of training. Some use T’ai Chi, some use aerobics, some incorporate Feldenkrais, for example. Others continue to practise methods they have encountered through their own training. Many change their training mode when they feel they are becoming mechanical. More often than not they develop an eclectic mix which serves their performance style.


Taking time out to refresh skills or retrain in a new field is essential to the committed performer. You can’t learn Biomechanics or Butoh techniques in a week, but a workshop with an experienced practitioner feeds your development and opens your eyes to different approaches. Actors are increasingly invited to lead workshops with their colleagues to introduce new techniques. This concept of skills-sharing is growing as companies invite practitioners and directors to contribute to their research and development processes. The ‘interchange model’,30 where different companies share their working methods through structured workshops, is another example of this.


You won’t attain a highly plastic or neutral body on the basis that ‘anything goes’. Observation and analysis of movement lie at the heart of actor training. At Lecoq’s school all classes begin with movement work related to the content of the session that follows. The relationship between preparation and exploration is a cornerstone of Lecoq, Grotowski, Littlewood, Brook and Barba. And, whatever their methodology, all of them begin with the idea that, as Barba puts it, training is a process of ‘creating a bridge between energy and consciousness, between states of intensity and states of consciousness’.31 In other words, between energy and awareness.


This section is devoted primarily to these two fundamental concepts which preface an examination of the principle of neutrality.


AWARENESS


Awareness means the consciousness which is not linked to language (the machine for thinking) but to presence.32


We are surprisingly unfamiliar with our bodies and many actors are inhibited about using them. Yet the body is the actor’s primary instrument. To be brave and open requires a sentient and responsive body free from the limitations imposed by self-consciousness or fear. The first base is to make contact with your own skeleton and muscles.


Activating and sharpening the physical nature of perception is fundamental; it develops a consciousness linked to theatrical presence: being awake, alert, attentive, constantly being ‘in the moment’. To borrow Barba’s term, actors need ‘extra-daily’ awareness, having a kind of ‘third eye’ which monitors what is happening within the self. Imagine this as a compass needle working like a seismograph to register the internal vibrations of the nervous system. The information feeds your ‘inner computer’ and eventually becomes second nature. You have to be constantly curious about what is going on within.


Increasing awareness improves physical sensibility. Observing the sensations of different movements, noticing how the body responds to each articulation and how these responses affect the inner being, promotes an understanding of fundamental basic sensations used in acting. It also promotes a focus on the act of doing, a concentration on the exact task in hand, which is crucial for performance.


Lift the arm


Try lifting one arm from hanging by your side to shoulder height – without juddering. Notice what happens in order to enable you to do this. Return the arm. Now lift it again at a different speed. Try accelerating and decelerating at the start and finish of the movement. See if you can begin quickly and slow to a halt, and vice versa.







Notice all the time what your body has to do to achieve this. What happens when you fail? Now try the other arm. Is it easier or more difficult to achieve the same movement on this side? Let the arm rise as though pulled by a string. And fall as though the string has been cut. Imagine the arm is balancing a cushion as you lift it. As it returns it pushes something to the ground.


If you try the same exercise with your eyes closed you’ll notice the way concentration turns inwards whilst your sensory awareness turns outwards. And how a kind of internal dialogue goes on where you pick up signals and interpret them. Our self-image consists of four components: movement, sensation, feeling and thought;33 working continuously in a reciprocal manner these sustain the ‘body-mind’ link.


Exploring one simple movement with total concentration propels you into a new relationship with your body. You begin to acquire a dispassionate perspective on what you can and can’t do. You can also explore how imaginary forces impact on movement. Now lift one arm palm upwards. What feeling does this provoke in you? How might an audience interpret this gesture? Lift the arm palm downwards and compare the result. Does this provoke a different feeling?


Monitoring physical sensations during training creates a current of exchange between the reflective inner and the observable outer, and back again. Doing an exercise, we can experience internal muscular activity whilst simultaneously cultivating an ‘outside eye’, i.e. working out how our body image appears to an observer.


Meyerhold used this concept of visualisation in Biomechanics to train his actors to sculpt their movement in three-dimensional space. Developing this ‘outer eye’ expands the concentration, counterpointing the focus on the inner self. Yoshi Oida suggests that ‘imagining you are being watched by an audience produces a kind of split awareness, but in addition the body learns something when it thinks it is being observed’.34 Practising like this prepares actors for working in front of an audience.


An added benefit gained by doing exercises with the sense that they are being done for an audience is a greater desire to avoid sloppiness, and so the quality of work improves. A simple way of establishing this initially is to set up training sessions so that the company stop occasionally to watch two or three participants. Observing others executing the same movement increases awareness of what we look like to an outside eye. This way we learn from others, and the idea of ensemble practice is reinforced since everyone realises that the whole troupe is in the same boat, that the work is a collective endeavour.


It is never a question of ‘just doing the exercise’. The purely mechanical work-out will lead to mechanical articulation of the body. Doing something half-heartedly is inherently destructive. And all the training in the world is of no use if you can’t engage in the imaginative world on stage.


The imaginative impulse which provokes movement in the actor is not the same as the physical impulse from which a dancer works, for example, so actors need more than a purely technical understanding of the body. Embracing the imaginative realm can be guided by a workshop leader through suggestion. However, encouraging participants to find their own imaginative connection with exercises is far more valuable, so that rather than everyone attempting to become a ‘sinuous snake’ when undulating the spine, each finds their own imaginative justification for the movement.


Involving the imagination also reduces exhaustion: ‘If you do a simple exercise such as knee bends and think only about the muscles involved,’ says Yoshi Oida, ‘your legs will quickly become heavy and painful, and the movement becomes hard labour. But if you use the image of puppet strings holding you between sky and earth, the action becomes easier, and you have a focus for your inner concentration’.35
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