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Publisher’s Note





I had just read the first draft of this book when news came that Christian Darley had died. The book has been prepared for publication by three of her friends and colleagues, named as editors on the title page. I am extremely grateful to them—and have enjoyed working with them.


Nick Hern




Editors’ Note





Christian was frustrated that she was unable to teach any more because of illness, so Dictynna Hood, with whom Christian often collaborated, suggested that she write a book about her teaching.


The book took shape over the period of two years from 2004: at first as a series of responses that Christian wrote longhand to questions faxed or sent to her by Dictynna. The book was then typed up by Daphne Mitchell.


A couple of months before she died in 2008, Christian invited Sue Mitchell, Linda Baker and Dictynna to edit The Space to Move for her. Sue trained with Decroux in Paris. Linda has taught drama for thirty-eight years. Dictynna is a director. Like Christian, Dictynna studied Classics and has collaborated with her on three Greek plays.


Peter James, Head of LAMDA, approached Nick Hern with the typescript.
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As editors, we have changed some of the ordering of the book to make it flow more clearly, and we have adapted some chapter headings. We are delighted that Christian was able to write this wonderful book, and that her work can now leap off the page and continue to inspire others as it has inspired us.


Christian had a rare insight that her chosen editors would work and play well together—and we have!


Linda Baker, Dictynna Hood and Sue Mitchell




Beginnings





John Barton’s Henry V at Stratford in 1971 when I was nine. Sitting down in the auditorium, people chatting, actors wandering about onstage, casually choosing casual costumes off rails and slowly pushing the rails to clear an empty space. Spectators carry on talking. Why are the actors dressing onstage? I felt I was prying, but also rather enjoying young men with nice legs changing their trousers. Suddenly an actor finishes buttoning his shirt and walks—a totally different walk—into the space. Lights change. Transformation! Theatre with the snap of the fingers, but also a walk.


When I was eleven I gave up ballet. I’d done Grade 4 and wasn’t going to be a ballet dancer. Thanks to growing up in a college with plenty of spacious rooms, I would put on the tape recorder and dance whenever I could. It was a drug. But I loved to play and was drawn more and more to theatre and the grandeur of opera. At seventeen, I saw Les Enfants du Paradis, and this classic French film made sense of everything I was interested in. Jean-Louis Barrault’s sublime playing of the mime Deburau, ‘Baptiste’ in the film, woke me up to the vast possibilities of movement for an actor, before the actor even utters a word onstage. So I went to Paris, and under the terrifying eye of Ella Jaroszewicz of the Tomaszewski Pantomime Theatre, studied Pantomime Blanche and illusionary mime. Ella, tough as old boots, worked us like dogs until we could dismiss the technique and play. Then she became beautiful. I returned to England and university, in love with Paris, in love with mime, but acutely aware I’d only touched on a vast world that moved.




Introduction





This is a book for actors, directors, students and teachers. It is for anyone interested in looking at what it means to have the space to move, and how that space to move directly affects the way an individual actor or group performs, be it on the stage or in the studio or in the classroom, or anywhere else. This is not a textbook or a list of exercises, nor is it an academic exposition of movement techniques. It is a look at the process of movement training as it happens on the floor and how that process is a process of play.


I like to imagine that process as something akin to the inflation of an enormous balloon: from the half-hour before the curtain goes up, for example, until the last curtain call, a balloon has slowly been inflated by every member of the company. The balloon, fully inflated, will take off, not necessarily in the direction expected, but nevertheless it will take off. The process of a rehearsal or workshop also has this balloon-like quality. That is the ideal. But there are good shows and bad shows, good rehearsals and bad, when the darned balloon doesn’t have a chance of inflating: X didn’t show up, Y ‘doesn’t do’ company warm-ups, there are no company warm-ups, Z was late, the actors are out of sorts, there was a bad review, the studio is gloomy, and cold… Hundreds of reasons or just a few, but each is a little pin slow-puncturing the balloon. It cannot take off. There is no movement into a new space, the play space where things happen.


Over the years the greater part of my work as a movement director has been concentrated on what makes a rehearsal work, what allows an actor to transform totally, what is the process happening in a company when the balloon lifts off… actually, what is a company for that matter? After taking a long look at my work in professional theatre, my teaching work at LAMDA and my work with individuals outside the profession, my odd successes and dreadful failures, I realise that the answers lie in the creation of an atmosphere: an atmosphere in which extraordinary work can evolve. My job was to promote that atmosphere by recognising the need for space in both the actor and the group that he or she is part of, space in which to be fully present in order to work; in this business, that means the space to play.


Movement Training


Both inside and outside the acting profession there has been a tendency to see movement as an ‘extra’ (‘Oh, we don’t need any movement in this show…’), something you can be ‘good’ or ‘bad’ at (‘Can I sit this one out, Christian, I’m no good at movement?’). Today, theatre schools understand the vital role of movement in actor training, yet ‘movement’, ‘pure movement’, ‘movement for actors’ can still remain an elusive business, even with the straightforward ‘mastery of movement’ as a common goal. This is simply because movement is not a set discipline as in ballet or in fight. There is no laid-down technique called ‘movement’, and thank heavens for that! How can there be a technique set in stone for both Maia, a professional ballet dancer for five years who now wishes to become an actor, and for Tom, slightly overweight, who arrives at drama school with a horror of anything ‘physical’?


The directors and teachers of movement in the theatre world come from many different backgrounds, from ballet to Decroux, Laban, Lecoq and Grotowski to name a few, and we adapt and turn our training inside out to meet the needs of the actor in front of us. As a result, the business of movement training is constantly growing and developing in its common, fundamental purpose: enabling the actors before us to play, and to play well. Most of us movement directors are, or have been, performers, and this bringing of bodies together to play is what unites and identifies us.


A Note on Words


In this book I have used certain words again and again: ‘awareness’, ‘noticing’, ‘listening’ and ‘musicality’, words often used by practitioners like myself. These words explain a process: when we explore them, we can begin to feel the flesh, the physical activity whence they get their meaning. The French word, ‘écouter’ (‘to listen’) is derived from the business of scouting, spying and seeking out information. It is describing the business of being alert, a body in total engagement. The Latin for ‘I notice’ is ‘animadverto’, literally, ‘I turn my soul towards’, an activity of total engagement. ‘Awareness’ is derived from Old Saxon, ‘giwar’ (‘being on one’s guard’, ‘watchful’) and in Middle English this came to be identified with being conscious, being sensible, a body engaged in the here and now. And what of ‘engagement’ itself, with its roots in Latin and Old French, meaning ‘pledging’ and ‘committing’?


The words describing tremendous physical activity have arisen from exactly those activities themselves, activities of the flesh. But over time, much of the flesh has been lost. We tend to understand words such as ‘listening’, ‘awareness’, and ‘noticing’ as words to do with the head, eyes, ears and brain. They stop at the neck.


It is my hope in this little book to bring back some of the lost flesh to these words: to show how, on the studio floor, in the classroom, in the working space, it is the body that does the listening and the noticing, the body that has the awareness, the body, even, that does the thinking, has the inspiration and has the judgement. Above all, it is the body that has the imagination, an enormous imagination, that will out, given the right space to move.
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All the names of actors mentioned have been changed. Should anyone recognise him or herself, then I can only stress that they taught me much more than I taught them.




Chapter One





Starting the Work


A New Start


The group may know each other very well or they may have only exchanged words of greeting in the changing rooms, but this won’t necessarily alter what I am going to do with them. Students arrive with a variety of baggage: exhaustion, ‘late night last night’, row with girlfriend, washing machine in shared flat exploded (a frequent happening it seems), nerves, fear of failure, terror of this thing called ‘movement’, boredom with ‘movement’, a clear conviction that ‘movement’ is a waste of time, or huge keenness with notebooks at the ready to get as much info as possible on ‘movement’, that important accessory to acting. You get everything tumbling through those doors, but all of them are ready in their different ways to go through their three or four hours with me. But what does this ‘ready’ mean? If you asked them all, ‘Are you ready to begin?’ (like the old Listen with Mother’s ‘Are you sitting comfortably?’), they would probably all answer ‘yes’, and you could launch into a talk about the programme for the session, its place in theatre, etc., or simply dive into a name game to break the ice or a game of ‘Tag’ to get the energy going. This will probably make them readier to begin, but do they know how this has happened and isn’t it just a case of being warmer? ‘Rechauffement.’ The French word has the sense of getting warm again. Do we miss something crucial in our simplified ‘warm-up’?


There are hundreds of very good books on acting, on movement, on training and exactly where and how the study of movement, the art of movement, the role of movement fits into that training. ‘Our body is our instrument’: we know that old and very true cliché; we need to fine tune the instrument, make it serve us, feel comfortable and whole in ourselves. More clichés, and very laudable and sensible ones they are, too. We are after the integration of mind and body: a physical actor who is available to the work in hand, where he is completely able to inhabit not simply another character, but another world…


Where to Begin


Lots of fine tuning is required: stretch classes, Alexander Technique, Feldenkrais, Pilates, mime, mask, acrobatics, fencing and stage combat… Much to do and many skills to be learned. The student’s body is a blank canvas on which to graft these fabulous techniques. Or is it?


For the teacher of movement, what does any of this mean when standing in front of a group of ten, twenty or thirty new students? How to begin this tuning and pruning business? What does the teacher want at the end of this three-hour session, for example? The students may have expectations, but they won’t be consistent. They can’t be. The teacher can and should have expectations because they will inform him or her how to direct the class. At the end of three hours, one wants to have achieved a working group—i.e. a group that can work together to produce work that elevates the work of each individual. Let’s call this new group an ‘ensemble’, and we can return to the ‘tuning-up’ analogy. The ‘en’ bit of ‘ensemble’ is crucial: the students are ‘in’ something together and this will totally influence how they learn whatever it is you are trying to teach them. Where there is an ensemble there is shape, and where there is shape there is also form and sense. The student is not on his or her own and is consequently adapting to and being moulded by the ensemble that he or she is also moulding by simple reason of being a part of it. They are being tuned, and it is worth remembering that it is a whole orchestra that tunes up: the instruments do not tune up in separate rooms before meeting.


Arranging the Class


My little girl has a bag of beads. When she plays with them she starts by emptying them onto the floor. To look at them properly she will sort them, move them around and finger them—move them into a place where they seem to be seen better, and to their advantage. Then, this done, an idea pops up for a necklace, or a game or simply a pattern. The beads can be seen and their possibilities are evident and exciting.


The new bunch of students coming into the space are like the beads pouring out of the bag. You might give them an instruction (‘Find a space facing this way’), and you will be flooded with physical information that cannot be read—and this could well be after you have done a name game, introductions, etc. You cannot teach a technique if the bodies in space are giving out peculiar information. And they are bodies. Students do not have bodies that need to learn movement, they are bodies that move and need to know that! You would not embark on an explanation of quantum mechanics in a pub on a Saturday night to all and sundry. It is not the appropriate space. Those present might love such a lecture, but somewhere else—where their bodies would be in a different space.


It is the same in teaching movement. Are the students literally in the right space to learn whatever it is you wish them to learn? Look at where they are in space. People like to be with their friends, people like to hide, people get too close to each other, there is not enough intelligent and safe space around them. There are always some trying to creep up the back wall, no space behind them, looking as though they have indeed been left behind. You can move them, but it’s much better to encourage them to find a space they feel drawn to. Persist: they may have shuffled about a bit. Tell them the space is like a magnet. Where is the space that holds them, that attracts them? Don’t be content just to go somewhere else. There will be a place where you function better. A functioning body is one that has a relationship with the space around it. Imagine how carefully you would have to arrange twenty radios in a room so that you maximised clarity and reception and minimised interference. We are much more sophisticated yet more neurotic than radios, and consequently need more arranging.


Next…


Once in a good place, it is time to allow the student to take charge. It’s no good saying ‘Feel your feet on the floor’ or ‘Locate any tension in the body’—the instruction is just too big. Students have to be taught to feel. ‘Feel’ is a limited word in English. ‘Sentir’ in French covers ‘feel’, ‘taste’, ‘smell’, ‘think’ and ‘notice’. ‘Notice’ would be a better word here, or ‘observe’. None of us are very good at noticing how to feel, but we can all imagine things and make pictures in our heads. I remember Monika Pagneux asked us as students to imagine what a print of our feet on a piece of paper would look like. This is a good place to start. I suggest the students imagine they have blue paint on the undersides of their feet. What do the prints look like? Where is there a lot of ink? Where are the white patches? Is the right foot different from the left? The student, eyes closed, observes his or her print and memorises it. Now we have a starting point. I could choose any number of exercises at this point, but maintaining the concentration and staying in this space is important with a new group. They are safe to concentrate on themselves.


I often use the following exercise at this point:


The Pendulum


Keep the eyes closed and very gently sway from side to side like the pendulum of a clock. Slow and small, keeping the surface of the feet on the ground. Does the body fall more easily to the right or the left? A ‘Brain Gym’ expert would have reasons for this, but at this stage all that is important is to notice. If a student is asked to understand (or asks to understand) what is happening, then the energy will be blocked and the exercise rendered useless.


Then observe your breathing—is it something that is happening in time to the movement or totally independent of it? Don’t change anything—just notice. Then move the body gently forwards and backwards, always keeping the surface of the feet on the ground.


Now, imagining there is a pen sticking out of the top of the head, gently rotate the whole body so the pen can draw a small circle on the ceiling.


Repeat the whole process, making the movements slightly larger. The atmosphere in the studio usually becomes quiet, but only if this exercise is not rushed. Still keeping the eyes closed, come to a standstill. Look at the print of the feet in the mind’s eye. Has anything changed?


Most will notice a large change and all reactions will be different. The only useful thing to say is to remind the students that when the clock stops, the pendulum, thanks to gravity, rests perpendicular to the floor. We each have our own perfect perpendicularity, our own perfect posture if you like, but it has to be re-found. The students will now have felt a change, albeit very small. Until they begin to learn to ‘feel’—to ‘sentir’—in this very small way, they will not know how much there is to feel. This is the very beginning of understanding what it is to be in a group.


Quite often there is someone who feels no change in their print subsequent to the exercise. This is not because they are an insensitive brute, but usually because there is overtension in the muscles due to overexercise or general uptightness. Then I move to another exercise. It is very important that this person feels a difference in the very next exercise.


Centring


Flipper Feet


1. Stand with your feet parallel, six inches apart, eyes closed.


2. Notice, as in The Pendulum exercise, any differences between the two feet. Is one flatter on the ground than the other? Do you lean on one more than the other? Which foot would you stand on for ten minutes if you had to? Do you know? Now place an imaginary ruler across the hips and the line of the eyes. Is the ruler parallel to the floor or does it tilt? Notice.


3. Imagine you have a huge, rubber diver’s flipper on your right foot. Now open your eyes and walk about with this right flipper. You have to throw the right leg forward and the ‘flipper’ slaps the floor. Do not stamp or hit the floor; this is a loud slap and the thigh should wobble a little. The knee is not bent when the leg arrives on the floor. Walk about the room and gradually speed up a little.


4. Stop. Feet parallel again and eyes closed. Compare the two feet and ask yourself the same questions as in the second stage, above. Pay special attention to the line of the eyes. Does one eye feel higher or lower than the other?


5. Repeat using the left leg. Close your eyes and observe the changes.


6. Put two little flippers on and move about as fast as you can. Stop, and without closing the eyes, observe the intensity of the focus.
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Balloons in Armpits


1. Walk about the room and consider your size in relation to those around you and the space between yourself and the ceiling.


2. Imagine that in each armpit there is a deflated balloon.


3. Breathing in on the count of five, the balloons inflate, opening the chest and lifting the arms. Walk about the room as you do this. The balloons deflate on the count of five and the chest slumps forward. Let the head drop forward. Keep walking while you inflate and deflate the balloons about ten times.


4. Now inflate the balloons to the count of six: two counts to reach a middle point, two counts in the middle point, two counts to reach super inflation. Two counts to return to the middle point, two counts to stay in the middle point and two to deflate completely. Repeat the process about five times.


5. On the fifth deflation, remain in the middle point and breathe and walk normally. Notice the difference between your original way of walking and this one in relation to the space.
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Running


(NB. This exercise should never be done right at the beginning of a session.)


1. In pairs, run around the room in the largest circle possible. Start with your arms lifted high over your head, and your head lifted to gaze at your hands. Shoulders down and sternum lifted.


2. Halfway round the circle the head drops forward (floppy) as do the arms. The body is pitched forward, but the running continues at the same pace. Take care to keep the head relaxed.


3. When the circle has been completed, return to the first stage. There is no middle state between the first and second stages.


4. After each pair has completed the circle four or five times, go from the ‘high state’ to your normal run. Notice how you can continue running indefinitely, and also notice that not only are you running in step with your partner but that the whole group is running in step. (One of my students at LAMDA, always apologetic and angry at his, as he saw it, lack of athleticism, carried on running for fifteen minutes after this exercise, giving us the speech he had had to prepare for his voice class: clear, open and with no hint of breathlessness.)


Both Balloons in Armpits and Running work on the same principle as The Pendulum: the body has to go out of its normal range to re-find its centre.




Chapter Two





Musicality: Being à l’Écoute


When actors are truly living their roles we say they are good actors: they are ‘in the moment’. When good actors are able to listen to their fellow actors totally in the moment and totally without judgement, then you will have a good play. If this is supported by a technical team that is listening to the play, you will have a good production. If the players are generous enough to remember they are playing to an audience, you will have theatre.


A student actor arrives at rehearsal keen to work. The question is not so much ‘Are they going to be any good?’, but ‘Are they ready to play?’ And because playing is not something that usually happens in isolation, the next queston is ‘Is the group that they are working in ready to play?’ The answer is almost always ‘no’ at this juncture. But when the group is ready to play, each member is à l’écoute of the other, of the time and space and of the action. When you have this level of listening, the work flows.


Être à l’Écoute


We are always telling our acting students: ‘Be aware of what you are doing.’ This is easy to say, but what does it actually mean for the poor bugger who was up all night learning lines, or working behind a bar or drinking in front of it? Ask your student or group of students to take a chair and move it from A to B. Repeat the process eight or ten times. You will probably be aware of that dreadful sound you get when the school bell goes—scraping, banging, etc.—tired bodies, fed-up students and even more fed-up chairs. Now ask them to know where the chair is going, where exactly is B? When they know where B is, ask them to move it to B over a period of five to eight minutes. This is work; the body is going very, very slowly, every muscle is involved. It is a struggle, but they must not speed up. There must be no staccato, no pause. To look at, there is absolute control yet it is very hard. It is one of the most moving things to watch. When they have finished, there is no rest: they must move the chair from A to B eight times at top speed. Then rest. Now move the chair at normal speed. There is no noise, no scraping. It is a harmonious movement and the body moves with all its parts in connected fluidity to encompass the chair, to bring the chair into its orbit, if you like. The chair is respected, and if this sounds pretentious, then let’s say the movement is now bearable for both actor and observer. The actor has experienced the work of the moment in every part. He is full, and therefore ready to act.
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In the summer of 2001 I was movement director of Aeschylus’s Persai at LAMDA. The play is remarkable for its absence of plot. Nothing really happens: the characters sit about waiting for bad news, and then they get it. The director created a remarkable show that dealt with the drama of waiting. On the second or third rehearsal, prior to warm-up, he had all the men, twenty or so (there were thirty actors in total), walk along the length of the hall we were working in, one by one, open a door at the end, and go out. Why? That is not a good question to ask directors. More to the point, was it bearable? Absolutely not, and that was no fault of the director’s. The men stomped their way across the floor, went through the door and slammed it. One of the most horrible things I’ve seen students do. ‘I know this can work, Christian.’ The director is frustrated. This is where it is a bit of a Pygmalion job being a movement director, but consequently incredibly exciting. The director has an image. I don’t have it. The director is rather brilliant so there is no need for me to doubt it is a splendid image. I simply have to help him get it. ‘Give me half an hour,’ I ask. ‘As much as that?’ We eyeball each other and he goes off and has a coffee.


I get the actors to walk, on their heels, toes, pushing off on the balls of the feet, feeling a springboard under the balls of their feet. What happens in the sternum when you do this, in the eyes? What happens in the sternum and the eyes when you lose the springboard, when you walk, engaging the heels only? How much less do you notice around you? Alternate between springboard and heels—find the middle way by going to the extremes, because only then is the middle way actually a middle way. What about the distance between the top of the head and the ceiling? Is there any space there?


The students keep walking, now with heels only, now pushing off and springing forward. Their antennae are out. We return to the original instruction. Now, when one student has passed through the fatal door, there is no real choice for the next in line. His body is listening, has listened to what has happened in the space as a result of the previous walk. He is now the next instrument to join the symphony and his action is a musical response. Now there is theatre because at last the spectator can dream a bit, be caught up in the flow of a seemingly repeated action, instead of thinking, ‘How many more to go through that fucking door!!’ The director’s idea was pure genius.
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In the final act of Verdi’s Rigoletto, there is a quartet: Gilda is outside the tavern with her father Rigoletto. They overhear the Duke making love to Maddalena, the tavern keeper’s daughter. The Duke has already raped Gilda, but she loves him. Rigoletto is bent on revenge on her behalf. Four characters, miles apart in their hopes and intentions, each has a different song, yet heard together in the tapestry of the quartet, we can fully appreciate the differences—the pleasure of one not diminishing, but enhancing the pain of another. Four characters privately expressing their own thoughts, yet we feel them all. The scene from Rigoletto marks a crisis point in the action of the play. It is in Act III, the final act of the tragedy of the protagonists. But how do we get that incredible gulf of emotions between four characters (who don’t even all know each other in the play) to hit us hard, at the same instant, when they are onstage together? Certainly it is not a question of speaking, as they can’t possibly speak at the same time and be understood. Is this something you can only achieve in opera? (In classical ballet, hardly ever.) Is this because the eye takes in less than the ear? I don’t think so. It is more a question of musicality. So, how does musicality provide the answer?
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When I directed Euripides’s Iphigeneia in Aulis at LAMDA in 2003, what interested me was the situation of a large number of people stuck on a seashore waiting for the wind to change so they could sail to Troy. I had thirty actors. How to enjoy their differences? How to observe an army with a shared intention and the different personalities behind that intention? Was this necessary anyhow? In the quartet in Rigoletto, the musical form lays the soul of each singer bare. All characters are very vulnerable at this point. Morality is not an issue—the moment is about our response to this vulnerability. Could I achieve something similar with my actors?


Each member of the chorus had a ‘thing’, something peculiar to them for passing the time on the beach, whether it was building castles of cards or drawing in the sand or whatever.


The show opened with them all engrossed in their activity of ‘passing time’. There were the sounds of the objects used on the floor, the sounds of the occasional gesture of impatience, a stamp, etc. We spent a great deal of time listening to each other, contact work, eyes-closed work in many different sensing exercises, until each cast member was utterly attuned to the group. Then each movement’s potential musicality had to be understood: if an actor, playing cards, made a sudden movement of impatience, how did that affect the ‘private’ games of the rest? Each private tune, if you like, each actor’s choice of play here on the beach, had to be connected spatially and musically with all the rest in order for it to be seen. For example, a single, slight impatient gesture would affect the whole scene in a very subtle way.


As the play continued, we kept coming back to this scene up until the moment where the Messenger describes the sacrifice of Iphigeneia. Clytemnestra is motionless against the backdrop of the army. The difference in the army is that now they are packing up their games, they are getting ready to go. We have seen their vulnerability in their little waiting rituals, now we see each facing the expedition and war, but still they are chaps with cards or toy soldiers. All were very quiet, but their continued musical listening to each other at this point provided the orchestration of the whole: we were able to listen to the Messenger’s description of the sacrifice, but also it was possible to watch thirty different actors and take in their thirty different responses to the speech, as well as observe Clytemnestra’s enormous grief and sense of betrayal.
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It was possible to achieve what opera can do in a quartet or quintet, but only by making the actors hear and feel how the tying of one actor’s shoelace onstage had a bearing on how another drew in the sand, how another entered the stage, and when another chose to speak. All the actors were à l’écoute of each other. That is musicality in a nutshell and I shall return to it in Chapter Nine.




Chapter Three





The Business of Relaxation


People who don’t know each other very well and are unfamiliar with any kind of body work don’t much take to lying on the floor. The floor is usually hard, for a start. Mats help, but mats are never to be had when you really need them in an institution, and, unless they are pretty new, can be rather revolting and unpleasant. Mats that are regularly renewed are ideal, but this is costly. Lying on the floor in an unknown group is scary, and if you don’t believe me, then lie on the floor and remember a time when you felt somewhat apprehensive, e.g. at a new school or at a job interview. Cross your ankles and fold your arms over your chest while remembering. Now how would you feel if I told you to uncross your arms and legs and, worse, turn your palms to the ceiling?


Mind you, this is a common-enough instruction in acting, dance, yoga and movement classes of almost any kind: ‘Lie on the floor on your backs, arms by your sides, palms facing the ceiling and relax!’ Getting a student to relax is key to their understanding of the tool they are dealing with, i.e. the body. In voice training, unless the student can feel what a relaxed body is, compared with one that is carrying tension, he or she cannot even begin to feel the capacity there is for breath and breath control. Put simply, until the body has learned that it can let go of muscles, it doesn’t appreciate that it has muscles to relax. It is in some way deaf: it cannot hear what it needs in order to work efficiently. It is deaf to its potential. Students must feel comfortable on the floor as early as possible in their training. The floor needs to be a good place to be. This sounds terribly obvious, but we are encouraged to stand on our own two feet very early (it’s called ‘development’); playgrounds these days are designed to cushion us against the possibility of falling, climbing frames have been removed in case we fall… Compared with twenty years ago, children have knees remarkably unscathed, which is good, but it also means we don’t like falling, giving in to the ground. The ground has become a little bit dangerous. I ask the students to lie on the floor in the studio. It’s sprung, clean and warm.
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