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DEDICATION

Wendy Gayle Brantley (1978-2006)

This book is dedicated to the memory of the most lucid body I have ever encountered, the intrepid Wendy. May she rest in the knowledge that her spirit enabled me to write this book.

Fearless in her fight against cancer, she used the lucid body process to cleanse her emotional system of her demons and thereby produced some of the most poignant, comical, and sympathetic characters imaginable on the stage. As an actress and a person, she inspired all those she met to strive to find their truest selves. She was an angel. Her journey and her support convinced me of the importance of this work.





FOREWORD

On a lovely spring day in 1984, I called an ex-student and friend, Peter Lobdell, and asked him to suggest a body person, a masseuse, someone who understood the body-muscle and spine connections. I asked Peter because he himself was an excellent physical actor. “Only one,” he said. “Fay Simpson. And a wonderful dancer as well.” I called her of course, made an appointment, and asked, “Where?” “On my houseboat at the marina on 79th Street and the Hudson.” There must have been a pause. “You will like it. The movement of the water is relaxing,” she said. She was right. It was. And she was extraordinarily knowledgeable and helpful. My wife, Betty, and I went for months.

Soon after, I saw Fay dance in one of her own pieces. I was impressed. She was angry, self-confident, spiritual. And funny. Over the next few years I watched her work with dancers from her own company and I also asked her to work individually with actors from my professional classes. The work was always clear, specific, and connected to the play.

In 1985, I decided to enlarge the arena of my work. I invited other teachers to create workshops for my students. They were teachers of outstanding ability and background: Patsy Rodenburg for Shakespeare; Chuck Jones for voice; Gloria Maddox and Joan Evans for improvisation and character development and other very experienced teachers. For the all-important work of helping actors develop an enlarged physical vocabulary, I asked Fay Simpson.

It was a brilliant choice. It allowed Fay to build on ideas already established and look for new ways, new answers for old questions. With actors as a new kind of raw material, Fay began to mix ideas of ancient cultures with new psychological insights: a work that began to connect the internal to the external, the psychological to the spiritual, reality to the imagination, all in the service of unlocking previously blocked bodies. Actors, even very good actors, tend to live in the close confines of their own habitual physical realities. Fay’s work encourages, even demands that they find pleasure and excitement in using their bodies in more expressive and challenging ways—in service to the play.

Fay herself is ever changing … and still the same. She is fearless—a provocateur—and still funny. I look forward to many more provocations.

—Michael Howard

September 4, 2008





ABOUT THE SECOND EDITION

It has been twelve years since this book first landed on the shelves, and during that time, the work has been taken apart and examined in studios and conservatories around the world. I feel a bit like a baker whose bread dough has started to expand beyond my original intention, and that baker has to think fast about how to accommodate the expansion while still keeping the quality of bread as rich and savory as before. I have a concern that quantity means less quality, and like the game of “Telephone,” the message changes into something that does not even resemble the original message. So over the past twelve years, I have developed a program for prospective teachers, a rigorous two-year training that ensures my teachers know the heart and truth of the concepts inside their intuitive minds.

As the work expands, it is growing from the same soil. I will soon have fifteen Lucid Body teachers who teach this work around the world. Their experience has enriched the work and this new edition.

Another new development since the last book is our very own studio, Lucid Body House, on Lexington Avenue in Manhattan, which has given the work a home, a laboratory, a kitchen where the baking continues. It has been an artist’s dream. My company, Impact Theatre NYC, has been reactivated, with The Veteran’s Project, Io Marta, Speechless, and the monthly Performance Salon, to name just a few of the works stemming from the Lucid Body process—creations dedicated to shaking and waking community to stimulate growth and change.

We live in a different world from that of twelve years ago. #MeToo. Black Lives Matter. Sexual fluidity. School shootings. Neuroscience and somatic theory. This edition reflects changes in how my perspective has changed in reference to masculine and feminine, the need to set boundaries, and the need to ensure that consent, or non-consent, is worked out through fair collaboration in rehearsal by actors and directors.

One thing remains the same. The more I teach this work at home and abroad, the more I see that the process of somatic sensitivity is infinite. The more one has the ability to sense and reflect on the nuances of moment-to-moment experiences, the more emotional courage it takes to accept and express those complex senses. This work is not for the meek, but for those who do not believe that expression is restricted to a limited array of colors. It is meant for those whose curiosity about the human experience equals their need to express on the stage and screen what they have discovered. In this revised edition, the pronouns “he,” “she,” and “they” are used interchangeably to reflect the inclusion of all gender and sexual identities in the Lucid Body practice.

Finally, I would like to emphasize that this work cannot be taught by anyone but a certified teacher. During these past twelve years, horror stories have been shared of people taking a Lucid Body class and then innocently “offering” it to their cast or their acting class, resulting in chaos, violence, and confusion. Because the work delves into the psycho-physical body of the actor, it can easily trigger responses that an untrained teacher will not know how to handle. Please do not take this class from anyone but the teachers listed on the website.

Thank you and enjoy round two!
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PREFACE

The Lucid Body was born from the need to know myself. After years of enduring the technical and competitive demands of the dance world, I broke down. Dancing had been my heart for many satisfying years, but somewhere along the line I lost the beat. I left the dance world, got married, had a baby, and subsequently developed all sorts of physical problems, such as anemia, rashes, and pneumonia. I had a spiritual crisis, to which my body responded: Who am I, where am I going, and who cares anyway? Mothering was such a vital and fulfilling role to enjoy that when it was time to go back to work, I panicked. What to do, and how to do it while getting my physical body back to a healthy level? I was holding negativity in my body from the years of striving to be the best modern dancer in the world. But why? Why the best? So Mom could be proud? So I could be famous? What does that mean, and isn’t being happy the goal? I had been driven for many years but did not truly know where I was heading. I felt like I had wasted all the years of hard work because I couldn’t answer that question. The modern dance world, although exhilarating at first, had left me cold. The technical aspect was so hard, yet the message, any message, didn’t seem to carry. “The triple turn was great,” just didn’t do it for me. I wanted to affect people, so I started to study acting with the late Fred Kareman. He taught me how to listen and respond. He taught me about truth. He told me, “Don’t say anything if you can’t speak from yourself.”

Then I remembered how it all started, why I had danced in the first place. I was in high school and struggling through puberty. My household was complex, with a stepfather and his sons suddenly becoming part of the family. Because of my general anxiety, I had terrible stomach pains—colitis, I think it was later diagnosed. I was part of a modern dance club that had a concert coming up. I heard a song, “Tubular Bells,” which had an unexpected gong break into the melody, reminding me of my stomach cramps. I created a solo piece. I did not know how to create a dance of any sort, but I worked with the idea of these cramps interfering with my happiness. It was personal but abstract, thus hidden in a way. I could express my truth but still hide. During the performance, when the audience was witnessing my personal truth, I felt something—a circle of energy transference that made me ecstatic—and I guess that was when I became hooked. The audience understood what I was saying. My pain spoke to their pain. I changed. My pain lessened. I had a mission, and that was to recreate the world from my truth. I have been pursuing this method of self-healing ever since, as well as the experience of the circle. My truth is your truth.

The circle is what my teaching mentor, Michael Howard, always used to say in different words. “They need us,” he would say, gesticulating wildly while pointing out the window. They, all those other people who have not chosen the acting profession, need us to connect them with themselves. Now this was a mission to which I felt I could dedicate my life. Michael gave me his trust to start teaching. “Teach what you need to teach!” he said. And so The Lucid Body was born. I am in humble gratitude to him for allowing me to find a place in the world where I am needed, teaching actors to make the circle of communication happen.

The process of locating emotional need in the body and expressing it led me to the seven chakra energy centers. Work with Buddhism, yoga, the Lakota medicine Indians, and some Carl Jung thrown into the pot made me realize that the body is the mind. If the mind holds revenge or grief, the body stores it somewhere, and emotions don’t store well. They fester and wreak havoc with your organs. What emotions do well is express themselves.

This is not a “how-to-act” book. No one can tell you how to do that. Acting is a private mystery for each person. It may seem that in this book I am suggesting formulas for understanding the mysteries of life. However, I couldn’t possibly unlock the metaphysical truth behind the human psyche. What we can do, as actors, is to start with ourselves and look at patterns of personal energy flow and feeling to help us in our desire to embody other characters. We can never find a single answer to the mysteries of life, just answers that will resonate for a particular reading of a character in a particular vision of a play.

This book offers a way of thinking and a set of tools that can aid you on your journey. It will lead you through a process of self-examination that will help you release old physical and emotional habits in the hope of expanding your acting potential. Once you have thoroughly understood your own patterns of emotional flow, you can then begin to rearrange your energy centers to suit the given circumstances of a character. Please understand, however, that the following pages are only a beginning. Your journey can truly be realized only in a classroom with others. Like all languages, it cannot be practiced alone.

The Lucid Body process was a gift to me in my struggles to connect my body and my work to my heart. I now offer it to you.
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INTRODUCTION

The Lucid Body Defined

The Lucid Body is a body whose inner being is clear like a clean-running brook. It is a body whose messages are heard, whose impulses are activated, and whose vitality flows through every part of its complex structure. Physical vitality is about flow—blood flow, emotional flow, and thought flow. We recognize flow when we experience it and always want more; more vitality, more clarity, more passion.

The actor’s job is to portray the glory as well as the horror of life. The Lucid Body offers a process that will allow an actor to bend and morph into multifaceted characters that can handle the gravitas of Greek tragedies and unfettered silliness of Shakespearean comedies. This physical technique offers a path for the actor who wants to open his body to every human potential, not just to some. Based on the premise that each body holds the potential to experience every human condition, the Lucid Body trains not just the physical body but also the mental and emotional body.

This book guides the actor in analyzing the human condition, both personally and universally, through the exploration of the seven chakra centers, vortexes of energy located on the center-line of the body that stimulate the organs, neuro-chemical system, and consciousness. This book will help actors master a mindset that allows them to “hear” the inner body, discover the different parts of self in the chakras, and learn to harness the power of these centers to suit the given role of a stage character while forging a powerful connection to theatrical audiences.

One of the most important premises needed to start the process is the actor’s ability to turn the focus inward and learn to “listen” to the self without judgment. From this listening stems the recognition of all the unwanted voices that are usually pressed into silence by the domineering ego. These voices of complaint, sexuality, rage, fear, shame—the list is unending—are what create a stimulating actor brave enough to express the stuff of life. This is what the audience pays to see, smell, and hear; the sensuousness of life in its most extreme and most subtle forms.

The seven chakra centers are tools for this process of listening. This book provides an in-depth look at each center, followed by exercises to help the actor understand her own distinctive way of using these tools. The beginning of the process may seem simplistic, as it focuses on only one chakra and its characteristics. But learning the Lucid Body techniques will guide the actor in developing multifaceted and complex characters through a combination of chakras and other tools described below in detail.

We must first dissect ourselves in order to rebuild ourselves into complex creations for the stage. Without such self-dissection, every character you play will look and feel the same. Same body, same impulses, same reflexes. The Lucid Body will help you “diagnose” your energy, by helping you figure out your personality’s primary chakra, as well as your inferior, or least-used, chakra. Using the great psychologist Carl Jung’s term, the shadow, this inferior chakra hides in the depths of our being. The shadow is the part of us that accidentally spills the coffee on the report or breaks our mother’s vase. It is a counterpoint to our persona, the public self that is revealed to the outside world, and it lingers in our unconscious, toying with our attempts at being “good.” The conflict within ourselves, as if the devil were on one shoulder and an angel on the other, creates the tension that will bring our characters to life.

Another part of the self that can be extracted from the whole is the child within us. The needy child has a strong will whose desire can be detected somewhere within the adult. Maybe the child needs to be held, or left alone, or heard. But whatever it needs will resonate within the adult, showing up somewhere on the “mask,” the face that we put on for the world to see. The mask is not the real point of interest for the actor. The juice lies underneath the mask. These three layers of consciousness—persona, shadow, and child—are the raw materials from which the actor can build character. These layers create a complex character filled with contradictions.

The Lucid Body is a hands-on technique for the actor striving for authenticity. While this process is rewarding both for self-growth and for greater acting control, it is a challenging one. You may find yourself putting the book down several times, because it will force you to look at parts of self that you would rather avoid. Take your time, pick it up, put it down. Let your body decide when it is ready for the next step—by listening.

One of my Lucid Body teachers, Shayna Freedman, talks about how listening to your own body can inform the progress of your individual learning. “When we are in our panic zone or comfort zone, we resist change and are unable to progress; when we are in our stretch zone, learning happens, and we are open to taking risks. In the Lucid Body process, you learn how to identify these zones within yourself. We encourage you to explore and when it becomes too comfortable, go beyond and increase the boundaries of the stretch zone. You can actually self-regulate your own rate of growth while simultaneously expanding your range of playable behavior.”1

Giving time and attention to the exercises at the end of each chapter will help your physical understanding. I also strongly suggest keeping a journal as you work through the book. Write down your observations from the street, your dreams, and insights about your own behavior. My hope is that by stepping into the Lucid Body journey, you will understand that some of the parts of the self that feel most ugly, most forbidden and painful, are the parts of the self that need to act. They long for expression. You will also develop the most attractive and humane aspects of the self in a process that many actors have found both liberating and professionally useful.
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1 ThemPra Social Pedagogy, “The Learning Zone Model,” http://www.thempra.org.uk/social-pedagogy/key-concepts-in-social-pedagogy/the-learning-zone-model/.






SECTION I

Finding Center

This section talks about the mental and physical preparation needed to begin work both in the Lucid Body class, in rehearsal, or on the stage. Finding center is really a dance term, imperative for the dancer in order to stand on one leg. Without a center plumb line to the floor, the dancer would fall. The center gives the dancer the ability to throw her limbs every which way, because her core strength maintains a relationship to the floor. Picture a spinning top, and notice the center line is vertical to the floor no matter how slanted the top goes. With actors, the center line is important not just for increasing physical core strength but for maintaining emotional stamina. When an actor knows a calm and private center of self, he will be more able to throw himself into the extremes of human behavior, and come back intact. The center line is like the eye of a storm, turbulence free. The calmer and steadier the actor is on the inside, the longer she can endure the extremes of her characters. The next four chapters will help you find your center, with the help of breath, meditation, and the allusion to a physical warm-up that you will ultimately have to take in an actual class.
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CHAPTER ONE

Nonjudgmental Mind

We want to be perfect, but we just keep seeing our imperfections, and there is no room to get away from that, no exit, nowhere to run.

—Pema Chödrön

Acting is like falling in love. As we would drive miles, climb walls, or tear through any hindrance in the way of reaching our love, so it is with acting. We will do anything to have that opportunity to be on the boards. There is something about stepping outside of our own skin that makes us want to do it again and again. The truth is, we aren’t stepping out of anything. We are reaching deeper inside of ourselves and expressing parts of self that have been dormant. When these parts are expressed, in the name of acting, we feel expansion! That expansion makes us high, like making the winning shot in a basketball game, or beating our fear and jumping off a high rock into a lake.

Expansion of self is made possible with a nonjudgmental mind. We can’t explore the different aspects of self if we have judgment. Along with the feel-good aspect of acting is the effectiveness of acting. You are effective when you reach an audience and make its members feel or think differently about themselves and life. An effective actor must be able to portray characters from all walks of life. But how does a college girl play a prostitute or a bachelor play a husband and father? The art of acting has to do with the ability to transform oneself into another character that walks, thinks, and feels differently while still working from the self. But how does an acting student begin to approach moving away from habitual behavior? The first step is to develop a nonjudgmental mind toward others as well as toward yourself. Training the mind is the first step in the process of enabling yourself to change.

To engage a nonjudgmental mind, make the effort to stop comparing yourself with those around you, stop judging those around you, and stop criticizing or praising yourself. That may sound easy, but it is not. Comparing ourselves with others creates our self-identities. Moreover, our comparative nature is a survival instinct. We tend to make snap judgments about people, such as “way cool,” “thinks he’s so smart,” “definitely thinks I’m cute,” without intentionally doing so. This constant comparison is a habit for most of us. I remember a weekend workshop I taught at a university. My assistant was a talented, and as it happened, handsome actor about ten years older than the students. I was introducing the concept of nonjudgmental mind, and said, “Steer your mind away from hoping the assistant thinks you are cuter than the other girls,” and about half of them blushed, if not gasped, at being caught. You don’t have to be a rocket scientist to know what college students are thinking when they first meet a cute person. You do have to be an above-average college student to discipline yourself to turn your focus away from caring what others think about you in order to focus on yourself. We seek the approval of others instead of relying on our own approval. All of us, at any age, engage in this “who’s-on-top” mentality. It is part of our nature to try to get ahead, get the girl, the job, or just the first place in line.

We may be able to keep the judgment hidden behind well-constructed social demeanor, but we still judge. Like animals in the wild, we assess the situation. Who is the alpha in the room and who is a possible mate? Who do I need to get out of the way to get what I need? This may sound a bit harsh, but assessment is part of our instinctual nature. For the Lucid Body process to begin, try to look at yourself and other people without judgment and without intention, and notice how much more you can see about them. As actors, we must learn to observe without judging.


A story told to me clarifies how judgment may interfere with understanding the truth. A man, let’s call him Fred, was sitting on the subway after a long day at work, and a fellow got on his subway car with three unruly kids. The children were fairly young, between the ages of four and ten. They were screaming and spinning around the poles, being intolerably loud and obnoxious. Their father tried to control them, but his effort seemed half-hearted. Fred felt a strong contempt for the father and his inability to control his own children. After a long day at the office, Fred thought he didn’t deserve this. He looked at the man and spoke sharply to him: “Can you please get your children under control?” The father sighed and said, “Yes, I know, they are being impossible. But we just came from the hospital. Their mother has just passed away.” Needless to say, Fred felt ashamed. He had been judgmental without knowing the situation.

We all do such things every day. We look at behavior and make snap judgments without knowing the history of that behavior. Our judgments are a reflection of ourselves, our priorities, and how we think the world should be. Perhaps if Fred had looked at the scene with the eyes of an actor, observing behavior without judgment, he might have seen the grief in the father and gained emotional insight. Observation with compassion is part of the actor’s job. Observing yourself is a way to start.

When our focus is turned inward, our perceptions are used to notice the nuances of our own physical, mental, and emotional self. The feelings we have are many and varied. By concentrating inward, you can take note of each feeling in a way that is unrelated to the outside world. When you find anger, for example, instead of focusing on the person or event that made you angry, just focus on the anger itself. Detach it from anything else but what it is—lumpy, ugly anger. It’s yours! I ask students not to judge these emotions or to try to figure out why they are there, but to merely take note of them, like a scientist looking through a microscope.

Training the mind to focus inward is like turning the volume down outside, while turning the volume up inside. At first, it will feel selfish. It is unusually difficult to allow the time to listen to our own physical joys and complaints. I can always find a reason to spend the time on a project, or a book, or someone else’s needs other than my own. It has to do with our pace. But as actors, our job description should have instructions that start with, listen to yourself!

The Lucid Body class encourages this inward listening by starting with an hour warm-up on the floor. It is a series of exercises and stretches that warm up the physical body, the muscles, and joints but also the emotional body. This warm-up is considered private time for the actor. In order to create a private environment, there are a few rules in the Lucid Body class that help relax a habitual outer focus. The students are not to look at the door when someone invariably comes late. They are not allowed to look at the person who is receiving a note, not only to prevent the student being corrected from becoming self-conscious, but to retain their own concentration and not become engaged in someone else’s drama. The mind will always try to outsmart the body and convince it that someone else’s problems are of greater interest.

We all know that acting is about listening and reacting to others, but first, in the training process, I believe that you must learn to listen to yourself. We are all made of the same raw material, but differ in our response to the environment in which we find ourselves. We all feel grief, for example, but we express it differently according to our social customs. But it is still the same grief. The actor must learn to listen and get to know his own emotions, like listening to a new piece of music. We think we know ourselves, but until the self-judgment stops, our inner body will stay in hiding. When the focus is inward, there is no play between people. There is no “who’s-on-top” thinking. The ego has no one to spar with and can therefore relax and learn about itself.


 


EXERCISES

1. Choose a day to practice nonjudgmental mind. The challenge is to not judge anyone, including yourself, all day—at home, at work, or on the street. If this is too hard, do it for an hour, and then lengthen the time gradually. Take notes in your journal when you do become judgmental. This will be material for later work. Above all, do not judge yourself for judging. Just take a note and try again. After a period of successful non-judging, write down your new observations about people.

For example, I saw a woman on the street who was fiercely tugging on her child’s arm. The child was crying. My first reaction was anger, and I assumed she was being a mean mother. After trying not to judge but instead observe her, I realized that she was quite unwell, unsteady on her feet, and nervous. She was trying to keep her child from wandering off as she made her way precariously down the sidewalk, doing the best she could. The lens on my eyes had changed.

2. Observe yourself. Keep a notebook handy and throughout the day mark down your various reactions. Maybe you were lonely while taking the bus or giddy before meeting your friend. Get to know your own emotional flow.



That is when this sword turns into a flower. We stick with what we see, we feel what we feel, and from that we begin to connect with our own wisdom mind.

—Pema Chödrön
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CHAPTER TWO

The Audible Exhale

Breathing is meaning.

—Catherine Fitzmaurice

Once you stop judging yourself and turn your focus inside, the next step is listening to your breath, and allowing the inner body to express itself with what we call an audible exhale. The audible exhale is more than a noisy out-breath. This concept is the foundation of the Lucid Body technique, and while seemingly simple, is challenging because we are not used to expressing our physical reactions. Feelings are considered unacceptable in many environments, and thus hidden away in some corner of the body, like a squirrel hiding nuts. This socialization starts in the home, where children’s emotions become unacceptable: “Don’t cry! Don’t complain! Grin and bear it!”
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