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Preface to the Second Edition

Since 2002, Movement for Actors has been widely read among performers, directors, choreographers, students, and teachers. It has been adopted by college courses and cited as a “go to” source for students and professionals alike. When Nicole Potter compiled and edited Movement for Actors for its first edition, there were many books available that were devoted to particular movement techniques and physical methods of acting, but none that provided an introduction to a diversity of approaches within one volume.

Reflecting on her experiences as a performer, director, and teacher, Nicole realized that what she had found missing in her own training was the ability to synthesize. “Discipline and spontaneity, knowledge and instinct, technique and inspiration—how do you reach the place where these are integrated?” she asked in her introduction. This question became the guiding impetus for the book in which “the body is the place of synthesis.” In addition to its mix of history, theory, and inspiration, practical application and suggested exercises were distinctive aspects of many of the chapters. In her intent to focus on the body as the performer’s instrument, Nicole designed the book to be “read” in the body as well as the mind. More than an anthology, Movement for Actors invites explorations of the integration of creativity and technique. This is accomplished through an eclectic array of physical approaches that intersect and dialogue with one another over the course of the book.

As editors of the second edition, we have honored Nicole’s original design and inspiration and have expanded Movement for Actors to include six new chapters on topics that have relevance across many types of physical performance: authentic movement, yoga for actors, Body-Mind Centering®, Grotowski, stage combat, and Bartenieff FundamentalsSM for actors. In addition, we have revised and updated the appendices on training resources and further reading to encourage readers to pursue some of these methods and practices.

We wish to thank all the authors, and Tad Crawford, Allworth’s publisher, for bringing us the opportunity to expand on Nicole Potter’s original vision.

—Barbara Adrian and Mary Fleischer


Introduction

A long time ago, my brother and I used to make up plays that we would produce by enticing the neighborhood kids with promises of glory and then enslaving them in endless rehearsals on my grandmother’s front porch. At that time, I had no training as an actress, and whatever I chose to believe seemed true enough to me. My sense of truth was not disturbed when my brother wrote an opera about a woman who lived in a bathtub (a wheelbarrow turned on its side, for the purposes of the Porch Premiere), and whose death scene required that she slide down the drain with the bubbles.

Some time later, I went to theater school. My training started with the Method, as so often happens in this country, and I was inculcated with a mistrust of work that I perceived as starting from anywhere other than wherever I perceived Method acting as starting from (personal Truth, I think). I codified what I learned into a strict set of rules, thus providing myself with a narrow and brittle idea of what was right and what was wrong, what was good and what was bad. I fancied that I was becoming more discerning, because I grew to dislike nearly everything, including my own ideas. This was a problem, for while I enjoyed being able to analyze the work I saw from a specific point of view, I missed the trust in my own ideas. It was as if I had two parallel tracks going: On the one hand, I had this (to me) amorphous technique, which I couldn’t quite figure out how to practice myself, and on the other hand, I had my once beloved and now muzzled inspiration. The two were never going to merge.

While I was thus engaged in honing my critical ability, I happened to see both Andre Gregory’s Alice in Wonderland and Lee Breuer’s Shaggy Dog Story. Here were plays that defied my perception of “the Laws of Good Theater.” They had schtick, they had style, they looked as if they had been created by kids on a rainy day in a junk-filled attic, and they felt True. Of course, the actors in Manhattan Project and in Mabou Mines had far more technique than I did, and their evocation of child’s play was a deception—a deception of simplicity, the best kind in art. Why was this work so enthralling, and why was it so beyond anything I could conceive of? My conclusion? I was missing something, a turnoff somewhere. There had to be a way for my divergent pathways to become one.

What I was missing, what most novitiates are missing when they begin the arduous and ecstatic pilgrimage into a performing life, was the ability to synthesize. Discipline and spontaneity, knowledge and instinct, technique and inspiration—how do you reach the place where these are integrated? At last, a sudden, laughably simple insight: The body is the instrument. The crossroads exist within the body.

Which is why, to make a long story short, this book has been created. In performance, the actor’s body, and all that it entails—alignment, shape, senses, impulses, sounds, gestures—tells the story. If the body is the place of synthesis, it is as important for the student, teacher, and director to be aware of an array of approaches as it is for them to have knowledge of diverse styles of theater and acting techniques.

There are many—although by no means an exhaustive catalog of—body and movement disciplines contained in this eclectic collection. Some writers included here offer insights into the discipline of a historically well-known master teacher, and some have synthesized their training and their experiences and gone on to create unique methodologies. Yet each one brings his or her own singular perspective and ideas to movement for actors. Many of these approaches intersect with and build upon each other, although the contributors—performers, teachers, directors, choreographers—may ultimately veer off in very different aesthetic directions. Still, I think all of them would agree that the pleasure in seeing a polished performer fully realize a mask or execute precise choreography is equal to the satisfaction derived from watching an actor who fully utilizes her teacup to express her disapproval of her scene partner or who sweeps the floor with conviction, allowing her feelings to be displayed (or artfully masked) through this action.

After reading a book about acting technique, I have often come away inspired but with little idea of implementation. How to go from the page to the work (the body)? Because of that, I wanted to put together a book both stimulating and pragmatic. My knowledgeable and generous contributors worked hard so that this book would be a compendium of both the practicable and the inspiring, and I hope that you will use it as a cookbook of movement techniques. It is for teacher, student, and director. I hope that you can look here when you are discontent with your work and find something that will make the proper diagnostic pop into your head, or that an exercise will suddenly strike you as the perfect lead-in or segue. Or perhaps you will find a particular discipline that so intrigues you that you decide to pursue it well beyond the pages of this book.

—Nicole Potter


PART ONE

A Little History
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PREVIOUS PAGE: Chaplin, dancing his joy in The Floorwalker—a moment before being knocked down yet again.


Biomechanics: Understanding Meyerhold’s System of Actor Training

Marianne Kubik

Movement is the most powerful means of expression in the creation of a theatrical production. Deprived of words, costumes, footlights, wings, theatre auditorium, and left with only the actor and his mastery of movement, the theatre would still remain theatre.

—Vsevolod Meyerhold in 19141

The end of last century witnessed the resurrection of a technique for physical actor training that was first uncovered at the very start of it. Russian pedagogue Vsevolod Meyerhold (1874–1940)2 developed a system of acting based upon the premise that “any art is the organization of material,” and in the art of theater, the actor is “at one and the same time the material and the organizer of it.”3 He coined the term “biomechanics” as it applies to acting and used it primarily as a teaching tool, or a means to an end, although what often came out of his classroom work was directly inserted into his highly stylized productions.

Fortunately for Meyerhold, both Imperial and Soviet Russia were receptive to his work throughout most of his career, appointing him to directorships with the Imperial State Theatre (1908), the State Higher Theatre Workshops (1921), and the State Institute of Theatre Art (GITIS) (1922). By 1926, his theater company, one of several he had founded, was officially recognized as the Meyerhold State Theatre, and his work was hailed by some as “Revolutionary Theatre in the Name of Meyerhold.” 4 While Meyerhold pledged allegiance to Bolshevism, however, he held greater personal allegiance to his art and theater pedagogy. He was interested in the socialist propagandist plays of the period because of what they offered him in his exploration of new theater forms and in the advancement of his career. Once propagandist writers began to lose their literary spark, Meyerhold moved on to material that explored more innovative theatrical ideas, going beyond constructivism toward formalism and the avant-garde.

The political tide began to turn against him in 1934, when Stalin mandated that the only acceptable form of Soviet art would be socialist realism, which Meyerhold the artist had moved well beyond. By 1936, he became victim to a vicious political campaign that pitted artist against artist in an attempt to abolish formalism and force allegiance to socialist realism. Both Meyerhold and his theater came under public attack, and in 1939, he was arrested by the Soviet government, interrogated, tortured, and forced to falsely confess rebellion against his country’s ideology. Awarded the title “People’s Artist of the Republic” a decade before,5 Meyerhold was shot in prison in 1940 and never referred to publicly for over thirty years. To Stalinist Russia, it was as if he and his achievements disappeared from history.

Meyerhold’s influence lived on secretly in the work of two former students: Sergei Eisenstein, the Russian filmmaker, and Nikolai Kustov, the actor in the famous photographs brought to the United States by Lee Strasberg in 1934. Western practitioners had to rely on these stills, past accounts by foreign visitors to Meyerhold’s classes, and scant writings on the subject to define the concept of biomechanics, let alone utilize it in actor training. Biomechanics began to earn a reputation for being a static technique, where the actor moves like a machine, and it certainly held little strength against the widely popular Method approach.

In 1972, the Moscow Theatre of Satire assumed great political risk by inviting Kustov to train a select group of actors in the still-forbidden technique. Gennadi Bogdanov was one of eight students who received formal training from Kustov for three and a half years until his death. Bogdanov is currently the only one of the original eight who teaches biomechanics, and he is, therefore, the closest living link to it as a practical technique.

I had the opportunity to study twice with Bogdanov and Nikolai Karpov,6 in 1993 at the Institute in Meyerhold’s Theatrical Biomechanics hosted by Tufts University and in 1995 at the Moscow School of Theatrical Biomechanics hosted by the Russian Academy of Theatre Arts (formerly GITIS, of which Meyerhold was founding director). My understanding of biomechanics as a system of actor training comes from my research and analysis, my formal training in the practice of the technique, and my incorporation of it into my courses for American actors. One can never duplicate the work of Meyerhold, and an attempt to do so would be for the sake of historical reconstruction. His ideas, and his practical instruction, however, live on in the work of those who teach and study biomechanics in order to understand the limitless possibilities of physical communication as applied to acting in the twenty-first century.

THEORY AND TECHNIQUE

There is a misconception that Meyerhold is the antithesis of Stanislavsky. Although Meyerhold left the Moscow Art Theatre in 1902 because of artistic and personal conflicts,7 he and Stanislavsky maintained a mutual respect for the other’s artistic endeavors throughout their careers. What Meyerhold learned from Stanislavsky is that every dramatic action requires justification; what he discovered for himself was a different means to the same end. He felt that Stanislavsky focused on developing the inner life of the actor at the expense of the physical. Actors inherently knew how to think, feel, and remember, believed Meyerhold; what they could not realize for themselves was how to dramatically express such thoughts and emotions through their body and voice. This was an actual skill in need of development.

Meyerhold trained his company of actors in a variety of physical skills to provide a solid awareness of balance, control, and expressive ability in the acting instrument. By 1915, his “Studio Programme” consisted of classes in ballet, music, athletics, gymnastics, fencing, juggling, pantomime, diction, and vocal production. With his students, he developed a series of exercises that applied this foundation work specifically to theatrical performance. Influenced by science, technology, and kinesiology, he established an entire system based on the creation of efficient and effortless stage movement. By 1922, this system was publicly known as “biomechanics,” the analysis of the mechanics of the acting instrument in order to fully integrate it into performance. What follows is a description of the ideas behind the system, delineated in no particular order of importance, as they are all interrelated and essential to one another.

The Actor Has a Dual Personality

Meyerhold was influenced by the acting theory of Constant-Benoit Coquelin, who believed in the “dual personality” of the actor: “He has his first self, which is the player, and his second self, which is the instrument.”8 Meyerhold “borrowed” Coquelin’s formula for acting verbatim, stating that

N = A1 + A2

where N is the actor who is made up equally of two selves, A1 and A2. A1 is the first self, the player of the instrument; it represents the metaphysical actor, or the conceiver of the idea. A2 is the second self, the instrument played upon; it represents the physical actor, or the executor of the idea. While the muscles of the metaphysical actor (A1) are stretched and strengthened through an ongoing process of self-discovery, life experience, and the imagination, the muscles of the physical actor (A2) require a more conscious stretching and strengthening through intense physical training.

In rehearsal, it is the A1 who determines what the A2 will execute. In performance, it is the A2 who allows what is behind the A1 to come through. In other words, once the actor has consciously choreographed his movement to his character intention, it is then the movement that provides the form through which the character emotion flows. Otherwise, the emotive performance by the actor becomes a cathartic experience for himself alone; the audience cannot experience the actor’s intention, no matter how much he means it, if it remains locked inside an unskilled body and choking out an underdeveloped voice.

Meyerhold believed that, because art represents not a copy of life but the dramatic truth in it, art must be a conscious process, with the actor making choices about how his intention is best to be expressed: “The art of the actor consists in organizing his material: that is, in his capacity to utilize correctly his body’s means of expression.”9 The actor is at the same time the organizer of his material and the material itself.

Movement Is the Result of the Work of the Entire Body

A visitor to Meyerhold’s class in 1933, André Van Gyseghem observed that an actor “must be able to use his whole body as an instrument to play upon. His mind and body must be in complete harmony. What he understands with his mind he must be able to express with the movement or non-movement of his body.”10 In order to achieve this, the actor’s body must be in a constant state of equilibrium, continually making adjustments in order to find maximum expressiveness. The slightest move of an arm, or even a finger, causes a shift in the scales of balance and counterbalance, and the rest of the body must find the most efficient adjustment to maintain equilibrium, which is why “when the tip of the nose works, so does the entire body.”11

In life, a body can be in a state of balance; on stage, it must be in a state of equilibrium. A body in balance is a stable force, an aesthetically pleasing integration of the equal and opposite influences acting upon it; it is what Eisenstein referred to as a static pose. A body in a state of equilibrium is alive and dynamic, even in repose, continually moving in reaction to the forces acting on it and inside of it, playing between the balance and counterbalance; it is what Eisenstein called a raccourci. This is a conscious act, as both the A1 and A2 of the actor must remain in a constant state of readiness, prepared to work against the forces of gravity and momentum to maintain dynamic expressiveness. It is movement working with countermovement; it is equilibrium.

The Body Is the Machine, the Actor the Machinist

If one looks at how the musculoskeletal system of the human body is designed to provide a useful system of levers and counterbalance, one will see that the essence behind each movement as Meyerhold devised it is inherent to the body. He did not invent it; rather, he accurately surmised it through both careful observation of the body in space and through his own natural instinct for movement. His logical and scientific mind made connections between the human body and the physical world around him, which is why he was readily influenced by American industrialist Frederick Winslow Taylor’s study of “motion economy” on a factory production line. Meyerhold connected Taylor’s model of the skilled factory worker to the Soviet concept of a “new worker” of the theater, believing that one must observe in both the absence of superfluous or unproductive movements and correct positioning of the body’s center of gravity, rhythm, and stability.12 Taylor’s “work cycle” became Meyerhold’s “acting cycle,” involving a studied relationship between movement and rest that would enable the worker, and Meyerhold’s actor, to produce the most efficient performance with the least degree of effort.

Combining Coquelin’s idea of the dual personality with Taylor’s system of worker efficiency, Meyerhold compared the A1 and A2 of the actor to the machinist and his machine. If a factory worker can learn to work with his machine efficiently, then the production line is an effective one. If the actor can uncover for himself the complex workings of his own machine, his acting instrument, then his dramatic actions will be equally effective while particular to the work of the performer. Add to this the human capacity for thought and emotion, and the human machine in performance excels beyond any other.

The acting cycle is not foreign to life, observed Meyerhold, but sorely neglected on the stage. Because he saw theater as theatrical rather than lifelike, he concluded that every theatrical moment should be executed to its fullest. Through a careful study of the muscular coordination and system of levers already inherent in the human form, the actor can make the job of moving, gesturing, and speaking more effective by initially making it more efficient. He can then choose how to manipulate his movement, because he has already trained his body to execute what his mind and emotions ask of it.

The Actor’s Art Lies in the Extremely Strict Coordination of All the Elements of His Work

Once the actor has an awareness of the mechanical principles of the body and can apply these principles to every action, he moves beyond work toward expressive play. Achieving such level of play, however, requires careful study of kinesiology and the diligent breaking down of the movement to analyze its process. When an action is broken down into its separate parts, the muscles are learning a new way of moving and require repetition and exaggeration to establish muscle memory. Only when this muscle memory is achieved can the movement be reassembled or synthesized. Meyerhold described this process musically: “When an exercise is broken up into small elements it must be done staccato; the legato will appear when the exercise is executed as an unbroken flowing whole.”13 A musician learns the music phrase by phrase, practicing intricate measures in isolation before reassembling them into an unbroken whole. So, too, must the actor.

This process is similar to Stanislavsky’s scoring of a script. Careful analysis of the script in rehearsal enables its detail to be uncovered. When reassembled for performance, the distinctive beats uncovered in analysis are neither blurred nor static; rather, each beat communicates with such precision how the next beat is to be executed, to seamless effect.

VOCABULARY

There is a fundamental law of human movement whereby, when one wishes to make a movement in a certain direction, one initially makes a movement in the opposite direction before proceeding forward and passing through the point of origin to the intended goal. Although it is more obvious to some actions—bringing a hammer up before coming down onto the nail or taking a few steps backward in order to run and jump over a small stream—“[t]he unexpectedness begins the moment it is pointed out to you that this organic law applies always, everywhere, and to all kinds of phenomena.”14 Eisenstein described this law with a diagram similar to the following:15

[image: images]

This diagram illustrates first the actor’s intent for a movement from point A to point B (the A1 of the actor), and then what his instrument inherently does in order to achieve the intention (the A2 of the actor).

Meyerhold further observed that there exist three basic parts to every action: the preparation for the action, the action itself, and the precise end of the action. These are designated in the diagram as the path from A to C, from C passing through A to B, and B itself, respectively. These elements create the acting cycle. Meyerhold was able to demonstrate through his students’ work that this acting cycle is embodied in every gesture and every line, and because it is cyclical, the end of one action should lead directly and smoothly into the next.

Meyerhold developed a vocabulary for the acting cycle in order to offer students a communal reference point in their analysis. None of the terms has more significance than the others, but none can be omitted from the acting cycle. Below is a transliteration of the Russian terms into the Roman alphabet, as well as an IPA transcription for proper pronunciation.16 Bogdanov and Karpov insist that the Russian terminology be retained because of the semantics behind the literal translation of each word.17
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Otkaz: “A Refusal, a Reversal”

The otkaz is the preparation for the action and one of the most difficult elements to master. It is a reversal of the action, or more precisely, a movement directly opposing the action (the path from A to C in Eisenstein’s diagram). We bend our knees in order to jump; we inhale in order to speak or blow out a candle; we raise our fingers in order to strike a chord on a piano; we open our eyes wide in order to close them tightly when we sneeze. These recoils go against the main action and are inherent in every physical action, no matter how subtle: “One cannot shoot from a bow without first drawing back the string,” Meyerhold was fond of telling his students. The otkaz is the body’s organic way of collecting the energy required for the action, holding on to it in anticipation for the “point of excitability,” or the point at which the body senses it is the right moment to execute the action.

Meyerhold also referred to the otkaz as the “pre-action,” because it subtly indicates to the audience the action that they are about to see and, therefore, makes the perception of the entire movement more complete. For example, when we can sense the actor’s intake of breath, we subconsciously surmise that he is about to blow out the candle before him. We are prepared for it, even without recognizing it, and can more completely enjoy the moment. The audience will not be conscious of this, but it is not its job to be so. That level of awareness falls to the actor, and without it, he is merely doing things on stage; it is not performance.

Posyl: “A Sending Out, To, or Away”

The posyl 18 is the execution of the main action intended. On Eisenstein’s diagram, it is the path from C to B, passing back through the point of origin, A. Just as a ball thrown by a pitcher, the energy collected and held in the body during the otkaz is released and sent in the direction of the action, with the degree of intensity necessitated by the action. Because it passes back through the point of origin, the posyl is seen by the spectator as the path from A to B, but containing the dynamic energy collected from the otkaz. Without this energy, the posyl begins from a dead point. For example, when it is difficult to understand the first few words of an actor’s line, it is because he is not building up the energy for the line until halfway through it; he has not utilized the otkaz to his advantage.

Tochka: “A Point or Dot” or Stoika: “A Stop or Stance”

The tochka, or stoika, is the precise end of the action, and it is best understood as the period at the end of the sentence. The path from A to B has an end, which is B, and it is the actor’s job to clarify what and where that point is. If an archer shoots an arrow at a target, the precise moment the arrow makes contact with the target is the end of the action; if this action ends too soon, the arrow falls short of the archer’s intention. Often, an unskilled actor will allow the end of his lines to trail during performance. In this case, the intended line is falling short of its target, the communication of the idea to the audience; it might fall close, but close is not precise enough for the stage.

Stoika can be used interchangeably with tochka, and it provides another way of looking at point B. It refers to the end of the action as a full stop, requiring a solid stance that incorporates the entire body, regardless of whether the action was a whole-body movement or simply a gesture.

Tormoz: “A Brake”

The tormoz is necessary so you don’t crash-land when you stop the movement of your body. It is the body’s reorganization of its equilibrium in preparation for a stop or change of direction. Just as a driver applies the brakes of the car when approaching a stop sign, the actor must apply his system of brakes upon approaching his target, or he will overshoot it. It is not simply a matter of slowing down, however, as that will change the dynamics of the action.

A simple exercise to discover how the tormoz is essential to the action is to run full speed toward a cube or block and, without stopping, jump up and land directly on it. If the body does not apply its brakes in time as it makes the change in direction from forward to up, then momentum will continue to carry it forward, and the actor will fall forward off the cube. If he slows down too soon, he loses the dynamism of his forward motion as well as the energy to jump up.

An actor can never consciously manipulate his movement by speeding it up, slowing it down, or changing its direction if he allows himself to yield to the laws of gravity and momentum. Even when the actor is executing a movement in the direction of gravity—falling to the ground, for example—he must apply the brakes in order to control his equilibrium and communicate the action as he consciously intends it.

Pauza: “A Pause or Interval”

The pauza is the space between the first action and the next, or the break between the tochka and ensuing otkaz. The moment after the car comes to a complete stop, it returns to idling and remains in a state of readiness as it awaits the next application by the driver to the gas pedal. Although it appears a non-action, the pause is never devoid of the play between balance and counterbalance; the brakes are applied, not the keys removed from the vehicle. Finding this in the body, however, involves a more subtle process than the otkaz.

The most basic parallel to this idea is when you ride an elevator. As it arrives at the intended floor, it slows down slightly (tormoz) before stopping and settling into the correct position for the doors to open. That settling reverberates in you, the passenger, a bit and marks the pauza before the next action of the doors opening.

As another example of this principle, imagine wearing a long velvet cape that drags along the floor behind you as you walk. Whenever you stop walking, it takes a moment for the cape to settle behind you. If you were to run and stop, the settling would be great; if you were to slowly glide to a stop, the settling would be gentle. The settling, however, is inherent to wearing the cape, because it is an extension of your body and follows behind your movement. This moment of settling happens within the body as well, because the extensions of energy emanating from the torso begin to settle when the body comes to a stop. In the posyl, the body is moving against the laws of gravity and momentum. In the pauza, it is still, but it is not in a static pose.

An illustration of the collaborative roles of this vocabulary is the action of pitching a ball to a catcher. There is the windup, counter to the direction of the batter (otkaz), leading into the step forward, the sending of the ball and full extension of the torso and arm, ending just as the ball leaves the hand (posyl). The pitcher’s body remains active, while the energy in the ball begins to dissipate as the ball nears the catcher (tormoz). The moment the ball meets the catcher’s glove marks the end of the complete action (tochka), and the pitcher, whose arm is usually still extended, can feel this connection with the ball even though he is no longer attached to it. The pitcher can, in fact, feel the tormoz even before the ball leaves his hand; without it, he would not be able to manipulate his movement and release the ball at the exact point he intends. Finally, the energy of this action dissipates for both the ball as it settles into the glove, and the pitcher as he feels this connection from the mound (pauza).

EXERCISES

One set of biomechanical exercises trained the actor to find equilibrium in space at all times while pushing the limits of his own natural movement. Another set was designed by Meyerhold to instruct the actor about the vocabulary of the acting cycle. Finally, the etudes were a culmination of Meyerhold’s principles to test the actor’s application to performance. With the exception of the etudes, the exercises do not have precise names, and I therefore refer to them by the main posyl of the exercise. Meyerhold taught all of his exercises in a group and felt strongly that the actors should maintain group awareness even while executing individual movements so that there was no chance of self-indulgence, which he felt had no place on the stage.


Balancing the Stick

Meyerhold used balls and sticks (batons) often in his work to promote awareness in the actor of the extension of his energy and of the continual shift in equilibrium. Take a stick (¾” in diameter by 4’) and balance one end on both the middle and index fingers of one hand. Try transferring the stick from finger to finger while still balancing it, or toss it up and catch it on the fingers of the other hand. Try balancing it on the elbow, nose, chin, foot, or knee. Try walking while balancing, then running, sitting, squatting, or lying down.

The stick is an extension of the arm, which is an extension of the torso via the upper and middle back muscles. The stick, therefore, is the ultimate test of balance in the body, for if the stick falls, the body is not in equilibrium. The actor can determine even the subtlest changes in his balance by watching the upper end of the stick for any tipping or swaying. Unless there is a complete release of tension from the torso through the arm and hand, there will not be a solid enough equilibrium to balance the stick for very long.

Allow that which is inherent in the body’s mechanics to assist you in this exercise. Widen your stance, with one foot slightly forward to bring your center of gravity closer to the floor and expand your tripod. Bend your knees, so that they are ready as springboards to move the feet when needed. Keep your body underneath the stick as much as possible, so that your alignment can assist your sense of balance. Exhale as thoroughly as possible to release any muscles in the neck, shoulders, or elbows that tend to overwork during this exercise. Finally, have fun with the exercise, because it is through a sense of intricate play with the stick that we learn and respond to the “choices” it makes in dialogue with our own equilibrium.




Stomping the Feet

This is one of the simplest exercises with which to understand the integration of the three basic elements of the acting cycle: otkaz, posyl, and tochka. Lift the right foot with the intent of stepping down into the floor. Place the ball of the right foot strongly on the floor, followed by the heel. Alternate left and right sides continually until you find an organic rhythm to the movement. Be careful to lift the leg and foot energetically but only as high as you need to execute the main action of stomping the foot down. You will execute stronger movements and find better balance and support by using your knees as springs, releasing tension in your torso and grounding your center.

Once the stomping becomes familiar in the body, you can begin to break it down into its acting cycle of otkaz, posyl, and tochka. The action (posyl) is stepping down on the ball of the foot, but in order to do so, you must first lift the foot in preparation (otkaz). The otkaz, lifting the foot, acts as a pickup beat to the downbeat of placing the foot down, and together, they are counted as “and one.” The heel meeting the floor marks the very end, or period, of the action (tochka) and is, therefore, separate from placing the ball of the foot down. Together, the otkaz, posyl, and tochka are counted “and one, two.”

Return to a firm stomping of each foot into the floor, utilizing this count as you lift the right foot, place the ball, then the heel; lift the left foot, place the ball, then the heel; and so on (“and one, two,” “and one, two,” etc.). A tendency to speed up means that the heel is not making solid contact with the floor, and you are passing through the tochka of the action rather than clearly defining it.




Moving to a Point

The addition of the tormoz and pauza to the acting cycle is better understood with this exercise. Fix your eyes and face on a specific point across the room; perhaps it is a poster on the wall, a speck of dust on the floor, or a ceiling light. Walk determinedly to that point and stop as close to it as you can, bringing your arm and hand up like a crossing guard would signal “stop.” It is important that the action of this “stop” signal be initiated from the torso through the shoulder, elbow, and hand. The hand does not come upward in front of you but outward, as if you are firmly and slowly pushing the space in front of you: “Stop.” Repeat this action with another point, then another, until you feel comfortable with the action. Your movement will feel more organic if you inhale before you walk to each point.

In this exercise, the preparation (otkaz) is not the turning of the head to look at the point, but the moment just before you take your first step toward it—the moment of inhale. It is a subtle recoil from the intended direction—like drawing back the string before shooting from the bow—and it needs to be exaggerated until it becomes ingrained in both the body and mind.

Following the recoil, or otkaz, is the posyl of walking directly to the point. The “stop” sign you make with your hand is a signal to your body that this is the very end of your action, which is why it is essential that you feel this gesture in the torso: specifically, the back muscles. It is a precise end, as if the hand meets an imagined wall—a period to the sentence of walking across the space (tochka or stoika).

As you begin to bring the arm out, this signals in the body the preparation for the stop. There is a natural slowing down in the body before the stop, and this is what Meyerhold referred to as the tormoz, or “putting on the brakes.” Once you take your last step and stop, there is a settling in the body that goes on, a slight reverberation. The end of this reverberation marks the pauza, or pause, after the action. The body does not relax, as it needs to remain ready to move toward the next point.




Sending the Ball

This exercise applies the acting cycle to partner work. Stand facing your partner with a child’s rubber play ball in your hands, holding it just below chest level in front of you. Using equal force in both arms, send the ball along a straight path directly to your partner, aiming just below his chest. Your partner should catch the ball with both hands and send it back to you in the manner just described. Repeat continually, sending the ball only along this path (i.e., not tossing underhand, overhead, or making one-handed throws).

This exercise may seem elementary, but any change in rhythm, speed, or number of balls too early in the game is likely to cause the ball to drop or the body to tense. There is also a tendency to stop the energy of the ball, like a catcher does with his mitt. In this exercise, allow the energy sent to you from your partner to continue through your catch.

To determine what this “energy of the ball” is, step aside for a moment instead of catching the ball and watch where it goes. It will travel beyond you until it, perhaps, meets a wall or loses its momentum. This same energy is blocked every time you catch the ball abruptly. Instead, embrace the ball soundlessly and literally step back a few paces until you have actually received the energy of the ball. When you can determine the exact moment when the energy is completely received by you, you have found the stoika. The pauza is the moment between your receipt and your release, when you transfer the energy of the ball toward your partner, stepping forward. The energy behind the ball is like the energy of a line, an emotion, even an eye contact onstage; it is the dialogue between partners so in sync that the ball never falls nor makes a sound.



The Daktil’ (дактыл)

Meyerhold created a series of short biomechanical studies, which he called etudes. They are compositions built around a technical basis and executed both for the practice of the technique and for their artistic value, much like the etudes developed for a musician. Each tells a simple action story, such as “Shooting from the Bow,” “Throwing the Stone,” and “Stabbing with the Dagger,” and contains a series of prescribed movements designed to incorporate “all the elements of stage movement and mind-state which Meyerhold demands of every actor.”19

Every etude is preceded by and concludes with a similar exercise called the daktil’.20 The daktil’ acts as the bookends to the etude, or as the otkaz and tochka of the grand posyl. Within three seconds, the actor moves from a neutral stance to a state of physical and mental readiness with the weight centered strongly over the balls of the feet, which Meyerhold felt was much more active. The daktil’ focuses both the A1 and A2 of the actor, reminds the actor of the need for balance and counterbalance, and establishes synchronicity between partners or among a group. When executed en masse, a single clap that is slightly off the rest, in rhythm or even timbre, is obvious. The daktil’ is often executed repeatedly by new students before moving on to the etude, until the group finds unified precision.

Meyerhold borrowed the term from verse poetry (dactyl), where it refers to a metrical foot consisting of one stressed and two unstressed syllables, as in the word “butterfly.” So, too, is the meter of the daktil’ in biomechanics. The stressed syllable involves a sending upward of the torso and arms, followed by two precise claps as the actor centers his energy. The intent of each “syllable” differs, and the second two are slightly shorter than the first, like two quarter notes following one half note.

The daktil’ is not difficult to copy, but it is challenging to sort out its usefulness as a preparatory exercise. Its significance as a key example of biomechanical principles gets lost in fairly generic descriptions of its execution. As an experiment, I asked one of my students to attempt to recreate the daktil’ based on recorded information,21 without my assistance. I then asked her questions that might guide her to discover the reasons behind what she was doing and, therefore, make the movement more organic to her body, without actually telling or demonstrating for her. After significant discussion and analysis, she was able to execute the daktil’ fully and with precision and uncover the essence of the dactylic rhythm. The following is the result of our experiment. The description of the execution is based on the technique I learned from Bogdanov.


The Daktil’

1.   Begin in neutral stance, feet hip-width apart (figure 1). Bring the arms back in preparation, and allow the spine to curve and the knees to bend in response (figures 2 to 3).

Imagine jumping up as high as you can, as if your fingertips could brush the ceiling. In order to execute this, you would first need to bend at the knees, to prepare this jump by moving counter to the direction of the jump. You would probably inhale, lower your body, and take your arms behind you. In so doing, you are collecting all your energy in preparation for springing up. You would also find a certain lift in the knees and feet, readying them as springboards for the jump. It is as if you were making a minuscule jump, a pre-jump, before the main one.

[image: images]

Fig. 1. Neutral stance.
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Fig. 2. Inhale.
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Fig. 3. Prepare.
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Fig. 4. Gather energy.

2.   Bring the arms in front of the body in a large arc (figure 4). Continue the shape of this arc as the hands begin to ascend in front of you toward the ceiling. When the arms are almost parallel with the floor, begin to release the heels as the eyes and head face upward, followed by the arms and torso extending up as high as they will reach (figure 5).

Now, execute the jump you just imagined, exhaling as you do so and using your arms to help you lift upward. Experiment with scooping with your hands and arms versus swinging them; you will find that the action of scooping assists you better in gaining height and maintaining balance in an upward direction. Imagine sending up confetti with you as you jump, watching it as you release, so that it falls in front of and not behind you. Once this jump feels comfortable, alter it by extending as far as you can without actually jumping up. Allow your heels to release if they want, but stay connected to the floor with the balls of your feet. The high point of this extension should feel like a moment of suspension where the energy has not been released through the ceiling, as it is when you jump. This moment of suspension is the end (tochka) of the stressed syllable in the daktil’; it also marks the preparation (small otkaz) for the first of two unstressed syllables, the claps.
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Fig. 5. Extend upward.
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Fig. 6. Collect energy.
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Fig. 7. Clap downward.
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Fig. 8. Extend.

3.   Bring the hands downward and inward (figure 6), allowing the elbows to bend and spine to curve as the body gathers around its center point. When both hands near the body’s center (stomach-pelvic region), bring them together in a downward clap, extending the hands and arms toward the floor (figures 7 to 8).

Once your arms are extended toward the ceiling, reach for the edge of an imaginary sheet hanging midair. Pull down on the sheet, as if trying to release it. This action should naturally involve your torso as well as your arms and hands. Let your hands meet for just a moment, as if gathering the sheet, to strengthen the energy you are sending downward in one strong clap. The hands do not clap inward but downward, like pushing down strongly through water with the palms of the hands.
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Fig. 9. Rise upward.
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Fig. 10. Clap again.
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Fig. 11 Extend down.
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Fig. 12. Ready stance.

4.   Rise up until almost standing (figure 9), then repeat the clap and downward extension of the arms as described above (figures 10 to 11).

This clap acts as a “second chance” to send out any energy you missed the first time. It is a check-in for yourself, to see that you are focused and balanced. It is most useful when executing the daktil’ with a partner or as a group; if the first clap is off, the second usually brings everyone together. Be careful not to rush through this clap, but to give it the same rhythm as the first. Both claps mark the unstressed syllables of the entire daktil’. The main action is the sending of all your energy upward and, before it can release from your body, containing it in the two claps: half note, quarter note, quarter note (“1, (2), 3, 4”).

5.   Rise to standing, allowing the spine to uncurl with the movement. Place the weight of the body over the balls of the feet, which will cause the body to lean slightly forward (figure 12).

Most of your energy should now be directed forward and downward by the action of the hands clapping in front of you. When you rise up to standing, keep your feet planted as the central line of your torso recovers the extension it found in the “jump.” The body is now in equilibrium, with energy moving at the same time upward and downward. Continue to focus your weight more on the balls of your feet as you rise, and feel the weight of the downward pull in the hands as the torso travels upward. When standing, the heels have the same freedom as when executing the “jump,” the knees are flexible, and the aligned body inclines slightly forward. This is your energized stance, your state of readiness.



In the daktil’ demonstrated by Gennadi Bogdanov, which was passed down from Kustov, the heels of the feet barely leave the ground on the upward extension. Robert Leach states that the “feet remain firm on the ground,”22 while Alma Law maintains that the actor should be “on the balls of his feet.”23 Archival photos and films offer differing views, and it becomes challenging to assess the historical accuracy of this point. When actually executing this extension, it is difficult to completely involve the torso unless the heels can release a bit from the floor; otherwise, there is a sense of the feet being too planted into the ground and holding back the energy. If on full relevé, however, the degree to which the actor can send the energy upward lessens because of issues with balance.

Photos courtesy Matt Jacobson

NOTES

  1.   Alma H. Law and Mel Gordon, Meyerhold, Eisenstein and Biomechanics: Actor Training in Revolutionary Russia (Jefferson, NC: McFarland & Company, Inc., 1996), 23.

  2.   Robert Leach accurately views Meyerhold as a pedagogue, which he defines as a “teacher, a researcher and a practitioner in one.” Robert Leach, Vsevolod Meyerhold (Cambridge, MA: Cambridge University Press, 1989), xiii.

  3.   Law and Gordon, Meyerhold, 136.

  4.   Leach, Vsevolod Meyerhold, 23–24.

  5.   Edward Braun, Meyerhold: A Revolution in Theatre (Iowa City: University of Iowa Press, 1995), 188.

  6.   Karpov audited Kustov’s classes in 1974, and he and Bogdanov have often team-taught courses in biomechanics.

  7.   Meyerhold was becoming disgruntled with the lack of opportunity for him at the Moscow Art Theatre and the MAT with his revolutionary ideas. When the company reorganized in 1902, Nemirovich-Danchenko and Stanislavsky did not invite Meyerhold to be a shareholder. Meyerhold subsequently resigned and started his own company in Kherson.

  8.   Constant-Benoit Coquelin, The Art of Acting (New York: Columbia University Press, 1926), 5.

  9.   Braun, Meyerhold, 173.

10.   Law and Gordon, Meyerhold, 234.

11.   Ibid, 135.

12.   Edward Braun, Meyerhold on Theatre (London: Methuen, 1991), 198.

13.   As recorded by Mikhail Korenev. Law and Gordon, Meyerhold, 138.

14.   For details regarding this phenomenon, see Sergei Eisenstein’s essay, “On Recoil Movement,” in Law and Gordon, Meyerhold, 193.

15.   Law and Gordon, Meyerhold, 193.

16.   I am indebted to Maia Kipp (University of Kansas) for editing my transliterations and to Paul Meier (University of Kansas) for providing the International Phonetic Alphabet (IPA) transcriptions.

17.   Some practitioners assert that Meyerhold’s terminology is slightly different than Bogdanov’s, but as I understood from both institutes I attended, this is the original terminology and usage.

18.   Often transliterated as pacil. According to Russian-born scholar Maia Kipp, the accepted transliteration following the guidelines set by the Library of Congress would be posyl (personal interview).

19.   As observed by André Van Gyseghem. Law and Gordon, Meyerhold, 234.

20.   Often transliterated as dactyl, which is how it is used in poetry. According to Russian-born scholar Maia Kipp, the accepted transliteration following the guidelines set by the Library of Congress would be daktil’ (personal interview). See also note 16 above.

21.   I am indebted to Laura Sternberg for her work on this experiment, based on descriptions by Robert Leach (Leach, “Meyerhold and Biomechanics,” in Twentieth Century Actor Training, ed. A. Hodge [London: Routledge, 2000], 46–7) and Alma Law and Mel Gordon (Law and Gordon, Meyerhold, 103–5).

22.   Leach, “Meyerhold and Biomechanics,” 46.

23.   Law and Gordon, Meyerhold, 103.
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Michael Chekhov, Psychological Gesture, and the Thinking Heart

Floyd Rumohr

I first encountered the work of Michael Chekhov as a first-year graduate student at Temple University in 1985. My teacher, Kevin Cotter, had such a profound impact on me that I began immediately to apply the work. Within only two weeks, I was spellbound by its effectiveness and a bit awed by its ease, having previously been subject only to the internal sufferings of the Method actor. I wondered why I had never heard of a “psychophysical” approach before. By 1988, I had applied the technique to critical acclaim in several Philadelphia performances, which resulted in a few requests by my peers to teach them. With more experience as a practitioner than a teacher, I wasn’t quite sure how to go about it, though I thought I might as well give it a try. My handful of students at that time evolved into a six-month waiting list by the time I arrived in New York City in 1990. Their confidence in me provided opportunities to improve my teaching and test some of my ideas.

As demand for private coaching increased beyond capacity, I struggled with a central question: What am I training these artists to do? Having recently graduated from a world-class conservatory program and landed an agent who was primarily focused on television in the New York market, I realized that my best years in the theater could quite possibly be behind me. I wasn’t a good enough singer or dancer for Broadway, and the handful of classical theater companies in New York paid very little, if anything at all. So, was I to spend my late twenties doing commercials for Chevrolet, which paid more for two days’ work than I made in an entire year in the theater?

I struggled with this idea. Was I to “train” actors very much the way I was trained, which ultimately constituted overkill, given that I really didn’t need that level of training to do commercials or daytime TV? What was I training them for? To be unemployed? To wait tables? After a time, I found it difficult to take their money when I knew they were struggling to survive.

Some of my more ambitious students approached me about forming an ensemble. This sounded like a good idea, but I was not so sure that New York City needed yet another new theater among the three hundred and fifty that already existed off- and off-off-Broadway. Our emphasis on the work of Michael Chekhov would certainly distinguish us, but I wasn’t convinced that would be enough.

After some discussion among the actors, drawing upon my six years of experience at Theatre for a New Audience, and turning to Mr. Chekhov’s suggestion that the creative spirit grows stronger within us when we do things for others without a “selfish note in it,” we decided to offer artist residencies to three New York City public schools free of charge. Following training workshops that developed their teaching skills, the actors visited the schools to teach aesthetic skills and rehearsal strategies in partnership with public school teachers once each week for several weeks. The pilot project was such a success that it has evolved into one of the most comprehensive and successful arts-in-education programs currently in the United States, reaching nearly four thousand teachers, children, and their families in all five boroughs of New York City, with pilot activity in Florida and Pennsylvania. The program, called “Stages of Learning®,” was inspired by Mr. Chekhov’s artistic principles and employs artists trained in his approach.

MR. CHEKHOV AND HIS TECHNIQUE

Any approach to acting, let alone a psychophysical approach, lends itself to misinterpretation or confused application, particularly when that application is derived from the written word. For this reason, I will focus on the meaning of “psychophysical” and its relationship to psychological gesture, which is an amalgam that embodies nearly all of the separate components of the Chekhov technique. Not to say that what you read here is beyond interpretation, but my intention is to clarify our terms, provide an overall framework for psychophysical development, and attempt a written description to an approach with which a good teacher is indispensable.

Perhaps one of the aspects of Mr. Chekhov’s work that is the most compelling is that he was an actor first—not just a good one, but a great one. In a 1993 letter to me, Bobby Lewis described him as “the greatest actor I ever saw.” He is known currently in the Soviet Union as “the acting genius of the century.” Mr. Chekhov, a consummate actor who experienced the ebb and flow of success and deprivation, sought to “go beyond” the playwright and the play to embody the character in the most profound ways.

Michael Chekhov joined Konstantin Stanislavsky’s Moscow Art Theatre in 1912, at the age of twenty-one, and within months was invited into the First Studio, where he appeared in walk-ons and later in major roles. Between 1913 and 1923, Chekhov’s reputation as a creative and independent thinker increased dramatically.

In 1923, Chekhov became the director of the Second Studio of the Moscow Art Theatre upon Stanislavsky’s request. Soon, his innovations became a threat to the Soviet government, and he was denounced in 1927 as an “idealist” and mystic. Moscow newspapers cited Chekhov as “a sick artist” and “alien and reactionary.” In 1928, director Max Reinhardt invited Chekhov to emigrate to Germany. For seven years, Chekhov “wandered”1 in Austria, Berlin, Paris, Latvia, and Lithuania, pursuing his lifelong quest to create his own troupe and method of actor training. Upon the invitation of Sol Hurok, Chekhov came to America, where he met Beatrice Straight, who generously supported Chekhov’s vision.

By 1938, Chekhov’s method had been established. In the fall of 1941, the Chekhov Theatre opened a New York studio on 56th Street in New York City, but was unable to sustain itself without the financial assistance of Beatrice Straight, who died in April 2001.

Between 1943 and 1954, Chekhov starred in nine Hollywood films. In 1945, after receiving an Academy Award nomination for his role as the psychoanalyst in Alfred Hitchcock’s Spellbound, Chekhov resumed teaching his technique to young Hollywood actors. Marilyn Monroe, Jack Palance, and Anthony Quinn were among his students. In 1955, Michael Chekhov died of heart failure in his Hollywood home. Today, there are dozens of organizations exploring his technique all over the world.

In Chekhov’s technique, the “internal” and “external” are inexorably linked, so much so that separating them would be more an academic exercise than artistic expression. Such separation might be necessary for discussion and training, but the stage bears the inevitable truth every time: If the actor cannot reconcile the unification of the “inner” and “outer,” his acting is likely to be strained, unimaginative, and flat.

“Psychophysical” refers to the unification of the body with all that lies within it, though it may appear at times, and indeed it can be true, that the body and soul can be independent of each other. The “soul” is that intangible reservoir within us that acquires experiences: They can be imagined, thought about, or actually experienced. Like a savory stew, the soul acquires ingredients upon which the spirit will work.

The “spirit” is that which uses the body to take action, drawing upon the resources of the soul. The spirit “amalgamates, condenses, and draws conclusions,” which the soul cannot do.

For actors, the soul, spirit, and body are in constant interplay, inhabiting each other in space, neither one before or after the other, like sea waves rippling into that which came before and all that follows. The soul and spirit require the body to express these ripples, which we might refer to as sensations of feelings.

Chekhov would suggest that movement awakens “sensations” of feelings. Sensations are physical responses to stimuli, like goose bumps. The goose bumps call up feelings, some from real life and others from the imagination. These sensations draw out feelings. The relationship between sensation and feeling might at first seem insignificant, but nothing could be further from the truth.

On stage, movement is sometimes visible, reaching the audience through their eyes. Other times, the movement is invisible and directly penetrates their hearts, such as in the case of sensations that flare out beyond the stage. The latter is still movement, even if the actor is not visibly moving. This is so because the actor is “radiating” at every moment. For example, when sitting, the actor is not a frozen statue, but living within that shape. As the actor lives in space, pauses become loaded with waves of imaginative impulses richer than any single memory could provide. Imagine a character sitting in an icy room on death row. The possibilities for sensations, inner gestures, and radiations are numerous and possibly infinite.

The body is capable of expressing an array of psychological values if we involve it from the inside, even if these values are so plentiful they defy intellectual inquiry and analysis. Such inquiry implies a possible distinction between the “inner” and “outer”—at least in the beginning. When practicing staccato movement, which is a sharp, abrupt change of direction, we should try to experience this quality inwardly, even though we begin it outwardly. What is it like inwardly to experience any part of your body moving in a sharp way? What is it like psychologically to change thought patterns abruptly or think in a black-and-white way? Perhaps start with one body part, such as a hand or arm. The sharp movement will eventually awaken inner thoughts and impulses appropriate to that quality.2 Eventually, the whole body must be incorporated. New feelings and sensations should not be limited only to those areas of the body that are already within your awareness and in tune with your imagination. You might have a habit of practicing a staccato quality in your arms because you’re good at it or because it feels the most comfortable. That’s fine for now, but eventually, you must awaken this quality in your whole body if you want to have access to the widest possible range of expression, which includes inner or “psychological” gesture, a hallmark of the Chekhov technique.

Great acting is comprised of movement, or “gesture,” at every moment, but you need not explicitly develop gestures for every moment unless you want to. This is because you are intuitively already doing them when you are acting at your best. Any good performance is physically alive at every moment; the performer is radiating energy even when at rest, as Martha Graham said that we are still dancing inwardly even when we are still. Generally, psychological gestures, or “inner gestures,” are helpful when you get stuck on a moment that just isn’t working or the character’s core is elusive. The “core” emerges from the question, “Who is this character?” The answer usually lies in the archetype of the character.

ARCHETYPES AND PROTOTYPES

Archetypes are forms, symbols, or images that have universal meaning and inspire an original model, or prototype. The prototype, in the case of an actor, is the character he creates.

Archetypes appear in our dreams, works of art, and historically in aspects of our culture, especially in such things as paintings, literature, and religious representations. The ancient Greek root arche means “the first.” “Type” means to “imprint or impress” or “pattern.” These impressions, as the psychologist Jung discovered, arise spontaneously from the unconscious in the form of images. “Because they appear as universal, collectively owned images, their symbolism evokes similar feelings, raises similar issues, and constellates similar behavior wherever they arise and enter into the life of an individual or a culture,”3 notes Robert A. Johnson.

Imagine, for example, the archetype of the Warrior. We might see an image immediately, even if we have no experience with one, almost as if it were imprinted on our consciousness. The Warrior, Prisoner, and Skeptic are types, but human beings are made up of combinations of types, making us many-faceted, as in the following example from Johnson:


Years ago a young graduate student came to work on his dreams with me, and a masculine figure began to appear repeatedly in his dreams. The student spontaneously invented his own name for this friendly male companion that showed a universal character. He called him “the tribal brother.” The dreamer and his tribal brother lived among a tribe of Vikings in an ancient age in Europe.

In some dreams he and his companion were warriors and went to battle together. In other, they were healers. In one they discovered a radiant and magical woman in a white robe who became the dreamer’s consort. Together, they went through all the struggles and numerous discoveries of young manhood. The dreamer’s friendship with his inner figure was so close, and felt so real, that he felt lonely whenever he had to go for many days without seeing him in his dreams.4



This archetype, as with all of them, is psychologically complex. For the actor, archetypes can be powerful tools to inspire a character prototype and its inner life, because such archetypes will spontaneously awaken sensation in the body. The sensations are what the body remembers and can repeat—feelings are less reliable and harder to recreate. You can try to command yourself to experience a feeling on the stage, but the result will probably be inartistic and marginally successful at best. But you can ask your imagination to show you the archetype of the Warrior. Often, the result is (1) a strong image that describes the “outer,” (2) sensations resonating throughout your body that fill the “inner,” and (3) a character prototype that is uniquely your own.5 Other examples of archetypes include the Star, Magician, Addict, Lover, Prostitute, Prophet, and Clown. In order to awaken sensations, you will have to practice imagining them—an exercise that will become more fun than labor if you do it often enough.

Your imagination will respond if you can ask questions in the spirit of play. Ask yourself, “Who is my character?” Remember, you are going for the character at its core. The Prisoner on death row, for example, might have a way of walking or mannerism that is particular to his personality. Archetypically, he is the Prisoner. Elements of behavior and personality can be added later. It’s important to begin with the character at its core: the root, the impulse. Think of it as the original impression of who the person is. Be careful of layering on personality traits too soon, because it is possible that you will limit the character to preconceived notions born of habit rather than imagination. The sequence of the work is important here: Start with the archetype and then layer on the personality.

Begin by looking at the first three or four things the character does in the script. Romeo, for example:

•   Stays out all night with Rosaline

•   Greets the Friar in the early morning and professes his love

•   Denounces his love of Rosaline upon seeing Juliet at a party

The unfortunate trap that many young Romeos fall into is that of the Lover—a dull and unimaginative response to the facts that Shakespeare gives us. At a recent workshop on archetypes, several of my ethnically diverse colleagues came up with the following possibilities for Romeo:

•   Alley cat

•   Gambler

•   A Playa

•   Snoop Doggy Dog

•   Tomcat

•   Businessman

•   Salesman

•   Peacock

What wonderful responses to a character who has been around for four hundred years! To you, some of them might be stereotypes, which are usually preconceived and oversimplified ideas of the characteristics that typify a person or thing. Don’t be alarmed if you think in stereotypical terms, but seek to go more deeply before you start to make choices about the personality of the character. You may not agree with the above responses, but that’s okay. Your unique imagination will create something entirely your own if you let it. Imagine the witches in Macbeth. They appear, hail, cook, conjure, and predict—among other things. What do you see? Certainly the Prophet is among the possibilities—quite a different direction than what we might think of as a more stereotypical witch.

Once you have a sense of who the character is (the archetype), imagine yourself as the character, and walk around the space asking, “What do I want?” Pay close attention to what your body is doing. Let’s imagine the Prisoner. Is your body opening, closing, clutching, pushing? Even the smallest movements of the fingers should be considered. Does the movement suggest some sort of a push, as if the archetype wants to escape?

Whatever the body is doing should be favored over any discussion of the topic. Don’t try to label or talk too much about what is happening. If it’s a push, then it’s a push. Keep it simple. Behavioral movement, such as scratching, smoking, etc., can be layered on later. It’s the purity of your initial impulse that produces inner gesture.

GESTURE

Once you have an archetype that feels right to you, and you have a sense of what your character wants, then your body is probably already trying to tell you something. If you’re not careful, however, the “sneaking and sniffing” analytical mind, as Chekhov cautions, could put a stop to it and kill sensation.

What is the “sneaking and sniffing” weasel that Chekhov refers to? It’s anything that kills your enthusiasm for creative play—a thought or impulse, probably born of some inhibiting habit, that prevents you from experiencing new sensations in your body. Its power over us can be strong, suggesting thoughts like “I’m not good enough,” “That actor is so bad, and because of him, I can’t concentrate,” or “My belly is too big, and I hope nobody sees it.” This side of our psychology can play a major role if one is unable to focus on the positive, the imaginative, what you like about this or that actor or yourself instead of what you don’t like. Insecurity with any part of the body can result in enough self-criticism to inhibit the creation of your own character prototype—killed forever because of a critical impulse arising from an agenda that is anything but creative.

The “Higher Intellect,”6 as Chekhov points out, is born of the heart and does not have the destructive quality of the “cold, calculating mind.” This “thinking heart” is the companion of the creative spirit and should always be invited to participate in the process. The Higher Intellect is curious, helpful, and supportive. Its analysis is exacting, but gentle, deferring to the synthesizing power of the creative spirit. Chekhov never intended for our acting to be brainless. In fact, if it were, our choices would lack clarity. But the intellect must have a supportive quality in order to be effective in our creative work.7

Assuming the calculating mind has been subdued, in favor of the Higher Intellect, begin moving about the space, guided by the impulse from what your character wants. A teacher or playmate is particularly helpful at this point, because you will need feedback as to how and in what ways your body is responding. Pay particular attention to those seemingly meaningless little movements that might express the want. A small opening of the chest area might suggest, for example, that your character wants to expose his or her heart, or to “open.” Imagine such an impulse coming from our archetypal Prisoner. Here, we would have a character who perhaps has committed violent acts and yearns to admit or reveal something in the deepest recesses of his soul. I can’t help but be reminded of Sean Penn’s exquisite performance in Dead Man Walking when I imagine the archetype this way. A full exploration of the impulse will provide you with the information you need to determine if “opening” is the artistic choice for your portrayal.

While working on A Midsummer Night’s Dream with two actors of the Chekhov Theatre Ensemble, for example, I asked the actress playing Helena what she wanted in order to invoke the inner gesture. She provided a long and detailed answer, going on and on until I eventually just stopped her and said, “All that might be true, but tell me in one word or less what she wants.” Her brain, having toiled over a complicated intellectual answer, didn’t have enough information to be succinct. Her body, however, responded immediately, spontaneously, and visibly. At least to me.

Her arms and fingers were clearly pulling—the movements were very small, but they were there. At first, she didn’t understand how the tiniest pulling of her fingers had anything to do with Helena, until she realized that Helena wants Demetrius—she needs Demetrius so much that the Addict came to mind as an archetype. Imagine that! Helena as the Addict. I’m sure most people would not traditionally approach it that way, but if you penetrate into the core of who she is, you might discover that the Addict could be a possibility, depending on how your director is thinking of her in the context of the production as a whole.

Now, the actress needed to experience the essence of pulling him toward her, but not with just her fingers.

The task before us now was to develop a gesture that embodied the essence of “pull” in her whole body. Her feet remained flat on the ground—important so that the shape of the gesture can easily be repeated without going off-balance. We started the movement in the opposite place of the “pull” in order to give us the greatest polarity.8 Her arms were pushed outwardly with her torso full front. Her feet were about three and a half feet apart. Starting from this position, she then “pulled” with her arms, shifting her weight onto her back foot, as she released a sound: “Ahhhhhhhhhhhhhh.”9 After a bit of side coaching, she eventually involved the whole body, including her head.10

When she eventually had a gesture that seemed right to her, we worked on the shape, tempo, and quality of the gesture, until it inspired her as she said, “I want Demetrius.” We discovered that a staccato quality seemed truer to her than a more legato quality, even though legato was more sensual, which might have been our choice had we remained at the surface level of the Lover.

It is important to play with a gesture a bit before rejecting it, because the answer might lie in how it is done as much as in its shape. Repeat the gesture at least three times, radiating at the end of each form and inviting the voice along. You can start out with a release of sound, such as in “Ahhhhhhhhhhh,”11 allowing the gesture to color the voice. Let the voice evolve to language—“I want Demetrius”—and then play with other lines of text with the gesture. With each successive radiation, the gesture will become more powerful and awaken stronger psychological values within the voice and body.

Repeat the gesture at least three times, pausing at the end of each repetition to allow the radiations to flow through you. Walk around the room, see yourself doing the gesture inwardly, and now, speak some of your lines. You might discover that doing the gesture inwardly becomes more powerful than physically doing it. Imagine Helena as described above: as the Addict, inwardly pulling, professing her love with a need that burns—quite a different rendition than we might expect from a syrupy lover.12

Once the actor generated the essence of “pull” through repetition and radiation of her gesture, she awakened a desperation and urgency in the character that was as amusing as it was heartbreaking. Allowing breath to release with each subsequent pull, the actress evolved onto solid sound and eventually speech through her gesture. Her resulting performance was remarkably complex and emotionally rich—all emerging from the embodiment and simplicity of “pull.” The “pull” was a distillation of more complex elements.

When her “pulling” Helena was combined with the “pushing” Demetrius, we were able to stage the scene in forty-five minutes. The actor’s imagination created the inner life, and her body awakened sensations of feelings that were complex and compelling. Because the actors had approached the underlying psychology of the scene through gesture, rather than through an emotional memory or personal substitution approach, they were able to step out of the play and back into their everyday lives without harm to their personal psychology.13

This approach served us well when we had only four weeks to stage King Lear, which some scholars consider impossible to stage, even with an infinite amount of rehearsal time. Not only was it possible, the Ensemble received an Off-Off-Broadway Award, which cited the outstanding acting among other distinctions.

By distilling characters or scenic moments to their core gestures, you can achieve performances that are so psychologically complex that it would take reams of paper to describe them. In Helena’s final moments in the scene before Demetrius rejects her, the actress radiated hope, despair, desperation, loss, rage, confusion, and decisiveness in her fleeting moments, as we experienced her yearning need for him. Were I to ask her to feel all of these things, she probably would have failed—not to mention that the process would have been as unpleasant as it would be ineffective.

GETTING STUCK

The invariable question arises when working with movement: What’s wrong if my gesture doesn’t awaken anything in me? There are two possibilities that I have seen over the years: (1) the archetype, gesture, and rhythms, tempos, or other qualities need to be modified until you feel some sort of inspiration, or (2) you are not sufficiently “in your body” to experience the gesture, and some preliminary work needs to be done.

The former is easier to deal with, because a few adjustments, often minor, could awaken you in entirely new ways. If you aren’t “in your body,” there could be a stiffness brought on by years of habitual use of the body. If this is true, then it is too soon for you to engage in psychological gesture: Releasing extraneous tension in the body should be priority one. There are many good approaches to do this through conventional movement trainings (such as Alexander or Feldenkrais), which make wonderful introductions to the basic exercises of Michael Chekhov. Every effort should be made to inhabit your body, or “be in your body,” while doing the basic exercises or engaging in other movement training.

“In your body” means that every aspect of your inner world coexists with every aspect of your outer world. The body is constantly acquiring knowledge, expressing feelings, and awakening sensation in the whole body: toes, feet, back of legs, inner thighs, and the oblique muscles that are often neglected. Our world has become so civilized that we often forget that we inhabit our bodies for only moments on the spectrum of time. If you spend a lot of time sitting down with your legs crossed, find a way to hang upside down and pretend to be a bat.

BASIC EXERCISES

The basic exercises are essential to establishing and maintaining psychophysical alignment. They encourage the imagination to stream through the body, awakening areas that might be stiff or not particularly expressive. As a visual artist’s palette contains many colors, so, too, must an actor’s body and voice comprise a palette of “psychological values.” Without this kind of psychophysical development, the actor might fall victim to, “But Mr. Director, I am feeling the inner life of the character,” and the director responds, “But Mr. Actor, that’s not what’s coming across.”

The actor’s job is not to feel, but to express and embody all aspects of character in a theatrical context. How can he do this if the character wants to move in a legato way and the actor is only able to express himself through staccato forms? Not only is it impossible, but interminably frustrating for actor, director, and audience.

Basic exercises used at the Ensemble to develop psychological values and best enable inner gesture include:

•   Staccato and legato

•   Flying, floating/flowing,14 molding, radiating

•   Expansion/contraction

•   Ease, form, beauty, and the whole

Because the basic exercises and atmospheres are thoroughly explained in To the Actor and its subsequent incarnations, I will describe the following exercises in order to provide an idea of our particular approach to them.


Staccato

Begin by moving one part of your body in a sharp way. Invite another part of the body to join in, and then another, until the whole body is involved. Blink the eyes in a staccato way; twist the torso, reach with the arms, open the legs, and lengthen the spine. Breathe and release sound. What is the experience like? What sensations and feelings accompany the movement? What kinds of sounds come out of you? Variations include adding language in improvisational circumstances.




Legato

Begin by moving one part of your body in a smooth and seamless way.15 Invite another part of the body and then another, until the whole body is involved. Blink the eyes in a legato way; twist the torso, reach with the arms, open the legs, and lengthen the spine. Pay particular attention to the lower body, and invite it to move seamlessly. Breathe and release sound. What kinds of sounds come out of you? Variations include adding language in improvisational circumstances.




Expansion as Sensation16

Make your body as big as a shining star—arms, legs, and face spread apart. Allow breath into your body and release sound. What is it like to be so large? What sensations are awakened in your body?




Contraction as Sensation

Make your body as small as you can by placing your forehead on the floor, arms and hands flopped to the side.17 Imagine yourself as tiny as you can. Allow breath into your body and release sound. What is it like to be so small? What sensations are awakened in your body?




Expansion/Contraction as Gesture

This time, begin with your two feet flat on the floor; weight distributed so that you can move with ease. Make your body small in a way that feels comfortable for you. Allow the sensations of contraction to awaken, but do not squeeze your muscles. Then, grow the body into expansion, and end the gesture with the sensations of expansion. You can play with the tempo, rhythm, and other qualities. Try it slow, fast, staccato, legato, heavy, light, and so on. How do the different qualities affect you inwardly? Repeat the experience, but start in an expanded way and move to a contracted shape. How does the movement of “closing” affect the experience?



It is important for me to reiterate that the use of breath and voice evolved over time at the Ensemble and is a departure from Chekhov. We have found that, without an integrated approach, actors are often able to fulfill the character in the body but not the voice. The result has been that voice and speech processes have had to “catch-up” to reflect the complex psychological values developed in the body—a dichotomy that is frustrating and avoidable. Perhaps it is helpful to think of the voice as emerging from a complex array of muscles, some of which are small and most of which are internal but no less absent from the whole body than any other part of us.

FINAL TIPS

Chekhov never intended for psychological gesture to be performed onstage. Like the technique of F. Matthias Alexander (a contemporary of Chekhov), psychological gesture is intended as a “means-whereby” to enable the fullest possible expression.18 This “means-whereby” is particularly important to note: Ultimately, any technique should liberate you to be brilliant and inspired. It must never be used as a substitute for your talent, but, like any good technique, must be used to enable it. You might find there are roles that you play brilliantly with little such development. But you will need a technique to inspire you for roles that are less accessible. Even then, your goal should be to play the character, the scene, the play as beautifully as possible—with audacity, imagination, and theatrical truth—using the technique to enable such expression and never as a substitute for it, which is perhaps the greatest example of the partnership between the “inner” and the “outer.”

If you are going to undertake the Chekhov work, it will be necessary to train with a good teacher. Most artists cannot derive all that they need to from books, not even Mr. Chekhov’s. That said, some things to keep in mind when working:

•   Approach character through archetypes. It is likely to lead you to a unique prototype.

•   Do movements from the inside. What sensations, feelings, and impulses are awakened within you when you are moving? Use your body in entirely new ways. If it feels strange or odd, then you’re exploring new territory (just don’t hurt yourself).

•   Release breath and sound. Though Mr. Chekhov precluded voice and speech from his work until his collaboration with Rudolf Steiner, our work at the Chekhov Theatre Ensemble has shown that integrated breath awareness is as much a part of the psychophysical process as any other part of the body. Do not force breath out, manufacture language, or indulge an impulse to make the release audible: Breath should stream out of and through the body as a result of the movement, similarly to the way a sigh comes out from an impulse of relief. It might be a good idea to do some of your Chekhov exercises with a voice and speech teacher with whom you have worked to see what he or she has to say about it.

Psychological gestures should:

•   Be archetypal and involve the whole body.

•   Generally involve two feet flat on the floor.

•   Be well shaped with a sense of beginning, middle, and end.

•   Involve breath and sound.

•   Embody the character as a whole, a fragment of it, or a moment in the scene.

•   Be performed inwardly when acting.

•   Be repeated three times in succession with radiation between each repetition.

•   Inspire you.

If your psychological gesture doesn’t inspire you, change it or get rid of it until you find something that does. Play with its rhythms, tempos, and qualities. You might discover that the same shape dramatically changes in psychological values with the smallest adjustment.

•   Let your imagination soar above common bounds, but do not extend yourself beyond that which you can do with a feeling of ease. You’re not competing.

•   Invite your Higher Intellect into the process to help you make artistic choices.

Inhabit and trust your body with every aspect of your consciousness. It will reveal and express entirely new renditions of even age-old characters if you can recognize and develop your impulses. The body desires, in the words of Leonardo da Vinci, to “dwell with the soul, because without the members of the body the soul can neither act nor feel.”

Thank you to Kelly Ellenwood, Jerry Homan, and Joe Hoover for their assistance in the preparation of this article.

NOTES

  1.   Laurence Senelick. ed., Wandering Stars: Russian Emigre Theatre, 1905–1940 (Iowa City: University of Iowa Press, 1992). Michael Chekhov chapter by Deirdre Hurst du Prey.

  2.   Sometimes, characters will move with the opposite quality of that which would describe their inner life. A character could be outwardly staccato but inwardly legato—moving with a sharp quality but thinking in a languid way.

  3.   Robert A. Johnson, Inner Work: Using Dreams and Active Imagination for Personal Growth (San Francisco: Harper & Row Publishers, 1986).

  4.   Ibid.

  5.   Actors sometimes skip the first two steps of archetypes and prototypes, particularly when playing classical roles. They often get stuck trying to recreate or mimic other artists’ prototypes, such as with Marlon Brando’s prototype of Stanley Kowalski in A Streetcar Named Desire.

  6.   From Michael Chekhov’s 1955 Hollywood Lecture Series, Lincoln Center Library.

  7.   Think of this as a symbiotic inner relationship, similar to those relationships we have on the “outside” that make the most profound experiences possible. In a recent yearlong project at PS 145, Brooklyn, for example, I was teaching theatrical skills, strategies, and processes in partnership with public school teachers in grades three, four, and five. In my role as “artist,” I focused on direct instruction and experiential activities that reinforced them. The classroom teachers and Jane Remer, researcher and evaluator, served the project as the wise “scientists” who made curricular connections, helped me to include age-appropriate vocabulary, and offered suggestions to improve the process. One such suggestion was that I teach the fifth grade first, fourth grade second, and third grade last in order that I could “rehearse” my lesson and internally edit by the time I got to the third grade. I marveled at the simplicity of the idea and how it might never have occurred to me had I not had the benefit of these “wise scientists.”

  8.   Polarity is ending the gesture in the opposite place from where you began it. When working with polarity, it is important to consider levels above and below, as well as in front and behind. This provides the greatest psychological power to the movement.

  9.   The use of sound is a departure from Chekhov but is essential for the actor to express the inner gesture through the voice as much as through the body.

10.   The head must be incorporated in a way that contributes to the shape of the gesture. If your head is reluctant, you’re probably thinking too much.

11.   Be careful of manipulating the voice. Let it stream out as a result of the movement.

12.   I have nothing against lovers, but it really is not a compelling approach for either Helena or Demetrius, given what each of the characters does.

13.   In Stanislavsky’s “Method,” a personal substitution approach to conjuring feelings has often resulted in mental instability of actors who attempt to recall memories from their pasts—“cold dishes of yesterday,” as Chekhov refers to it. A little-known fact is that Stanislavsky favored the “theory of physical actions” close to his death—an approach that is akin to Chekhov’s “psychophysical” technique.

14.   There is some disagreement about whether Chekhov meant “floating” or “flowing.” Deirdre Hurst du Prey doesn’t recall a distinction; his book cites “floating,” and I was trained in “floating.” Some Chekhov teachers insist on “flowing.” Both legato in quality, floating and flowing are distinctive: floating more buoyant and flowing more streaming. Each artist, however, will have to discern for him or herself how and in what ways they are distinguishable.

15.   Pay particular attention to any part of your body that is jerky. Work with that area of the body until you can move it in a seamless, legato way. Allow a smoothness into areas of the body that are jerky or staccato. You might need to release age-old habits in order to do this.

16.   Some teachers have referred to Expansion/Contraction as a “psychological gesture.” This is true when moving from one shape to the other, as described in the subsequent exercise. I recommend, however, that the sensations of each are fully experienced prior to moving from one to the other.

17.   This shape discourages the impulse to move. The focus here should be on experiencing the sensations of the form.

18.   Alexander, F. Matthias, The Resurrection of the Body: The Essential Writings of F. Matthias Alexander (Boston: Shambhala Publications, 1986).


Theatrical Stillness

Mary Fleischer

In an anthology devoted to the subject of movement, it seems only fitting to explore the theatrical potential of stillness. Ranging from fixity to transcendence, the experience of stillness onstage for both performer and audience heightens our awareness of the duration of the present moment. The most emblematic word of the last century may well have been “faster,” but the absence of visible movement—stillness—holds an enduring fascination. Just consider the popularity of street performers who pose as “living statues”: Our curiosity is piqued to look for signs of life—breathing, a blink, a slight swaying or flinching—to give away their artifice. Stillness abstracts physical form, while asking us to reconsider what it is to be alive, sensate, and human.

Theater is the art of time: We expect something to happen, to exhibit change, to take its course. How we perceive the quality of a particular slice of time is determined by the particular rhythms and tempos a performance establishes through the movements of actors and visual elements, the ebb and flow of language, music, and sound, and, most importantly, the synergistic combination of elements. Stillness can connote a wide range of emotional states—from calm, meditation, exhaustion, sleep, dream, and trance to extreme attitudes of rigidity and panic. From an actor’s studied hesitation to a telling stage picture frozen in tableau, stillness throws into relief the whole notion of time onstage—it compels us to consider what brought us to this present stillness and to anticipate a release into the future, into action, once again. The stillness of the body in live performance has a particular resonance, since that body occupies the same time and space as the audience and our experience of rhythm and tempo are related to pulse and emotion. Our connection to the performer is a kinesthetic one, as we watch a body not unlike our own breathing and held in space, still in a dynamic relationship to gravity.

Like silence, stillness is a grounding or blank canvas from which a production springs and can remain a dynamic and expressive element. In rehearsal, we need to locate a still point from which to perceive a movement or blocking sequence, and our memory of stage movement usually takes the form of a series of frozen or cumulative pictures we unconsciously select to remember. Stillness has been likened to the Japanese aesthetic concept of the spaces between the lines of a visual design being as important as the lines themselves—seeing the lines as borders for the spaces. Thus stillness can be used to create a kind of theatrical punctuation or accentuation. Frequent or irregularly occurring stillnesses may yield an uneasy effect, for example, while regularly spaced still intervals might have a more ritualistic or steady mood. Many actor-training methods of the twentieth century value stillness as a starting or “centering” point. Jacques Copeau stressed that actors should work from a “neutral” departure point, a state of readiness:

To start from silence and calm. That is the first point. An actor must know how to be silent, to listen, respond, keep still, begin a gesture, develop it, return to stillness and to silence, with all the tones and halftones that those actions imply.1


In rehearsal, we need to locate a still point from which to perceive a movement or blocking sequence, and our memory of stage movement usually takes the form of a series of frozen or cumulative pictures we unconsciously select to remember.



From the work of Copeau’s student, Etienne Decroux, Anne Dennis further elaborates:


An actor without skills finds stillness very difficult … such a technique implies a prepared, breathing, concentrated actor, with clear intentions, permitting the action to be sustained in the inaction. Stillness commands great power and authority in the theatre space. An actor must learn how to use it. Stillness gives clarity to relationships. It brings focus to a moment or rest to the end of a thought (much as a full stop does in diction). It gives the audience space in which to take in the process leading up to and causing an action; stillness permits the transitional moments to be seen.2



The contemporary director JoAnne Akalaitis has explored stillness as a punctuation to movement and has developed what she calls a “stopping-and-starting” aesthetic in her projects. She is interested in a style where actions, scenes, and even characters come to a complete stop, and then something entirely new begins with a fresh attack. The stopping is motionless but energized and allows time for the actors physically to “understand what it means to stop.”3

TABLEAUX VIVANTS

Perhaps the most obvious form of performing stillness is representational posing, which can be traced back to antiquity. Tableaux vivants, the frozen arrangements of costumed performers, were used to reproduce scenes from religion, art, and literature throughout theater history. The medieval church displayed tableaux from the Bible in procession, and allegorical tableaux were a popular form of entertainment at private banquets and an important component of the Renaissance masque. As a means to heighten moral themes, the tableau vivant became a major technique to culminate the acts of nineteenth-century melodrama. Most memorable in recent years was Stephen Sondheim and James Lapine’s staging of Georges Seurat’s pointillist painting “A Sunday Afternoon on the Island of La Grande Jatte” as a stunning tableau vivant for their 1984 musical, Sunday in the Park with George.

The pose plastique, in which performers imitated classical statuary, was popular throughout the nineteenth century in various forms, as troupes toured Europe and America and performers became a feature of cabaret and music hall performance. The form could also be considered a rather risqué attraction. In 1894, a heated public controversy arose over the display of “Living Statues” at London’s Palace Theatre for a mixed audience. Here, women who were scantily clad in muslin (which was sculpted to their corsetted bodies by applications of plaster of paris) recreated well-known paintings with such titles as “Ariadne” (picturing a naked woman on the back of a lion) and “The Polar Star” (depicting an almost nude woman standing on a pedestal and holding above her head an electric lamp).4

Stillness exposes the body to close scrutiny, and its lack of action, of forward movement, allows the audience to “read” the static image at its own pace and follow its own train of thought. Hence, these “Living Statues” created quite a scandal, which summoned judgments from the major critics of the day, including George Bernard Shaw, Max Beerbohm, and Arthur Symons. Depending on what side of the controversy you were on, the stillness of these plastiques either distanced and tamed their erotic power or provided languorous and corrupting opportunities for the male gaze.
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