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The Space Between


Thirty spokes meet in the hub,

though the space between them is the essence of the wheel.

Pots are formed from clay,

though the space inside them is the essence of the pot.

Walls with windows and doors form the house,

though the space within them is the essence of the house.

—From Saikontan1




The Essence of Acting

The space between is where the magic happens. It is the terrain of infinite possibility, communal energy, dramatic release, and artistic inspiration. It is born of perception and reception and blossoms into radiating and receiving. Grace, humanity, and beauty appear in the space between seemingly miraculously. The space between is both a creative mystery and the direct result of the disciplined, rigorous practice of a repeated technique over time. It is a fleeting gift arising out of egoless generosity and undivided attention, one that only emerges from fully engaged listening and viewing the world through an artistic lens. The space between is where relationship is born for the actor. It cannot be created in a vacuum and only materializes through honest, vulnerable communion with another human being. This communion is a profound human connection with another, a metaphysical oneness created by two or more actors in space and time.

To go to the space between is not for the faint of heart. The space between demands courage, faith, vulnerability, and an unwavering artistic conviction from those who dare to seek it. Yet the resulting experience is ultimately why we actors put on our war paint and why the audience comes to bear witness. Actors are adrenaline junkies, artistic warriors “drawn,” as Nina says in Anton Chekhov’s TheSeagull, “into the vortex.” Actors are pulled into the space between because the experience of it can be nothing less than profound. Every actor who has ever found themselves in the zone before a packed house of attentive listeners knows this to be true. It’s why we keep coming back. The space between is like a drug, only better—healthier, more nurturing, and profoundly rewarding. Actors feel inspired there, and so does the audience. Truly inspired acting can only live in the space between, for it is the essence of acting.




The Beautiful Game of Acting


Everything I know about morality and the obligations of men, I owe it to football.

—Albert Camus



I was twenty-one when I decided to pursue acting professionally. My mother was a Broadway actress and a Juilliard-trained opera singer, so I was exposed to the mystical world of the theater from a very young age. I performed in many productions in my youth and even took acting classes in college. Yet up until my last year of university studies, acting had been more of a hobby. I focused all my creative energies and free time on playing competitive soccer. Little did I know that those nearly two decades of the sport would help me in my career as a professional actor. For multiple reasons, across multiple artistic and professional arenas, all I learned as a soccer player served me well during my thirty years as a professional actor.

Although the life of a soccer player and the life of an actor couldn’t be more different, in many significant ways they couldn’t be more similar. They both demand unflinching dedication, intense training, rigorous discipline, deep-seated motivation, unwavering belief in self, and the ability to lose and not take that loss personally. Soccer players and actors alike choose to swim in the public fishbowl. They both require the nerve to withstand withering judgment from the outside and the peace of mind to wrestle with your own inner critic. They demand that you dig deep to find the courage to handle criticism as well as the fortitude to get back out on the field or stage the next day and do it all again. They both require a craving for public performance, a balanced perspective on winning and losing, the ability to absorb unnatural doses of pressure, and the mental toughness to handle it all. They demand the deft interpersonal skills to dance through a sea of superhuman egos as well as a genuine ability to trust others.

They both have a positive relationship with competition, understanding that it is a natural and necessary ingredient if you want to bring out the very best in yourself. They both insist that you work with your most healthy and engaged self across all areas of your life: physical, mental, emotional, and spiritual. Both the successful actor and the successful soccer player must sacrifice themselves in the pursuit of something simultaneously bigger than themselves and buried deep inside of who they are. Both must care keenly about their preparation and then turn that care into play at showtime. They must have buckets of hope and stadium-sized dreams. Yet most importantly, and perhaps surprisingly, both require a vibrant imagination. Besides an unfettered love of the game, more than anything, soccer and acting demand a fertile and facile imagination.


The man who has no imagination has no wings.

—Muhammad Ali



For soccer players to rise above the journeyman level, they must work the field with a lightning-quick imagination and see the negative space, the emptiness that surrounds them with potential. They must do so while running in an all-out sprint while twenty-one other players weave around them in an ever-changing kaleidoscopic maze and their lungs scream for more oxygen. This negative space, the space between the players, is where the power lies in what is known globally as the “Beautiful Game.” The magic that transpires in this negative space is what makes the game so compelling to watch. Beauty in the game is what you see if you know what to look for. The same is true for acting. The space between the players is where all the power and potential lies, yet few actors know it’s there, and most actors rarely take advantage of it.


I skate to where the puck is going to be, not to where it has been.

—Wayne Gretzky



If you’ve ever watched an under-five-years-of-age (U5) American Youth Soccer Organization (AYSO) soccer match, you’ve experienced unbridled joy. It ain’t pretty, and it ain’t the Beautiful Game, but watching U5s play is one of the most enjoyable things you can do. Even on your worst day, a U5 AYSO soccer game will instantly slap a smile on your face and freeze it there for about forty minutes. A dozen tiny, kinetic bodies buzz across a micropitch, small limbs and hair flailing akimbo while they elicit cries of laughter and delight from players and parents alike. I like to call it “amoeba ball.” The children follow the ball around the field in one huge, unorganized clump as if possessed by the ball’s invisible powers. Both teams bump against each other like supercharged elements, and the ball acts like a magnet controlled by some cult leader commanding the kids, “Attack! Ball! Now!” At this age and for some years to come, both the adorable young players and their equally unaware parents mistakenly think soccer is about the ball. But the game is not about the ball. The Beautiful Game is about everything around the ball. Kids at this age simply haven’t learned that yet. They must, however, learn this essential truth if they want to play the game well.


In football, the worst blindness is only seeing the ball.

—Nelson Falcão Rodrigues



Just like novice soccer players, actors initially think acting is about the ball. It is not. Just as in soccer, it is about everything else on the field. It is about everything around them. For the actor, in this analogy, the ball is you. You need to surrender yourself to everything happening around you if you want to win at the beautiful game of acting. Acting at its best is, perhaps paradoxically, about the other actors onstage.

Soccer, or football, as the sport is more appropriately called outside the United States, is beloved across the planet for its never-ending statistical possibilities and probabilities. All twenty-two players on the field simultaneously generate powerful combinations of potential plays. The result is a collective kinetic energy that is continually created, destroyed, and recreated again and again in negative space ad infinitum. To achieve this level of beauty in football, the players must see the field around them for all its potential, receive and read the multitudes of signals, and make split-second decisions. These decisions are not intellectual but psychophysical and have significant consequences to the outcome of the game.

The same holds for acting. You rehearse beforehand, but the performance takes on a life of its own. You either get in its flow, or you are left behind. You cannot control how a performance is going to go as an actor any more than a football player can control how a game is going to play out. You affect it, sure. But to try to control is not only futile; it actually destroys the performance.


Superior work has the quality of an accident.

—Alan Watts2



How we behave, both in our acting and our everyday lives, depends on at least two things: (1) what we perceive and (2) what we receive. The combination of the two is what we call our point of view. It is only from a place of intense listening, of clearly seeing what’s in front of us and receiving the gift of the present moment, that we spring into any meaningful action. In other words, the way you see the world and how you process it determines how you act in it.

By the time young players are ten (U12), things begin to look a little better. They spread around the field more, hold formations, comprehend their positions, and look up from the ball as they dribble. They start to understand that the only road to success in soccer is through seeing what’s around them. By U12, they stop trying to do it all themselves and start passing the ball. This is a painful lesson for the soccer player to learn, but it is necessary. It is, in fact, the linchpin that must be pulled to release the young player into the flow of the Beautiful Game. It is impressive to watch the virtuoso performance of individual players, such as Garrincha, Pelé, Hamm, Messi, Ronaldo (the Brazilian and the Portuguese), Mané, Salah, Firmino, and Marta, as they play with awesome power and dexterity. But that pleasure is nowhere near the transcendent experience of watching eleven human beings, a team, find balletic synchronicity with one another. It is then when something delphic appears between them, as if from nowhere. Let me repeat: It appears between them. From the negative, empty space between them. Why is that? How is that?

As the old sports cliché goes, “There is no I in team.” Those eleven players decided that the team is more important than what they are doing individually; they created something greater than the sum of its parts. The same is true for actors. As long as actors think that acting is about themselves, about giving or generating a performance, the audience will never be truly transported. They may be impressed with that performer’s talent, amazed even. But they will never bear witness to the kind of art that changes the air in a theater and transports an audience to another world.

As an actor you must learn to get your performance from your scene partner, not give a performance yourself. Your scene partner is your source of all inspired behavior. I discuss sourcing in greater detail later in the book.


The most important person in your scene is your partner.

—Earle Gister3



Around the age of fourteen is when young people often discover they truly love playing football, or any sport for that matter. It is at this fulcrum that their interest turns from a mere hobby into a dedicated passion. They want to take their game to the next level and leave AYSO, making the important switch to competitive academy football. Their first practice at the academy level can be a surprising and humbling experience as the young players realize they are completely lost. The game now passes them by so quickly they don’t know what to do or even how to get on board the speeding train. Although they may have dominated the game at the level below with their individual skill and ability, the new club player is now relegated to the position of spectator in this ever-morphing web of possibility. They must now spend virtually all their time learning to control the ball, only to get rid of it as quickly and precisely as possible by releasing it to one of their teammates. They must learn to read the field for its negative space and follow their impulses to release into the emptiness accordingly.

The Beautiful Game is about movement into the space between players and the ball alike. The player must not only learn how to see the space between but also imagine future actions in this negative space. They must train their bodies to react without thinking and imagine what is about to happen next while also working in the moment to make that next thing happen in the now. To do this, the player must flow in harmony with everything happening around them. The same holds true for the actor.

However, the space between is not only analogous to sport. It is a universal truth, much like the laws of aesthetics, the Fibonacci sequence, and the golden rectangle. The power of the space between is found in the deepest recesses of mathematics, physics, quantum mechanics, philosophy, music, and Buddhism.


La musique, c’est ce qu’il y a entre les notes. [Music is the space between the notes.]

—Claude Debussy






Ma

The Japanese have a word for this space between: ma. Ma is the essential void, interval, blank, or negative space between all things. It is the emptiness where possibility dwells and the intersection of the subjective and objective experiences, the concrete and the imagined. It is an active pause, from which meaning materializes. It is through this negative space that art happens.

Ma is a place of consciousness; it is also a practice, an intention, an awareness of both form and nonform that simultaneously arises from a deeply human aesthetic understanding of life. Ma is the moment that appears from the compositional elements of space and time. It is a total lack of clutter. It is clarity and focus and contains the purest forms of both action and nonaction. It contains all that came before and all that is about to come. So for the performer, all roads eventually lead to ma.

In Japanese life and culture, ma is not simply a philosophy; it is a daily practice. It is always available to those who are alert and listening for it. But most people are too distracted by the noise of their everyday existences and their own egos to experience it. Life is demanding, and our daily toils pull our attention in a big way. Yet, despite that pull, ma is ever present, ubiquitously appearing in Japanese architecture, music, poetry, and gardening. If you have ever had the pleasure of receiving the gifts of a well-crafted Zen garden, then you have experienced ma. It transports the viewer into an experience. Awareness of ma must be developed by the actor if performance is to rise to the level of art. If you are too busy “acting,” you will miss it.

Before I dive into the acting technique, keep in mind that technique itself is never the goal. Technique is in service of something greater, and that is inspired artistic expression of the highest magnitude. The artistic act forges itself from a lifetime of discipline traveling the rocky road of mastery and often appears when one least expects it.

Yet art is not random. Art is precise and specific. It requires ease, form, composition, and beauty. The seeds of these essential elements are sown in technique. The technique of playing action laid out in this book is in service of releasing the full performance potential of every actor, who in turn is in service of the mysterious process of creation. The act of creation may be elusive but never an acting technique.


The more technique you have, the less you have to worry about it. The more technique there is, the
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Dissolving the Ego

















The Daily Self and the Artistic Self












Exercises







Building a Practice of Awareness and the Space Between






Developing a Healthy Inner Voice










Notice, Stop, Redirect
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Instant Forgiveness








Imaginary Eyes (Pools of Wonder)










	“What am I taking for granted right now?”

	“What can I perceive more clearly?”

	“What can I receive more fully?”

	“What can I let surprise me?”

	“How can I engage life from a perpetual state of wonderment?”









“As If” for the First Time










	“Can I continue to see the world around me as if for the first time?”

	“Can I perceive the human being in front of me as if I’ve never seen them before?”

	“Can I allow myself to be surprised by what I see?”

	“What happens when I do?”









“As If” for the Last Time















	“What changes in me if I imagine this is my last day on earth?”

	“What if I see the world around me as if for the last time?”





	What changes inside of you, if anything, when you do this?

	How does your relation to the outside world change when you do this?

	Is there a melancholy that is released in you somewhere? There is no beauty in life without simultaneous joy and sadness; the yin and yang of existence must be present for us to be fully present.








Eyes of Compassion















Eyes of Innocence






Eyes of a Child





Eyes of an Artist
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Epilogue

By ourselves is evil done

By ourselves we pain endure

By ourselves we cease from wrong

By ourselves we become pure.

No one saves us but ourselves

No one can and no one may

We ourselves must tread the path

Teachers only show the way.

—Dhammapada

Thank you, Mark. Love you, brother. 
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