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For Suzanne






It would be disastrous for an acrobat to go off wool gathering just before he performs a salto mortale or other neck-risking stunt!…He must jump, come what may. This is exactly what an actor must do when he comes to the culminating point of his part.
—CONSTANTIN STANISLAVSKI







When you perform a somersault in space which you are usually not able to do because it seems impossible, you regain some trust in yourself…. It is not knowing how to do things that is necessary, but not hesitating when faced with a challenge.
—JERZY GROTOWSKI







The actor is an athlete of the heart.
—ANTONIN ARTAUD
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Preface

FOUR WEEKS WITH JERZY GROTOWSKI

One afternoon in October 1967, Ted Hoffman, chairman of the Theatre Program at the New York University School of the Arts, called together twenty acting and directing students. He told us that he had invited a young Polish theater director named Jerzy Grotowski to lead a four-week workshop at N.Y.U., and that we were to be his first American students. None of us had ever heard of Grotowski, and Hoffman didn’t give us much to go on. He simply told us to show up on the first Monday in November—the men in shorts, the women wearing leotards—prepared to work hard.

In 1967 it was just three years since Grotowski had moved his Polish Laboratory Theatre from the small town of Opole to the city of Wroc⁄aw in southern Poland. Grotowski had given a few workshops in Europe, and in 1966 the company had made its first international tour. But to the theatergoing public in the United States—and to most of us—he was utterly unknown.

Some of us quickly read the two short articles on the Polish Laboratory Theater that had recently been published in TDR, but our main source of information was a rumor. The rumor had it that when Grotowski had conducted a workshop at the Royal Shakespeare Company in 1965, several of Peter Brook’s actors had dropped out because the work was too strenuous.
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Room 2H was the largest studio in the 40 East Seventh Street building, a long, blue-carpeted room with two small windows at the far end. During our year at N.Y.U., most of us had attended voice or acting classes there. But when the studio door was opened on that Monday, the space looked unfamiliar. Folding chairs had been arranged in three rows in front of the windows, and to the side of the chairs, along the left wall, stood a long table with three more chairs behind it. The center of the studio was completely empty. It was, we were told, a sacrosanct space where we should trespass only in order to work.

We entered silently, walking carefully along the perimeter of the room, and sat down on the cold metal chairs in our shorts and leotards, feeling naked and apprehensive. When we were all seated, Ted Hoffman, Richard Schechner, editor of TDR, and several other N.Y.U. dignitaries ushered in two men who sat down behind the table along the wall to our right. One of the two was pale and rotund. He wore a blue suit and dark glasses; his face was expressionless, but there was something imposing and enigmatic about his presence. The second man looked younger, more physical, his eyes were alert and intense.

The dignitaries made introductory speeches. The enigmatic man in the blue suit, they said, was Jerzy Grotowski, the famous Polish director. The younger man was Ryszard Ciesślak, the leading actor of Grotowski’s Polish Laboratory Theatre. And we students should feel honored that we were to be in Grotowski’s first American workshop.

After the introductions, the dignitaries left (though Schechner remained to observe the workshop), and Grotowski began to speak to us. He spoke in French with quiet intensity, his words translated by a woman who sat by his side. “I can give you no positive techniques,” he said, “no tricks or systems to use, only a negative training to remove personal blocks you might have in expressing creative acts” [Crawley, I, 3].1 For us, used as we were to teachers who offered “methods” and “techniques,” this seemed an ominous beginning. Grotowski then described three principles of his work: The first was that the actor must use himself—his own feelings, thoughts, and opinions—in the work. The second was that all acting was to be thought of as a series of “units of exchange,” moments of listening and reaction that could be “scored” as one might score music. The third principle was that “the actor, if he is to reveal something significant, personal and profound … must reach into the depths of himself, through whatever psychic or physical blocks might impede such expression.” He concluded by declaring, “The actor will do, in public, what is considered impossible” [Crawley, I, 6, 7].

While we sat bewildered by this astonishing speech, Cieślak silently stripped to his shorts, went out to the middle of the empty studio and proceeded to demonstrate the “impossible” for us. With incredible ease and precise physical control, he performed a series of headstands, rolls, and backbends, each flowing into the next, each completely centered and yet somehow off-balance and dynamic. His body seemed to be made of liquid muscle, enormously powerful, yet utterly soft and supple. He moved with the strength and precision of an accomplished gymnast, yet there was something in his face, in his searching eyes, that removed his work entirely from the world of gymnastics. It was as if the enormous muscular energy we witnessed was merely the exterior emanation of an even more intense inner life.

Then Grotowski indicated it was our turn. “Alors, vous tous, faîtes le même.” (Now, all of you, do the same.)

And so it went. Four days a week for the next four weeks, we met for six hours a day. Some days Grotowski spoke philosophically about things like the importance of precision, or the value of silence. At other times he coached our monologues and scenes or commented pointedly on our work. Cieślak, for his part, demonstrated impossible exercises. And we Americans tried to emulate his work … until we began to understand that “emulation” was not what this class was about.

At first, many of us were so overwhelmed by the pure physical challenge of Ciesślak’s exercises that we could not see beyond the technical difficulties we encountered. Our headstands were wobbly, and our leaps were hesitant. When Cieślak demonstrated his “rivers” of “plastique” body isolations, kinetic and dramatic impulses seemed to flow through his entire body as if it were made of molten metal. When we tried, our rivers alternately surged and froze, creaking through our torsos by rusty jerks. The infinite agility, the intense concentration, and the wonderful precision with which Cieślak glided effortlessly from headstands to backbends to leaps and rolls seemed entirely beyond our abilities. But even harder to grasp was Grotowski’s assertion that the physical problems we were encountering were not really problems at all. On the contrary, he maintained, they were advantages! “The real value [of the exercises],” Grotowski insisted, “lies in [your] not being able to do them” [Crawley, II, 13]. For us young Americans, schooled for years in the supreme importance of “success,” the idea that the value of this work lay in the struggle, rather than in the victory, was baffling, frustrating … and at the same time wonderfully liberating.

Grotowski’s vocal work was even more mysterious. The man urged us to speak as if we had mouths all over our bodies. “La bouche ici!” he would say, clapping an actor between the shoulder blades—“Your mouth here!” Then he would instruct us to listen for a response at an “external point of contact.” A response from whom? From the wall? From an invisible person? From the empty space? Again and again Grotowski turned our attention to the space around us, until finally we began to perceive that the world we inhabit is not actually empty at all. It is filled with the imagery that we project into it, and therefore everything an actor does is not so much an act of doing as it is a response to a real or an imaginary partner.

Starting the second week of our workshop, Grotowski began to coach us in monologues and scenes from Shakespeare. And here again his approach was baffling, for he seemed to work differently with every actor in the group. Tom Crawley and Rae Allen had chosen a scene from Antony and Cleopatra, and Grotowski began their work process by questioning them thoroughly about their personal connections to the characters. Then he led Tom through a long exploration of two sides of himself, le petit Tom and le grand Tom, an exploration that depended upon Tom’s control of his facial muscles! The requisite emotions, Grotowski explained, would arrive on their own if Tom would just pay attention to the physical details. “Emotions come; they happen to us; they are not voluntary,” he told Tom [Crawley, VI, 6]. Making a technical, physical choice, Grotowski insisted, could produce emotional truth.

When he coached Trazana Beverly and me in the murder scene from Othello, Grotowski began instead by directing the scene. He told me to dispense with the candle I was using and to avoid looking at my hands: “Shakespeare’s murderers all over the world look at their hands, and that’s reason enough not to do it. Even if you have an honest, sincere impulse to look at your hands, you mustn’t do that” [Crawley, VIII, 2]. He urged me to treat the scene not as a murder but as a sexual seduction, and then, at the climax of the scene, when I was choking Desdemona to death, Grotowski ordered me to freeze with my hands around her throat. The remarkable thing was that this external, directorial instruction, rather than taking me out of the reality of the scene, seemed instead to intensify my internal frenzy and anguish. As I held my thumbs frozen around Trazana’s throat, my need to finish the act only grew stronger. I was told later that this moment had also been quite powerful for our audience, but all I was aware of at the time was that this seemingly arbitrary physical choice had transformed my experience of acting itself.

Until that moment, although I had often enjoyed performing, being on stage had always made me self-conscious. My mind would always race ahead of me, anticipating my cues while I pretended to listen to the actor speaking opposite me. And never had I felt entirely at home in my body. That was one of the reasons I had chosen to stop acting and to direct instead. But here in Grotowski’s workshop, there was suddenly no time for me to anticipate the cues, and no space in which to feel self-conscious. I was working so hard with my body and with my imagination that my thoughts and emotions seemed to take care of themselves. Moreover, the exhilaration of the bodily exertion itself seemed to spur my emotional courage. For the first time in my experience on stage, I felt fully “present” in my body and in the work.

And I was not the only one whose life and whose work were deeply affected by those four weeks in November 1967. It was after observing that workshop that Richard Schechner founded the Performance Group, where he employed Grotowski’s techniques to create Dionysus in ’69. Meanwhile several other members of our class became the nucleus of André Gregory’s Manhattan Project, whose remarkable production of Alice in Wonderland grew directly out of Grotowski’s work.

During the next three years, Grotowski’s fame grew throughout the world. As a teacher of acting, he was acclaimed as the greatest investigator since Stanislavski. And as a director, he was credited with having revivified the experiments of Vsevolod Meyerhold, for like the famous Russian director, he dared to deconstruct and recompose dramatic texts and to alter the actor-audience relationship radically. In 1969, when the Polish Laboratory Theatre brought its productions of Apocalypis cum Figuris and The Constant Prince to New York, tickets were scalped at $200 a seat.2

But by the time the world had started treating him as a “star,” Grotowski himself was moving on. In 1970, at the height of his international fame, he stunned the theater world by declaring, “We live in a post-theatre age. What is coming is not a new wave of theatre, but something that will take the place occupied by it” [Burzynski, p. 101]. So saying, Grotowski turned to the creation of “holidays,” para-theatrical rural retreats in which he invited nonactors to experience the “active culture” of the artist. Then in the late 1970s, he changed directions again, abandoning these participatory experiments to initiate “The Theatre of Sources.” For this experiential research, Grotowski invited shamans and teachers of ritual from all over the world to lead his students in a quest for “those elements of the ancient rituals of various world cultures which have a precise and therefore objective impact on participants” [Wolford, p. 9]. This “Objective Drama” work, in turn, led Grotowski onward to what Peter Brook has called “Art as Vehicle,” the investigation of how gesture, sound and personal images can transform not the audience, but the actor himself. It is this extremely personal and demanding version of his work that Grotowski pursued from 1986 until his death in 1999 at the Centro per la Sperimentazione e la Ricerca Teatrale in Pontedera, Italy.3

BRIDGING THE GAP

Today, in the year 2000, Grotowski’s directorial legacy is still very much alive. His innovations have spawned thousands of experiments in textual deconstruction and environmental theater. Yet his remarkable actor-training work has made only minor inroads upon more traditional acting techniques. A few teachers, including Zygmunt Molik of the original Polish Laboratory Theatre, continue to give workshops in physical acting, but in spite of its transformative power, Grotowski’s approach to actor training has not proliferated. Why is that?

Why, thirty years after Grotowski introduced his vision of a body-centered actor training, are there still so many actors whose voices and bodies seem quite disconnected from their emotional instruments? So many whose “internal” acting technique leaves them wanting in the very kind of precision that Grotowski’s training inspired? And why, in all this time, have so few teachers integrated Grotowski’s important insights into their curricula? I think there are several reasons.

One is that Grotowski, himself, was always wary of undermining the learning experience or the creative event by reducing it to words. As his collaborator Ludwig Flaszen wrote of the early rehearsals with the Polish Lab:


Grotowski … didn’t want [actors] to be intellects at work. … We “discussed” through our actions. … For example, when language must be used in the work, either by Grotowski or among the actors themselves, it is a language of images, not the language of things by their names. [Flaszen, pp. 305, 316]



Grotowski was also worried that others might misinterpret his work. He perceived that those who studied with him frequently became enthralled by the physicality of the work and lost sight of the deeper acting values. During a workshop in Denmark in 1968 Grotowski was heard to complain:


[The] American work was too mechanical, the creative work depended too much on techniques foreign to American sensibility. [Grotowski] criticised all the groups present for using his exercises without the images to support them, reducing them to acrobatics, to zero. [Croyden, p. 182]



Grotowski was also disturbed by the tendency of some of those who worked with him to become acolytes to a received teaching. When he saw that former students and other artists were looking to him for guidance or trying to reproduce his work, Grotowski cautioned them to avoid following in his footsteps. His lessons, he insisted, were never meant to be a universal map for all travelers to follow but simply a starting point from which an actor might begin to explore his or her personal unknown territory. “If a pupil senses his own technique,” Grotowski encouraged in 1969, “then he departs from me. … Every other technique or method is sterile” [Grotowski, 1980, p.119].

In addition to all these factors, there is, I believe, one more important circumstance that has militated against the spread of Grotowski’s physical acting training:

The physical acting process as Grotowski taught it during the 1960s included a discontinuity, a gap between the training exercises on the one hand and their application to text and scene work on the other. It was a gap that the actors in the Polish Laboratory Theatre never had to face because they did both their training and their rehearsing under Grotowski’s personal guidance. Similarly, when Grotowski worked with us at N.Y.U., we never had to figure out for ourselves how to apply the physical and vocal training to our scene rehearsal process. Grotowski himself slid effortlessly back and forth between his teacherly insights and his directorial intuitions, so he was able to guide us directly from the corporel and plastique exercises into specific tasks that served the texts we had chosen.

But in the “real” world, actors rarely work with directors who are also consummate acting teachers, so they require work methods that can help them bridge the gap between personal investigation on the one hand, and rehearsal and performance skills on the other. Since Grotowski did not supply such bridges, it was difficult for those who studied with him to connect the physical acting training they had received to the various “real world” acting circumstances they faced. And it was even more difficult for Grotowski’s students to communicate to others how the training should be applied.

During the past twenty-five years, my teaching work has been devoted to finding work methods that can bridge this gap.

At the close of our workshop in 1967, however, I was not ready to take up that task. The training had been a wonderful experience for me, but I believed I had more important theater work to do. The war in Vietnam was expanding every month, and I was the director of an antidraft street musical, Brother You’re Next, which I and several other N.Y.U. students performed each week on street corners all over the city. This political action seemed to me the most valuable thing I could do with my theater skills. Grotowski, however, disdained such pragmatic uses of theater. He had grown up in Poland during World War II, and during the “Polish October” of 1956, he had flirted with political activism, becoming a Secretary of the Central Committee of the Socialist Youth Movement and publishing several political articles. But by 1967, he was thoroughly disenchanted with politics, and one day during our workshop, he declared that art and politics should have nothing whatsoever to do with one another. At the end of class that day, I approached the enigmatic éminence grise. He had seemed quite absolute in his opinion, but since my street theater was the most important thing in my life, I felt I must justify myself to him. In the best French I could muster, I struggled to explain that my government was killing people every day, and that therefore I could not, as a human being and an artist, simply stand by. I don’t remember exactly what I said, but I must have spoken with considerable passion, because, after remonstrating for a few minutes, M. Grotowski said, “Well, if it is that important to you, then you must do it.”4

It was not until five years later, after stints with two political theaters and a short career as a newspaper reporter, that I revisited the lessons I had learned from Grotowski. By the spring of 1973 I had quit my fifty-dollar-a-week freelance job at The Boston Phoenix to devote myself to writing a play. Linda Putnam, another participant in Grotowski’s N.Y.U. workshop, was also a refugee from a political theater company and had also moved to Boston. And she, like me, was broke. When we joined forces to found the Reality Theater Acting Growth Program, we had two clear aims: One was to build a theater that would explore the connections between personal transformation and social consciousness. The other was to try to support ourselves by teaching acting.

In the fall of 1973 we opened the Acting Growth Program. I taught theater games and Linda taught physical acting. It was as I watched Linda teach that I really began to understand how Grotowski’s exercises functioned. I could see that even without his guidance, the physical training itself could transform actors. And, watching Linda, I began to understand how a teacher could sense what was going on within a student and serve as a catalyst to the learning process.

In 1976 Emerson College offered me a teaching position, but they wanted me to teach a scene-study class. Suddenly I was face-to-face with the gap between the physical training and its application to scene work. I knew that Grotowski’s physical acting training could help an actor make connections between his body and his emotional life, but I didn’t know how to help students make the transition into text and character work. At first I tried coaching the actors across the gap as I had seen Grotowski do, directing their physical choices as they worked on scenes. But I wanted to find exercises that would permit actors to bridge the gap for themselves, forms that would serve them while they rehearsed on their own. And I wanted to create a workspace that would encourage actors to explore, to take risks and to discover new forms on their own when they needed them.

The work in this book is the result of those efforts. Though it is grounded in Grotowski’s physical training, it includes a great deal of work drawn from other sources, from Linda Putnam’s work, from the techniques that Kristin Linklater and Tina Packer created with Shakespeare and Company, and from the theater games exercises of Viola Spolin and Omar Shapli. It also includes exercises I have developed with the assistance of hundreds of students at Emerson College, Reality Theater, The Actor’s Space, and the Experimental Theatre Wing at N.Y.U.

Of course I am aware that in writing this book, I run the very risks that Grotowski foresaw years ago: the risk of being misunderstood, the risk of being taken too literally, and the risk of transforming a living process into a fixed system. I am also aware that my style of teaching is very different from Grotowski’s, and that, even in those exercises that I derive directly from his work, I may be altering or even contradicting his aims. If I do “remain true” to Grotowski’s intentions in some of what I teach, however, it is not because I think there is any particular value in “remaining true” to a teacher or to a teaching. It is simply because I have found that these exercises and these approaches to acting technique have proved effective for hundreds of actors over the past twenty years.

But in the end, it depends on you, the reader, to keep this work from being misunderstood or misused or reified. Remember as you read this book: The very essence of the learning process this book describes is that it depends on the individual actor to transform it from a mere collection of interesting exercises into a living practice. As Yoshi Oida has written:


Don’t try to exactly copy another person’s path; use their knowledge, but remain aware that the particular “landscape” of your own path is unique. However, the paradox remains: you must discover your own path, but you can’t perceive it while you are on it, only after you have traveled it. [Oida, 1997, p. 125]




1. Citations from Grotowski’s 1967 N.Y.U. workshop are from Tom Crawley’s unpublished journal of that event, The Stone in the Soup, A Journal of Jerzy Grotowski’s First American Workshop.

2. A complete account of the productions of The Polish Laboratory Theatre can be found in Jennifer Kumiega’s The Theatre of Grotowski (London: Methuen, Inc., 1985).

3. For a description of Grotowski’s work at the Workcenter of Jerzy Grotowski in Pontederra, Italy, see Thomas Richards, At Work with Grotowski on Physical Actions.

4. Many years later, Grotowski declared that his work was, in fact, “social activity through culture.” See the section called “Is Acting a Political Activity?” in the last chapter of this book.




Introduction

A LITTLE HISTORY


The soul desires to dwell with the body because without the members of the body it can neither act nor feel.

—Leonardo da Vinci, quoted by Michael Chekhov,
   To the Actor, on the Technique of Acting



Four hundred years ago, Hamlet expressed his consternation at the art of acting:


Is it not monstrous that this player here,
But in a fiction, in a dream of passion,
Could force his soul so to his own conceit
That from her working all his visage wanned,
Tears in his eyes, distraction in his aspect,
A broken voice, and his whole function suiting
With forms to his conceit; and all for nothing!

[2.2. 507–13]



And ever since, performers and audiences have argued about how it is that actors manage this feat. At the core of the argument lie two related questions. The first is, Must actors really feel the emotions they portray? And the second is, Do they achieve their portrayal by controlling the external expression of emotion or by inducing the internal experience? In 1773 the French critic Denis Diderot put the problem this way:


The actor who has nothing but reason and calculation is frigid. The one who has nothing but excitement and emotionalism is silly. What makes the human being of supreme excellence is a kind of balance between calculation and warmth. [quoted in Strasberg, p. 34]



Fifty years later, the acting teacher François Delsarte concluded that the reason French actors had lost touch with real human feelings was because they had become entirely dependent upon declamation and rhetoric unconnected with physical gesture. “Gesture,” he proclaimed, “is the direct agent of the heart. … In a word, it is the spirit of which speech is merely the letter” [Delsarte, pp. 446–47]. So saying, he set out to create an acting system that depended not on mental action but on physical gesture, declaring, “A perfect reproduction of the outer manifestation of some passion, the giving of the outer sign, will cause a reflex within” [quoted in Stebbins, p. 63].

The problem with Delsarte’s method was that it tried to prescribe a fixed vocabulary of movements for each human emotion, as if emotional expression could be codified in a gestural dictionary. And although Delsarte’s system worked for some (notably the American actor Steele MacKay), it led others into stereotyped and melodramatic gesticulation, devoid of the very “heart” that Delsarte had sought to restore.

It was just such empty, “external” acting that Konstantin Stanislavski witnessed as a young man on the Russian stage, and that he himself adopted when he began acting. But after seeing performances by the great Italian actors Tommaso Salvini and Eleanora Duse, Stanislavski realized that these great performers did not just “portray” their roles externally; they seemed to actually “live” on stage. Inspired by these performances, Stanislavski set out to discover a method by which he could make his own acting “logical, coherent, and real,” not just on occasion, by accident or inspiration, but in a dependable, repeatable fashion [Stanislavski, 1936, p. 43].

The problem, Stanislavski felt, was that “mechanical” actors depended entirely on external means, “showing your teeth and rolling the whites of your eyes when you are jealous, or covering up the eyes and face with the hands instead of weeping; [and] tearing your hair when in despair” [Stanislavski, 1936, p. 24]. In reaction against this error, he searched for a method that would depend on inner, psychological practices. The French psychologist Théodule-Armand Ribot (1839–1916) “provided Stanislavski with a key to unlock the actor’s unconscious. According to his theories, the nervous system bears the traces of all previous experiences. They are recorded in the mind, although not always available. An immediate stimulus—a touch, a sound, a smell—can trigger off the memory” [Benedetti, 1982, p. 31].

Armed with this key, Stanislavski developed the sense-memory and “affective memory” exercises that became the mainstay of his early work. It was these “internal” techniques that Stanislavski’s students Richard Boleslavsky and Maria Ouspenskaya brought from Russia to New York in 1923. And it was this work that they taught at their American Laboratory Theater where Harold Clurman, Stella Adler, and Lee Strasberg came to study. “The aim of affective memory,” Strasberg recalled later, “is not really to feel or see or touch something—that is hallucination—but to remember the mood when doing that” [Strasberg, p. 69].

From this work Strasberg developed what he called the “emotional-memory” exercise:


In the emotional-memory exercise, the actor is asked to recreate an experience from the past that affected him strongly. The experience should have happened at least seven years prior to the time that the exercise is attempted. I ask the student to pick the strongest thing that ever happened to him, whether it aroused anger, fear, or excitement. [Strasberg, p. 149]



Thus over the years, what Stanislavski began as a method of stimulating memory by means of sensory recall was transformed into a method of stimulating emotion by means of personal memory.

But while Strasberg was creating this “American Method” technique based on Stanislavski’s early work, Stanislavski himself had begun to reconsider his emphasis on these internal “psycho-techniques.” He realized that by concentrating so completely on the actor’s mind, he had ignored the actor’s body. In his later years Stanislavski developed a system of what he called “physical actions.” In his book Creating a Role, which was not published in English until 1961, Stanislavski writes: “In every physical action, unless it is purely mechanical, there is concealed some inner action, some feelings” [Stanislavski, 1961, p. 228]1

The actor Vasily Toporkov, who worked with Stanislavski during the 1930s, describes his late work this way:


Konstantin Stanislavski directed our attention to what is the most tangible, the most concrete in each human action; its physical aspect. Especially in his last years, he gave the greatest importance to this aspect of the life of the role, beginning his work on a character with it. Diverting the attention of the actor from “feelings,” from psychology, he directed it toward the carrying out of purely physical actions. In this way the actor could penetrate in a natural way into the sphere of feelings. [Toporkov, p. 216]



During the 1930s, Michael Chekhov, who had been a member of Stanislavski’s First Studio, brought his own version of Stanislavski’s physically based techniques to New York. Chekhov (nephew of the author Anton) had worked closely with Stanislavski’s protégé Eugene Vakhtangov and developed an approach to acting based on what he called the “psychological gesture.” Also at that time, Sonia Moore, who had studied with Stanislavski during his last years, reported that Stanislavski was teaching actors to access their emotions by means of muscular choices. But in spite of these developments the influence of Strasberg and the “American Method” remained pervasive in drama schools through the 1980s, and the reputation of Stanislavski as a teacher of inward, mental techniques continued to be promulgated.

During the past twenty years, however, even some of Strasberg’s own students have rediscovered the physical counterpart of emotional life. In 1988 acting teacher Warren Robertson said:


I often have an actor do an Affective Memory Exercise on his feet instead of sitting in a chair. And at moments I’ll have him try to integrate feelings into his body. I’ll have him lift his hand and wave goodbye, and he will remember, without even trying, who he is waving goodbye to. The body is a means of finding a specific feeling. [Mekler, p. 113]



Thus, although Stanislavski had rejected “external” approaches to acting early in his life, he (and many of his followers) later rediscovered the basic insight that François Delsarte had made one hundred years before—that the body can indeed provide a direct route to the emotions.2

Grotowski picked up the investigation where Stanislavski had left off. Jennifer Kumiega, who chronicles Grotowski’s theater work in her book The Theatre of Grotowski [Methuen, 1985], puts his conception this way:


We do not possess memory, our entire body is memory, and it is by means of the “body-memory” that the impulses are released. [Kumiega, p. 120]



A corollary of this axiom is that an actor who has learned to “listen” to his body will find that character “actions,” “intentions,” and “objectives” arise organically within the work itself, without the actor needing to sit down and do “table work” to figure them out.

In fact, the physical approach to acting is not an abandonment of “internal” technique but an extension of it. Therefore, as you progress through this book, you may find that many of the physical acting exercises it contains connect directly with methods of training you have studied elsewhere. The “image” work we study may seem similar to the “sense memory” techniques of Lee Strasberg. The “listening” work may remind you of Sanford Meisner’s exercises. And the “physical character” work may resemble the teachings of Uta Hagen.

There are many connections between Stanislavski’s and Grotowski’s approaches to acting, but ultimately the correspondences between the two lie not in the details of the techniques but in their outlook on art, and work and life:

   • Both approaches have the same aim: To free the actor from those blocks that prevent him or her from embodying emotional truth and creativity.

• Both are based on the conviction that great acting is not simply a “career,” or a “profession” or a “craft.” It is also a way of being in the world, an art that requires openness and generosity to the work and to one’s coworkers.

• And both demand that actors ask themselves the most basic questions about their art: Why am I an actor? What is “true” in theater? What is theater for?

EXPERIMENTAL THEATER


Actor training is a heuristic activity, which means that although you know the methods by which to proceed, you do not know what the outcome will be until you achieve it. It is like climbing a mountain in a fog; you know you must try to keep moving upward, but you do not know what the peak looks like until you get there.

—Richard Hornby, The End of Acting




There is nothing like trial and error. There is no better method in the world.

—John Strasberg, in Mekler,
   The New Generation of Acting Teachers



The work this book describes has been called experimental theater. But when people say “experimental theater,” they often seem to think the word experimental means “new” or “nonrealistic” or “weird.” But in fact, what makes experimental theater experimental is exactly the same thing that makes experimental physics experimental—that it proceeds by means of experiments, by people trying things out to see what works, rather than by holding to a belief in a system, or by dedicating themselves to one or another theory or aesthetic.

In Peter Shaffer’s play Amadeus, Mozart’s nemesis, Salieri, perceives that Mozart has a direct connection with the heavenly source of music. “What was evident,” he says, “was that Mozart was simply transcribing music completely finished in his head.” But most of us are not Mozart. We are rarely blessed with such divine inspiration. To find our way in the wilderness of artistic creativity, we must stumble around, “experimenting” with different solutions before we are satisfied with the answers we find. The central idea of experimental theater is that this process of “stumbling around” is, in fact, an excellent way to proceed. It can lead us to discoveries we might never have made if we had confined our explorations to those pathways for which we had maps, and it instills in us a willingness to enter each new project with an open mind and with the (supremely important) courage to make mistakes.

The processes described in this book are not well-marked, limited-access highways for you to follow; they are simply pathways into the vast playgrounds of your own creativity. Because each artist is unique, each will find some of these pathways more useful than others. To find out which ones serve you best you must experiment, trying each exercise not with any expectation of results but with an expectancy of discovery. If you do so, you will find

   • Encouragement for the basic activity of searching for those pathways that inspire you.

• Methods of engaging whatever difficulties you may encounter along the way: bridge-building skills you can use when you run across chasms, and swimming skills you can use when the water gets too deep for wading.

• Moral companionship. The knowledge that although you must find your own path, you are not alone in your solitude. The solitude you feel is one that others also experience, and the path you walk runs parallel to tracks that others have walked before.

   The external forms this book teaches include the plastique and the corporel exercises of Jerzy Grotowski. But as you study these forms it is important to remember that the exercises themselves are not a “method”; they are merely provocations, hints, ways of posing questions that can serve as trailheads into the wilderness of your personal process. The essential “technique” of experimental theater does not lie in the exercise forms or even in the particular answers you may find while using those forms. It lies in the centrality of the act of questioning itself.

THE VIA NEGATIVA


The actor must discover those resistances and obstacles which hinder him in his creative task. … By a personal adaptation of the exercises, a solution must be found for the elimination of these obstacles which vary for each individual actor. … This is what I mean by via negativa: a process of elimination.

—Jerzy Grotowski, Towards a Poor Theatre




What we usually call “developing one’s talent” is often nothing more than freeing it from the influences that hamper, occlude and frequently destroy it entirely.

—Michael Chekhov, To the Actor



When we were very young, our emotions were as sudden and as dramatic as summer thunderstorms … and they passed as quickly. We could run laughing and shouting with joy, fall down, cry wildly for a few moments, and then get up and laugh again. If we were denied something we wanted, we could scream with rage, and then a moment later, we could drop our rage when something else distracted us. And each emotion we encountered would course through our whole body and our full voice with no holding back. As acting teacher Richard Hornby writes, “We should recall that in the infant, the emotions always involve strong physical manifestation. We are not born repressed, but howl or shudder or laugh lustily” [Hornby, p. 127].

But as we grew older, most of us learned how to suppress our emotions. We learned that some emotions were to be expressed only under certain circumstances, that many were to be hidden from the outside world at all costs, and a few were to be hidden even from ourselves. Some of us learned never to cry, “like a baby.” Some of us learned never to show our anger. And some to hide our fear, or our need for love. Exactly which emotional displays we learned to hide depended on the particular family and environment in which we grew up. Some of us were punished for noise and violence, others for being sissies. Some may not have been punished; we just noticed that our parents and our friends never cried in public or showed their deepest feelings, and we slowly accommodated ourselves to their repressed style. But almost all of us learned to hide at least a few of our emotions—just as surely as we learned to cover our bodies with clothes. To clothe our emotional lives, we constricted our voices and armored our bodies with muscular tensions. At first, perhaps, we simply held back our screams by clenching our jaws, and our tears by closing our eyes. But when these primary defenses became too obvious, we moved the disguises one layer deeper, stifling our screams with a tightened larynx and covering our tears with false smiles.3

For most people in our society, it is a strictly personal matter whether or not they are satisfied to live with these emotional restrictions. But for actors, emotional expression is essential to our craft, so learning to become an actor necessitates overcoming whatever emotional blocks we may have accumulated along the way.

The amazing thing is that even after years of hiding our emotions from the world (and from ourselves), our abilities to experience and to express our passions are not dead; they are merely hibernating within us. The process of freeing these imprisoned abilities is what Grotowski terms the via negativa, the “road backward.” By this he means that acting training is not so much a process of learning new skills as it is a process of uncovering old abilities that we still carry deep within.

Of course, not all of acting training is a “road backward.” There are also “positive” skills to be learned, skills like character work, for instance. These skills are like putting on new clothing, on purpose. But before we can put this new clothing on, we must first remove the old clothes we’ve been carrying around for years. Therefore the work in this book begins with the via negativa—the task of undoing—and only later does it move on to the tasks of doing, those that necessitate precision and choice. Thus

   • In the body work, we learn to activate all the parts of our bodies and to move fully and freely … before we study precision gesture or working with props.

• In the voice work, we learn to free our breathing and to open every resonator before we try to employ text.

• In our emotional training, we learn how to let strong emotion pour through us and how to receive an impulse from another actor before we study how to choose acting beats, or to play a character.

   Note: Some actors find it easier to enter strong emotional work after creating character. In his book, The End of Acting, Richard Hornby writes: “For such actors, mask work, dialects, animal studies, experiments with makeup, and working with period costumes and properties, are essential right from the beginning” [Hornby, p. 251]. If you suspect this may be true for you, you may want to experiment with character (see the chapter entitled “Character Work”) even while you explore the physical and emotional exercises that appear in the early chapters of this book.


1. In the same book Stanislavski also writes: “With faith in your physical actions you will feel emotions, akin to the external life of your part, which possess a logical bond with your soul. … Your body is biddable; feelings are capricious. Therefore if you cannot create a human spirit in your part of its own accord, create the physical being of your role” [p. 154].

2. This controversy between the “internal” and “external” theories of acting parallels a similar dispute between “mental” and “physiological” theories of psychology, with Ribot and Freud as exponents of the mental school and William James and Wilhelm Reich the physiological one.

3. In his book, The Function of the Orgasm, Wilhelm Reich suggests that the process of emotional suppression begins as a conscious act and only later becomes unconscious and automatic. See also The Drama of the Gifted Child by Alice Miller and The Betrayal of the Body by Alexander Lowen.




To the Reader

This book is written for all actors who wish to connect their bodies more fully with their acting work. It is a workbook, so its lessons include detailed directions for the exercises they describe. But since many of the most important questions about this work arise in practice, the book also follows the experiences of a group of acting students as they study for a semester in my acting class. These students are fictional. The questions and problems they encounter in my class are drawn from the experiences of hundreds of students I have taught during the past twenty years. Their questions may or may not be yours. You have your own body, your own mind, and your own history, so your experience of the very same exercises may be different.

Each exercise in this book is here because I have found it to be effective for some students of acting, but that does not mean that each one will work for you. If you try an exercise and you find, after making a real effort, that the exercise does not “click” for you, move on to something else. Perhaps it will serve you at another time.

Ultimately, no one can learn acting from a book. So to make the best use of this curriculum, you must find or create a space in which you can transform these inanimate pages into action—with a partner, with a group, or in a class.


An Actor’s Warm-Up

[image: ]

ASKING QUESTIONS

On the first day of class, the students who have just joined the Experimental Theatre Wing at N.Y.U. enter a long, narrow studio and put down their bags below the north-facing windows. It is September in New York City. The air is still a little hot and heavy with summer, and the tall building across Waverly Place blots out most of the sky. Some of the students move out onto the floor to stretch, but most of them sit finishing their coffee or staring out the windows at the street below. In the corner one young man plays a guitar. Some people who have worked together in the past chat with their old friends, but most of the students in this class are strangers to each other and sit silently, waiting for the class to start.

When I enter the classroom, the guitarist finishes his phrase with a flourish and puts his instrument away. I sit down on the floor and call the group together in a circle. This is a “transfer track” class, for students who have spent the past two years studying at other acting studios and have chosen to transfer into the Experimental Theatre Wing. Since none of them have worked with me before, I tell them a little about myself. Then I ask them to introduce themselves and to say a few words about why they have chosen to come to E.T.W.1

The first to speak is a dark-haired, heavyset woman named Veronica. She feels she has learned a great deal from the acting techniques she has been studying, but that they have left her feeling out of touch with her body. “Of course, we had dance classes,” she says, “but the body work never seemed to connect with the acting. I’ve come here because I want to connect my body with my mind.”

Brian is a tall, gangling young man with a small goatee and a touch of sadness in his eye. He brushes his long hair out of his face as he says, “Being on stage for me is a little like being at one of those parties where you don’t know what to do with your hands. I feel like all the acting I’ve studied has only made me more mental, more self-conscious.”

Maria is a small woman who speaks softly with a light Spanish accent. She says she has always felt as though her body was not strong enough. “In my other acting classes they never talked about it. They just told us to relax and to sense things. But I think I was never really there. I know I have to work on my body. I just hope the work here isn’t too hard for me.”

Aisha is the only African-American in the group. She has short-cropped hair, a muscular body, and she wears a guarded smile. “I want to be a director and to make my own shows, not just to act. I want to make shows full of movement, so I came to E.T.W. for the self-scripting and because I want to understand how to use space and movement on stage.”

Peter has a broad face and straight blond hair. As he speaks, he looks around the circle as if he were quite comfortable with these strangers. “I’m just excited,” he says. “I feel like I’ve learned a lot about acting, but most of it seems like rules and ideas in my head. When I’ve seen productions at E.T.W., though, I always come out feeling like I do after a ball game, you know, alive. That’s what I want.”

Carlos is the guitarist, a muscular young man with dark eyebrows and an ironic smile. “I am here,” he says, “because I want to work harder. I was studying musical theater, and I enjoyed it, but it didn’t go deep enough. I want to put my music and my acting and dancing all together. I like to believe that I could do impossible things. Do you know what I mean? I want to learn to fly.”

Sandra is next. She is a tall woman with long, blond hair and quiet blue eyes. But there is something distant in her gaze. “I don’t know,” she begins. “I liked the studio I was in, but I felt like I’d learned all I could there. It’s just the vague feeling that there must be something more, something different. I think acting is such a hard profession, you know, and if it doesn’t become more exciting for me, I may not have the energy to stick it out.”

The last to speak is a pale young woman with intense green eyes. Her name is Joan. She wears her long red hair pulled back tightly in a bun at the nape of her neck. As the others spoke, she rarely reacted to their stories and almost never smiled. “I’ve been in dance classes since I was about seven years old,” she begins. “But now I feel like I have lost something I used to have. When I was a kid, performing was pure fun, but somewhere along the line it turned into work. My acting teachers would tell me only what I was doing wrong, and now I don’t trust myself anymore. I mean, if it doesn’t make me happy, what’s the point?”

“I agree,” I say. “There are many jobs in this world that you can do well even if they are no fun. But you cannot act without joy. On the other hand, learning to act can also be hard work. So maybe the first question we must ask is, How can you work hard at something that is, basically, pure fun? Or, to put it another way, How can you remember to have fun, even in the depths of the hardest, most serious acting work?”

“So,” says Carlos when I finish, “what’s the answer?”

“The answer? I don’t know. Our work here is fundamentally the process of asking questions. In fact, in this process, the asking of questions is often more important than the particular answers you find.”

So this is how my first class begins with a group of students. Now, in this same spirit, I turn to you, the reader, and ask you to pose a few questions to yourself:

   • Why are you reading this book?

• What do you hope to find here?

• At this point in your life, how do you approach acting?

• What has the study of acting been like for you up until now? What ways of working have served you best, and what difficulties have been left unresolved?

   Your answers to these questions may help determine how you want to approach this book. For instance, if you have come to physical acting because you are frustrated by techniques that require you to discover your emotions while sitting in a chair, you may want to read a little and then plunge into one of the physical exercises, just to see how it feels to act and to move at the same time. If, on the other hand, you come to this work after having had an unpleasant training experience, you may want to read the whole book before trying out the exercises, to be sure that you are not getting yourself into another approach you can’t trust.

And there is another reason to take a moment for self-reflection before you plunge into this work: entering a new discipline can be very exciting, but it can also inspire the thought, “Oh no, I feel like I don’t know anything.” And that is usually not the case. So it can be worthwhile to take note of the skills (techniques, methods, ways of working) you already possess.

What is written here is not meant to undermine or to invalidate techniques that already work for you. The work in this book should be about opening new doors, not about closing old ones.

TUNING YOUR INNER STRINGS

Nearly seventy years ago, Konstantin Stanislavski wrote:


You know that a sculptor kneads his clay before he begins to use it, and a singer warms up his voice before his concert. We need to do something similar to tune our inner strings, to test the keys, the pedals, and the stops. [Stanislavski, 1936, p. 250]



But how do you knead the “clay” of acting? How do you test “the keys, the pedals, and the stops” when the instrument you are playing is your body, your voice, and your entire emotional life? Ballet dancers have their “barre,” and soldiers do calisthenics, but what can actors do to prepare, not just for speaking and moving, but for falling in love and raging and crying? Is there some kind of warm-up that can prepare all these different parts of the actor’s instrument and at the same time connect the body, voice, and emotional life with each other?

I first confronted this question a few years after studying with Grotowski. I had joined a theater group that was touring New England performing a play about the National Guard shootings at Kent State, and before rehearsals the members of our troupe would warm up by practicing yoga asanas. After I had been doing this for several weeks, I began to notice that while I was twisting my body this way and that trying to achieve the correct yogic posture, I was also thinking a great deal. I was thinking about the pain. I was worrying that I was not doing the asana correctly. I was ruing the fact that I had not started yoga when I was younger. And I was comparing my position with that of one of the other actors—and realizing my body would never be able to do what her body did. And then, the more I thought about her body, the further and further my mind drifted from the yoga. It became clear to me that while my body was practicing yoga, my mind was engaged in a very different sort of warm-up, a kind of express-train monologue that whizzed right past the lumbering local on which my yoga body was traveling. Of course, with a little concentration, I could bring my mind back to what my body was doing, but that mental gymnastic often came with an extra little kick, a judgment like “Wake up, you’re supposed to be concentrating on your body, not her body, you idiot!” So by the end of my yoga session my mind was as full of distress as my body was. There had to be a better way to prepare myself to perform.

As I struggled with this question, I realized that the work I had studied with Grotowski a few years before had provided just such a method of warming up my body and my mind together, as if they were one entity, not two. When I began to teach this work I came to understand that the essence of what I had learned with Grotowski lay not in the particular exercises, but in an awareness of the connections between the body, the mind, and the emotions, an awareness that can be reawakened and strengthened every day as part of the warm-up process.

So to start creating an actor’s warm-up for yourself you don’t need to learn any new exercises. You can begin by using forms you already know, and then as you acquire more acting tools you can add them to your warm-up little by little. This warm-up is not a fixed regimen; it is a practice that will grow and change as your acting skills and your circumstances change. It begins with asking questions, and the first question we ask is simply, Where do you choose to do your warm-up?

FINDING SAFE SPACE


The essential problem is to give the actor the possibility of working “in safety.” The work of the actor is in danger, continuously supervised and observed. One must create an atmosphere, a working system, in which the actor feels that he can do anything, and that nothing he does will be mocked, that all will be understood. … Often, the moment the actor understands this, he reveals himself.

—Jerzy Grotowski, Les Lettres français



At the beginning of Carlos Castaneda’s book The Teachings of Don Juan: a Yaqui Way of Knowledge, Don Juan and Castaneda sit together on the porch of Don Juan’s house. The sorcerer tells Castaneda that before a student can receive his teachings, he must first find the one place on the porch where he can “feel naturally happy and strong.” So Castaneda spends all night walking and rolling around the porch in search of the “spot where I could be at my very best.” In The Teachings of Don Juan this process of finding the right place seems profound and mysterious. But actually it is a skill we all exercise every day.

Right now, for instance, you have probably chosen a “comfortable” place in which to read this book, a place in the room to sit (or stand or lie down) that allows you to concentrate on the task of reading. Similarly, when you enter a dance studio, you choose a place on the floor that “feels right” for dancing. If one day you were to notice that a section of the dance floor was wet, you would look for a dry area in which to work because it would be foolhardy to practice leaps and pirouettes on a wet floor.

In the same way, when you walk into an acting studio, you automatically seek out a place in which you feel comfortable doing your acting work. Acting requires emotional leaps, and you need as much safety as you can get before engaging in pirouettes of the heart. Perhaps the first thing you do when you enter the studio is to find someplace to put down your bags. Then, before you sit, maybe you go to the window to look out, or perhaps you stare at a picture or read a newspaper. When you sit down, maybe you choose to sit alone or maybe you sit near your friends. And when the class is about to begin, perhaps you move again to sit nearer or farther from the teacher. So without thinking about it you constantly adjust your relationship to the space to make yourself feel safe and comfortable. All these adjustments are actually the beginning of your warm-up. They are the ways in which you “warm up” your relationship to the workspace.

But what is it that actually makes one place on the floor seem more “comfortable” to you than another place? How does your body “know” that one place is better than another? What signal is it responding to?

The only way to answer these questions is to notice how you feel as your body explores the space. So before I






















THE STREAM-OF-CONSCIOUSNESS WARM-UP
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THE BODY PART WARM-UP







































ACTING ON IMPULSE






















































































WHAT IS AN ACTOR’S WARM-UP?
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