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INTRODUCTION

The flower blooms from the imagination; 
the seed represents merely the various skills of our art.

Zeami

This dissertation addresses the relationship between meditative and 
performative practices. It examines those meditative and spiritual tech-
niques that have been used and explored in the work of the Theatre 
Reformers of the Twentieth century. The approach towards such in-
vestigation is going to open up an argument for a layered system of 
relationships underneath the main subject under examination, i.e. the 
application of meditative and spiritual techniques within the space of 
the actor’s training. The first layer concerns the relationship between 
the commonly named ‘hard science’, with a particular focus on cogni-
tive neuroscience, and humanities. The last decades have been charac-
terised by an increasing interest towards an interdisciplinary exchange 
between these disciplines. I will address this relationship questioning 
the extent to which such interaction can be fruitful, focusing on the 
specific benefits that this can provide to my research. I will argue for 
a methodological exchange that can contribute to the validation of a 
practical ‘protocol’, such as the actor’s training. However, this academic 
dialogue has not been, and still is not entirely, an easy one. The main 
debates refer to the possible problem of reductionism, or point at a 
more political issue, when the use of neuroscience is seen to be done at 
the expense of the main Theories that the humanities themselves have 
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built over the centuries.1 Many of the assumptions resulted in passion-
ate debates.2 The proposition of this dissertation is to provide an angle 
to show that such dialogue is at this point not only needed but that it 
can also be an extremely fruitful one for both parts.

The other layer bears upon the reflection on Theory and Practice in 
the academic field of theatre studies. Notwithstanding the rising aca-
demic-scientific interest in the humanities towards practical approaches 
in the investigation of artistic phenomena,3 I shall claim that there is 
still not enough recognised ‘space’ in the field of theatre studies when 
it comes to the establishment of a research methodology that does not 
entirely rely on well-known, established, and academically accepted 
theories. This research hypothesises that it is possible to bridge Theory 
and Practice by putting the accent on the differences of contributions 
that both parts can provide to academic research.

Lastly, this study aims to analyse this stratified system of relation-
ships by filtering them through the notion of experience: the experi-
ence of meditation, in its technical, ecstatic, as well as cognitive aspects; 

 1  See Melissa M. Littlefield and Jenell M. Johnson, eds., The Neuroscientific Turn. 
Transdisciplinarity in the Age of the Brain (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 
2012); David Z. Saltz, “Editorial Comment: Performance and Cognition,” Theatre 
Journal 59(4) (2007): ix-xiii, accessed November 3, 2014, doi: 10.1353/tj.2008.0009.
 2  Particularly notable, especially for the lively tones, is the debate on the subject at 
issue between David Bordwell and Slavoj Žižek. See S. Žižek, The Fright of Real Tears: 
Krzysztov Kieslowski between Theory and Post-Theory (London: British Film Institute, 
2001), especially introduction and chapters one and two; see also Bordwell’s response 
on his blog David Boardwell’s Website of Cinema, “Slavoj Žižek: Say Anything” (April 
2005), http://www.davidbordwell.net/essays/zizek.php (accessed April 7, 2016).
 3  See Estelle Barrett and Barbara Bolt, Practice as Research: Approaches to Creative 
Arts Enquiry (London: I.B. Tauris, 2007); Hazel Smith and Roger T. Dean, eds., Prac-
tice-Led Research, Research-Led Practice in the Creative Arts (Edinburgh: Edinburgh 
University Press, 2009); Ludivine Allegue, Simon Jones, Baz Kershaw, Angela Piccini, 
eds., Practice-as-Research: In Performance and Screen (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmil-
lan, 2009); Shannon Rose Riley and Lynette Hunter, Mapping Landscapes for Perfor-
mance as Research: Scholarly Acts and Creative Cartographies (Basingstoke: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2009).
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the experience of the training. The training will be addressed as that 
‘time’ and ‘space’ that exists behind and beyond the performance, in-
dependently from the work on a role, character, and/or a text; that 
pre-performative moment that through a psychophysical practice ena-
bles the actor4 to have access to performative knowledge.

The specific aspect of performative knowledge related to spirituality 
in theatre practices has not been entirely acknowledged by the academ-
ic field. In fact, on the one hand the study of religious, meditative and 
spiritual practices often entails a sort of social prejudice, connected to 
the misconception of the religious issue as tied up to a mere manner 
of blind faith and belief. On the other hand, albeit recognised, this 
relationship has been analysed and considered from historical, histori-
ographical, and cultural perspectives. This connection between the the-
atrical and the religious, spiritual phenomena has been mostly exam-
ined for what concerns the specificities related to sacred and religious 
representations.5 Many religious traditions, such as the Jesuit one, have 

 4  I will refer to the ‘actor’ many times through the different chapters. It is important 
to bear in mind that my use of the term ‘actor’ includes its female and male accepta-
tion, i.e. actress and actor. 
 5  For historical analysis on religious and sacred representations see for example Rai-
mondo Guarino, ed., Teatro e culture della rappresentazione. Lo spettacolo in Italia nel 
Quattrocento (Bologna: Il Mulino, 1988); Raimondo Guarino, “Fonti e immagini 
della religione veneziana, tra il Quattrocento e il primo Cinquecento,” in Immagini, 
culti, liturgie: le connotazioni politiche del messaggio religioso, Annali di Storia Moderna 
e Contemporanea 16(2010): 363-375; Paola Ventrone, “Le feste del 1471 e i caratteri 
della cerimonialitá religiosa,” in Le temps revient/’L tempo si rinuova: feste e spettacoli 
nella Firenze di Lorenzo il Magnifico, ed. Paola Ventrone (Firenze: Silvana Editoria-
le, 1992), 21-54; Paola Ventrone, “Per una morfologia della sacra rappresentazio-
ne fiorentina,” in Teatro e culture della rappresentazione, ed. R. Guarino (Bologna: Il 
Mulino, 1988), 195-226. See also Sandra Pietrini, Spettacoli e immaginario teatrale 
nel Medioevo (Roma: Bulzoni Editore, 2001); Clelia Falletti, Le grandi tradizioni tea-
trali: Il Medioevo (Roma: Bulzoni, 2004); Fabrizio Cruciani, Lo spazio del teatro (Ro-
ma-Bari: Laterza Editore, 1992); Fabrizio Cruciani, Il teatro nel Rinascimento: Roma 
1450-1550 (Roma: Bulzoni, 1983). Moreover see the contributions to “Le théâtre, 
la violence et les arts en Europe (XVIe-XVIIe s.),” Littératures classiques 73(3) (2010): 
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been considered for their cultural aspects and for their involvement 
in artistic production. For instance, the theatre activity of the Jesuit 
order, as for example for what concerns the production of the Collegio 
Romano of the Seventeenth century, has been thoroughly discussed and 
analysed, providing exhaustive results to the body of research.6 These 
studies represent a valuable expertise to bear in mind in order to start 
my specific analysis, because not only they provide useful sources and 
information, but they are indeed a fruitful point of departure to estab-
lish that this relationship is legit and that it has been validated through-
out centuries. 

However, this dissertation aims to consider the religious phenomena 
for what concerns their spiritual and meditative experiential character-
istics. My engagement is rather with what lies behind and beyond the 
theological and theistic aspect of religions, namely the meditative and 
spiritual principles and practices. In this sense, my study is not the first 
attempt to connect meditation and theatre. In his study, Buddhism as/
in Performance, David E.R. George analyses the performative value of 
the Buddhist philosophy and practice. He proposes an “Epistemology 
of Performance” as well as a “Buddhist Epistemology”, detecting the 
theatrical aspect entailed by the Buddhist practice as well as identifying 

Christian Biet, Marie-Madeleine Fragonard, “Représentation, hyper-représentation et 
performance des violences politiques et religieuses (mi-XVIe / mi-XVIIesiècle): théâtre, 
littérature et arts plastiques,” 5-15; Jean-Pierre Bordier, “La violence du mystère,” 
95-108; Jelle Koopmans, “L’équarrissage pour tous ou la scène des mystères dits re-
ligieux,” 109-120; Jean-Frédéric Chevalier, “La violence dans le théâtre jésuite en 
France au début du XVIIe siècle : formes et enjeux d’une réécriture,” 215-227; Bruna 
Filippi, “Le corps suspendu : le martyr dans le théâtre jésuite,” 229-239.
 6  See John O’Malley, S.J., Gauvin Alexander Bailey, Stephen J. Harris, T. Frank 
Kennedy S.J., eds., The Jesuit II: Cultures, Sciences, and the Arts. 1540-1773 (Toronto, 
Buffalo, London: University of Toronto Press, 2006). See also Bruna Filippi, Il teatro 
degli argomenti. Gli scenari seicenteschi del teatro gesuitico romano. Catalogo analitico 
(Roma: Institutum Historicum Societatis Iesu, 2001) and Bruna Filippi, “Il teatro dei 
gesuiti a Roma nel XVII secolo,” Teatro e Storia 16(1994): 91-128. 
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the actual performances developed by Buddhist philosophy.7 His work 
is focused on exploring the art and the notion of performance in Bud-
dhist meditation, whereas, rather than in the performative value of such 
practices I am interested in the application of these constituent prin-
ciples of meditation to what is before performance, that is the actor’s 
training. This way of extracting principles and methods might seem 
somehow reducing the practices under examination. As William James 
underlines in his famous The Varieties of Religious Experience, reduction-
ism is not at all the aim when dealing with identifying and drawing 
the common principles shared by spiritual and religious experiences, or 
when the intent is to analyse and employ them from a biological, cog-
nitive, epistemological, performative, or psychological point of view.8 It 
is mostly a way of considering the phenomena of religious experience, 
in James’ terms, from a “purely existential point of view”.9 Rather than 
to a form of scientific reductionism this way of researching applicable 
principles of spirituality can be assimilated to the notion of “searching 
theology”10 presented in the field of religious studies by Roger Haight 
S.J., who refers to this way of considering spirituality as an initiative 
that “comes from a depth of human freedom that encompasses mind, 
will, and emotions”.11 

This dissertation then aims to fill the gap in the research of theatre 
studies concerning the application of meditative and spiritual principles 
in theatre practice, specifically in the development of the actor’s train-
ing in the Twentieth century. Therefore, the main research questions to 
which I shall provide answers throughout the following chapters are: 

 7  David E.R. George, Buddhist as/in Performance. Analysis of Meditation and Theatri-
cal Practice (New Delhi: D.K. Printworld(P) Ltd., 2011), 3-37.
 8  William James, The Varieties of Religious Experience. A Study in Human Nature 
(London and Glasgow: The Fontana Library, 1960).
 9  James, The Varieties, 28-9.
 10  Roger Haight S.J., “A Theology for the Spiritual Exercises of Ignatius Loyola,” 
Spiritus: A Journal of Christian Spirituality 10(2) (2010): 160.
 11  Haight, “Theology”, 160.
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which is the relationship between meditative and spiritual practices and 
the actor’s training? In addition, how can the use of these techniques 
inform and nourish the actor’s practice and knowledge? 

To conduct an analysis on these topics, paraphrasing the Italian the-
atre scholar Raimondo Guarino, it is necessary to enter the territory of 
the “tacit knowledge”, to be able to reconstruct traces of a relationship 
that operates on cultural, historical, as well as practical levels.12 By re-
ferring to the notion of tacit knowledge I am here drawing upon that 
silent component of the personal knowledge explored by the philos-
opher of science Michael Polanyi.13 He argued for a multiform uni-
verse of knowledges. Similarly to what concerns this dissertation, such 
‘knoweldges’ extend from the rigorously theoretical field of knowledge, 
to a more historical one, unto, to create a parallelism with theatre, a 
‘hand-crafted’, technical knowledge, such as the one belonging to the 
actor’s work in his/her training.14 For this reason, in line with the dif-
ferent fields of knowledge taken under examination and in conformity 
with the attempt to move through a layered system of relationships, the 
methodological approach involves the implication of different perspec-
tives and angles. The specific issue of meditation and spirituality com-
bined with theatre and, specifically, acting methods will be addressed 
by considering pre-existing theories on the subject, developed by the 
theatre practitioners of the Twentieth century, re-reading them through 

 12  See Raimondo Guarino, Il teatro nella storia. Gli spazi, le culture, la memoria (Ro-
ma-Bari: Editori Laterza, 2005), 62.
 13  See Michael Polanyi, The Tacit Dimension (New York: Anchor Books, 1966). See 
also Michael Polanyi, Personal Knowledge: Towards a Post-Critical Philosophy (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1958).
 14  On the specific application of the idea of tacit knowledge to the theatrical field see 
Eugenio Barba’s argumentation on Pulanyi’s notion in Eugenio Barba, “Tacit Knowl-
edge: Heritage and Waste,” New Theatre Quarterly 16(3) (2000): 263-277; published 
also in Italian as E. Barba, “Conoscenza tacita: dispersione ed ereditá,” Teatro e Storia 
13-14 (1998-1999): 39-58. See also Eugenio Barba, Nicola Savarese, The Secret Art 
of the Performer: A Dictionary of Theatre Anthropology, trans. Richard Fowler (London 
and New York: Routledge, 2006), 121 (first publ. 1991).
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a multidisciplinary approach. I will examin the main topic of this dis-
sertation taking under consideration its various concepts, employing 
each time a different ‘lens’ depending on the deployed strategy of in-
vestigation, whether historical and/or theoretical. In addition to that, I 
shall look through the lens of cognitive neuroscience and through my 
personal theatrical practice to build up an empirical and experiential 
reflection.

Starting from this last methodological assumption, I will argue in 
Chapter One for an interactive cooperation between theatre and cogni-
tive neuroscience through the application of possible empirical methods 
of analysis that the ‘hard science’ can provide to the field of humanities. 
In this chapter I am going to analyse the relationship between these 
fields of study, considering how this has developed from a historical 
point of view. I shall point out the examples of interest of the theatre 
practitioners of the Twentieth century towards scientific areas, such as 
physiology, scientific psychology, and reflexology. I shall also consider 
how this relationship has developed with academia, referring to stud-
ies and analysis conducted by theatre scholars who saw in cognitive 
neuroscience a fruitful method of inquiry applicable to the theatrical 
field. Moreover, in the first chapter I will provide the definition of the 
notion ‘actor’s system of knowledge’, present in the very title of this 
dissertation. This notion will be outlined by considering the concept of 
‘knowledge’ in its Foucaultian acceptation. I will start from Foucault’s 
differentiation of the two sets of knowledge, connoissance and savoir. 
One is applicable to a specific corpus and discipline (connoissance), and 
the other is instead representing the general knowledge, including then 
also all the kind of connoissances, used by Foucault not in an overall way 
but rather in an underlying one.15 I shall build up this differentiation 
applying it to the theatrical knowledge that the actor acquires in the 
training process from a both technical and personal point of view, thus 
demonstrating that these two sets can be linked to what I call the ‘ac-

 15  Michel Foucault, The Archaeology of Knowledge, trans., A. M. Sheridan Smith 
(New York: Pantheon Books, 1972), 15.



26

The Trained Experience

tor’s system of knowledge’. This system is strongly connected with the 
direct experience of the actor in the pre-performative space of the train-
ing. Such process of acquisition of knowledge through the first-person 
experience will be analysed starting from the neurophenomenological 
approach outlined by the cognitive scientist Francisco Varela.16 Follow-
ing Varela’s account, I shall present in a critical perspective other prom-
inent cognitive and neuroscientific reflections upon the human process 
of acquisition of knowledge, in this way discussing their benefits and 
criticalities for the present analysis.

The second chapter will present a historical inquiry based on some 
selected outstanding theories and methods about the actor that have 
been proposed in the Twentieth-century Europe. These theories and 
methods will be considered in the frame of the historical Avant-Garde. 
This phenomenon was characterised by an antagonism towards social 
and artistic conventions and institutions.17 This same need for a con-
crete change, for a common coalition against the traditional/institu-
tional vision of society has been shared by many theatre practition-
ers of the same period, like Jacques Copeau, Konstantin Stanislavsky, 
Vsevolod Meyerhold, and later on Jerzy Grotowski, to name a few. This 
perspective actually inspired the necessity to go beyond theatre, to go 
back to its ritualistic origins and to find a new ideology. Analyzing the 
work of the theatre reformers of the Twentieth century, the Italian the-
atre scholar Fabrizio Cruciani has identified the essence of this ideology 
with the concept of ‘making’. “To make theatre without thinking about 
theatre, its statutes and its institution, one can think of recovering the 
minimum but necessary elements (the laws) that allow for a new the-
atre”,18 therefore “the definition of theatre (what it is) is detected in 

 16  Francisco J. Varela, “Neurophenomenology: A Methodological Remedy for the 
Hard Problem,” Journal of Conciousness Studies 3(4) (1996): 330-349.
 17  See Christopher Innes, Avant Garde Theatre. 1892-1992 (London, Routledge, 
1993), 1.
 18  Fabrizio Cruciani, Registi pedagoghi e comunità teatrali nel Novecento (Roma: Edi-
toria & Spettacolo, 2006), 73. Translation F. C.
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its concrete existence with the precision and the absoluteness of mak-
ing.”19 This chapter will then point out the methodology outlined in 
the work of the reformers, focusing on their attention on the actor’s 
body, its performative possibilities, its physiological characteristics. 
Furthermore, this chapter will deal with the interest of the avant-garde 
theatre practitioners towards ritualistic and spiritual element, in their 
attempt to look for the roots of theatre with the intent of finding a new 
theatrical language. Starting from theoretical assumptions proposed by 
Richard Schechner and Victor Turner in their analysis of Ritual and 
Performance,20 I shall introduce in this chapter examples of theatre art-
ists, who inspired by the work of Antonin Artaud, continued to exper-
iment with spiritual elements and to draw upon ritualistic techniques, 
in order to explore ritualistic archetypes. This chapter aims to present a 
historical reconstruction bearing in mind the theorizations that point 
out at the orientalism and romanticism that shaped many of the West-
ern theatre makers’ interest in Eastern body practices.21 In this sense, 
it aims also to reconstruct a legacy of theatrical practices, that serves to 
later on illustrate through the chapters how my approach represents 
a filiation of the investigated theatre experience, but at the same time 
avoids the romantic/orientalist view.22 

Following these first two chapters, which depict the methodological 
and historical framework of this dissertation, I will in Chapter Three 

 19  Fabrizio Cruciani, “Il «luogo dei possibili»,” in Il corpo scenico, ed. Clelia Falletti 
(Roma: Editoria & Spettacolo, 2008),167. Translation F. C. 
 20  See Richard Schechner, “From Ritual to Theatre and Back: The Structure/Process 
of the Efficacy-Entertainment Dyad,” Educational Theatre Journal 26(4) (1974): 455-
481; Victor Turner, From Ritual to Theatre: The Human Seriousness of Play (New York: 
Performing Art Journal Publication, 1982).
 21  With regards to the use of the term ‘Orientalism’, I am here clearly referring to 
Said’s theory. See Edward W. Said, Orientalism (New York: Pantheon Books, 1978).
 22  See Rustom Bharucha, Theatre and the World: Performance and the Politics of Cul-
ture (London and New York: Routledge, 1993). See also Marco De Marinis, Il teatro 
dell’altro. Interculturalismo e transculturalismo nella scena contemporanea (Firenze: La 
Casa Usher, 2011).
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delve deeper into the main subject by presenting examples of direct 
interactions and contaminations between practices coming from differ-
ent traditions in the process of establishment of new acting methods. 
I shall illustrate how the research process of the theatre reformers has 
been informed by the use of Asian techniques, but also by a productive 
exchange within the European development of different new scientific 
approaches. I am going to depart from the existing studies on the sub-
jects at issue, re-contextualizing them in the perspective of the current 
research, and operating a re-organization of the available sources. The 
fil rouge that chains all those examples together is the common aim 
shared by these theatre practitioners to search for new forms of theatri-
cal knowledge. Following the initial assumption of this dissertation that 
assimilates the concept of ‘knowledge’ to the idea of ‘experience’, the 
examined practices will be considered as embodied practices of knowl-
edge. We shall see that, because of the focus on the actor’s body, all the 
theories developed by the Twentieth-century theatre artists are always 
related to a practical recognition through a physical application or ex-
ecution. 

 In the first instance I will introduce Konstantin Stanislavsky’s en-
counter with yogic practices. Stanislavsky (1863-1938), probably the 
most well-known among the theatre reformers of the past century, 
showed a great interest towards the tradition of Yoga, to develop his 
so called acting system. Stanislavsky draws especially upon the yogic 
concept of prana to achieve a conscious way of approaching organ-
ic aspects of human actions, such as the act of breathing, which are 
fundamentally important in the development of his acting method. I 
am also going to discuss some historical and textual sources to better 
frame Stanislavsky’s encounter with Yoga in the social climate of Soviet 
Russia. The second example involves the work of Vsevolod Meyerhold 
(1874-1940), Soviet director, pupil of Stanislavsky and creator of the 
so-called theatrical biomechanics. This specific case can be defined as a 
reconstruction of an indirect connection between different practices. In 
fact, Meyerhold’s relationship with embodied practices passes through 
his great interest in the Asian techniques, namely the Chinese xiqu, 
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the Japanese Noh Theatre, and the Kabuki, in which spiritual and em-
bodied aspects are embedded in their very own theatrical traditions. In 
Meyerhold’s constructivist approach the body is considered as a func-
tioning machine and the main aim of combining different techniques 
within his actor’s training is that to achieve a full knowledge of the body 
in order to be able to use it as an operational theatrical instrument. 
As I mentioned, in this process of interaction it is possible to detect a 
productive exchange also within new European scientific approaches. 
That is the case of interaction between the development of the act-
ing method of another Stanislavsky’s pupil and collaborator, Michael 
Chekhov (1891-1955) and Rudolf Steiner’s (1861-1925) Anthroposo-
phy and Eurythmy. I shall demonstrate that this process of research of a 
theatrical knowledge is evident in Chekhov’s approach especially for his 
involvement with Steiner’s theory. Starting from Steiner’s own assump-
tion that considers Anthroposophy as a process to achieve a greater 
knowledge of the inner dimension of the human being, I will pres-
ent this connection between Steiner and Chekhov also by comparing 
their writings, thus concretely showing the above mentioned influence. 
By analysing the relationship between theatre and embodied practices, 
which very often have a strong spiritual connotation, it is mandatory 
to take into account the work of the Polish director Jerzy Grotowski 
(1933-1999) and his interest on yogic practices in the development 
of his theatrical training for the actor. Grotowski’s entire life and work 
can be defined as an on-going investigation, a process of inquiry within 
different practices, through the vehicle of theatre, to extend the range of 
knowledge applicable to his definition of an acting technique. Starting 
from his statement on Yoga, “I don’t attack it, but it’s not for actors”,23 
I will examine the entailed paradox illustrating the process of ‘extraction 
of principles’ operated by Grotowski in order to adapt the yogic practice to 
theatrical needs. In the last paragraph I am going to consider the cross-cul-
tural, interactive perspective of Theatre Anthropology, analysing the notion 

 23  Jerzy Grotowski, Towards a Poor Theatre, ed. Eugenio Barba (London: Methuen 
and Co., 1975), 208.
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of pre-expressivity, defined by the Italian theatre director Eugenio Barba 
(1936-). In line with my argument, in fact, Theatre Anthropology is in 
its very own definition a process of investigation of technical knowl-
edge that can be useful to the actor’s work. Therefore, this chapter re-
veals and underlines, through the examination of outstanding theatrical 
practices, the concept of theatrical knowledge. Such specific type of 
knowledge has to be considered as a holistic system in which its part, 
whether mental, physical, or spiritual, cannot be considered as separat-
ed entities but rather as a whole.

The first part of this dissertation thus will aim at showing the 
non-paradoxical nature of the relationship between practices, such as 
the meditative and the performative ones, that at first glance might 
appear antinomian. Once this relationship has been established, I will 
through Chapter Four address the core of this relationship: the effects 
of the application of such practices within the actor’s training. Consid-
ering the theorization of the Japanese philosopher Yuasa Yasuo regard-
ing the oneness of body and mind, I will refer to the process of “person-
al cultivation”24 within the meditation practice that allows the human 
being to experience such an oneness. I will state that this same process 
can be assimilated to the one that the actor undertakes in his/her path 
of theatrical training. Underlining the role of the unity of body and 
mind in spiritual and meditative practices recalls the importance of the 
body in its acceptation developed in the Twentieth-century experimen-
tal theatre. In this chapter, instead of focusing on further examples of 
connection and interaction between Western acting methods and Asian 
embodied practices, I will rather present and analyse examples of this 
relationship between theatre and spirituality that are less known, al-
though greatly important for my argument. All these examples belong 
to Christian tradition, particularly embedded in Western culture. Of 
course, this is a clear and thoroughly considered decision, because I am 
interested here in both underlining the connections between theatre 

 24  Yuasa Yasuo, The Body. Towards and Eastern Mind-Body Theory, trans. Nagatomi 
Shigenori and T.P. Kasulis (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1987), 25.
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and meditation as well as in finding the same kind of connection be-
tween the respective contexts of spirituality and meditation. 

Specifically, I will consider Jerzy Grotowski’s interest in the Hesy-
chast tradition, belonging to the Orthodox Christianism, as well as Ser-
gei Mikhailovich Eisenstein’s research on Ignacio de Loyola’s Spiritual 
Exercises, related to the Jesuit practice. As Peter Brook pointed out, 
Grotowski looked for “something which existed in the past but has 
been forgotten over the centuries. This is that one of the vehicles which 
allows man to have access to another level of perception is to be found 
in the art of performance”.25 This different level of perception is precise-
ly related to alertness, the level of awareness that the actor must find in 
the solitude of his interpersonal work: a different kind of energy that is 
directed to a “higher connection”.26 Presenting similarities, parallelisms 
and theoretical borrowings, and freely adopting the terms of the Desert 
Fathers’ tradition, I will propose the definition of a “hesychast actor” 
with respect to Grotowski’s inquiry into a theatrical Gnosis. Following 
the discourse related to the search for a theatrical Gnosis, I will examine 
the relationship between Eisenstein and Loyola from an angle that has 
not yet been considered in any research. Especially because of the lack 
of sources regarding this specific case, such analysis will significantly 
represent and enclose the primary topic of this study. Drawing a par-
allel between a fervent Bolshevik and a Catholic mystic and including 
them in a comparative analysis might seem to be at least curious. How-
ever, I shall demonstrate that Eisenstein not only called upon Loyola’s 
teaching in his theorization of pathos and ecstasy, but that he especially 
does so also to draw upon specific characteristics of the well-known 
and established Western theatre acting methods. This second reference 
is mostly unknown because of the lack of translations of the specific 
essay in which Eisenstein constructs his parallelism between the Jesuit 

 25  Peter Brook, “Grotowski, Art as Vehicle,” in The Grotowski Sourcebook, eds. Ri-
chard Schechner and Lisa Walford, (London: Routledge, 1997), 381.
 26  Thomas Richards, At Work with Grotowski on Physical Actions (London: Routled-
ge, 1995), 125.
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exercises and the work of the Stanislavskian actor. In fact, in the official 
English edition of the Eisenstein’s writings this specific passage, which 
is present in the Italian publication, was left out because of editorial 
choices. My intent here will be to point out that the decision of keep-
ing this relationship unattested represents a missed opportunity for the 
current studies, since Eisenstein had clearly connected the Spiritual Ex-
ercises not merely with a general theatre technique, but precisely with 
one of the best known and established acting methods of the Twentieth 
century, that is Stanislavsky’s system.

The last part of the chapter will address the increasing interest of 
cognitive neuroscience towards the field of spirituality and meditation, 
specifically in their studies on human consciousness and awareness. 
Far from considering neuroscientific and cognitive approaches as the 
main sources of analysis of the sphere of meditation practices – which 
is already defined by empirical knowledge and direct experience – it is 
nevertheless important and interesting to take them into consideration, 
in order to observe the spiritual sphere from a different angle. Such ap-
proaches that might, at first sight, seem a quantitative analysis of an un-
doubtedly qualitative phenomenon, should not be simply expelled, but 
considered in the perspective of a comparative methodology, through 
a broader spectrum of observation. Hence, I will consider for my ar-
gumentation Francisco Varela’s cognitive approach towards the field of 
meditative practices.27 I am also going to present neuroscientific stud-
ies, which adopt spiritual and meditative practices, often as therapeu-
tic solutions, especially for their specific characteristics of alertness and 
attention, particularly focusing on three aspects: the ability to increase 
concentration, the constant improvement of awareness and the capacity 
to maintain a purpose.28 Moreover, borrowing from neurophysiology 

 27  See Francisco J. Varela, Evan Thompson and Eleanor Rosch, The Embodied Mind. 
Cognitive Science and Human Experience (Cambridge, Massachusetts: The MIT Press, 
1991).
 28  J.A. Brefczynski-Lewis, A. Lutz, H.S. Schaefer, D.B. Levinson, R.J. Davidson, 
“Neural correlates of attentional expertise in long-term meditation practitioners,” 
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the notion of “Enriched Environment”29, I am going to suggest a uni-
fying viewpoint on the following subjects: acting methods, meditative 
and spiritual practices, and cognitive neuroscience.

When dealing with these experiential practices and traditions, such 
as the theatrical and the spiritual ones, paraphrasing Guarino’s initial 
statement in his Remarques sur les convulsionnaires,30 what is at stake in 
providing an argument is whether the point of view of the scholar can 
still contribute to the debate, handing out new evidences and knowl-
edge, even though such extraordinary facts have been explored for cen-
turies. For this reason, in the very last part of this dissertation I will 
contribute to such debate by also providing a practical application of 
what has been theoretically and historically framed. I am going to argue 
in Chapter Five for the re-evaluation of ‘practice’ in academia, consid-
ering it both as a source of production of knowledge and as amenable 
to intellectual inquiry. Claiming for the usefulness of practical research 
in theatre studies I will engage with the existing academic disciplines 
of Practice-as-Research (PaR), Performance as Research (PAR), Prac-
tise-based Research (PbR), providing also my personal argumentation 
and contribution. I am specifically going to build upon the Deleuzian 
notion of “incompossibility”31 arguing for the overcoming of the hier-

PNAS 104(27) (2007): 11483–11488, accessed March 14, 2016, doi:10.1073/
pnas.0606552104; Judson A. Brewer, Patrick D. Worhunsky, Jeremy R. Gray, Yi-Yu-
an Tang, Jochen Weber, and Hedy Kober, “Meditation experience is associated with 
differences in default mode network activity and connectivity,” PNAS 108(50) (2011): 
20254-20259, accessed March 14, 2016, doi:10.1073/pnas.1112029108.
 29  H. van Praag, G. Kempermann, FH. Gage FH, “Neural consequences of environ-
mental enrichment,” Nature Reviews Neuroscience 1(3) (2000): 191-198.
 30  Raimondo Guarino, “Remarques sur les convulsionnaires,” in La croyance et le 
corps. Esthétique, corporéité des croyance et identités, ed. Jean-Marie Pradier (Pessac: 
Presses Universitaires de Bordeaux, 2016), 191-200. I am very grateful to the author 
for providing me with the copy of the essay.
 31  See Gilles Deleuze, “sur Leibniz,” in Seminars given between 1971 and 1987 at the 
Université Paris VIII Vincennes and Vincennes St-Denis, trans. Charles Stivale, available 
on-line at http://www.webdeleuze.com, accessed May 19, 2016.
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archical relationship between Theory and Practice in academic research. 
I will then argue for the potentiality of an ‘incompossible’ relationship 
between the two by acknowledging and making use of the differences 
and the specific peculiarities that each one of the two fields can provide 
to the body of knowledge. Hereby, I will concretely link the above men-
tioned historical sources, and theoretical and methodological reflections 
to my personal experience as theatre practitioner in the development of 
a specific form of training informed by theatrical and extra-theatrical 
techniques. I shall present in a written form what I have conducted on 
a practical level: a research on the effect of the application of meditative 
and spiritual principles on the pre-performative level of the training, 
developing also possibilities for scenic application. I will introduce the 
The Scenic Body theatre workshop, carried out with a group of students 
from the University of Amsterdam. I am going to illustrate the meth-
odological and structural layer of the training sessions and I will present 
the explored exercises. The training program, in its structure and con-
tents, represents the concrete connection with the historical and the-
oretical frame of this dissertation, that not only informs the academic 
discussion on the actor’s performative knowledge, but it also constitutes 
the source of my own theatrical practice. All the involved techniques 
enact a certain filiation, a genealogy of practices coming from the expe-
riences of the Twentieth-century theatre makers. The implementation 
of those sources in my exercise system contributes to further explore 
and discuss the effects of meditative and spiritual techniques on acting. 
During the training program, in order to document the practical work 
I recorded all the sessions, took various photographs, and made copious 
notes. Furthermore, I asked all the students to keep a ‘work journal’ 
that they had to fill in during and after the sessions. In the Appendix I 
shall present some extracts of the work journals to give a sense of one of 
the fundamental parts of the program that will always be missing in a 
written account: the personal, practical experience. 

The premise and proposition of this dissertation is to present a re-
search across disciplines, to follow a route of interest bridging and pass-
ing through different fields. The fil rouge of this study is, at last, the ac-
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tor, as subject and object of the very research. It is, in fact, the research 
conducted by scholars on the actor as part of the theatrical object. In 
addition to that, it is the personal research that the actor him/herself 
conducts throughout the experience of his/her theatrical practice. To 
conclude, before actually starting, my initial assumption is to consider 
theatre as an active and dynamic element in a constant process of defi-
nition through the establishment of different layers of relationships. It 
is then important to get close to what we call theatre, giving it back the 
right to speak for itself through its history, practices, and techniques; 
and more than everything giving it back its inestimable value of expe-
rience.


