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CHAPTER ONE  
 

The Actor’s System of Knowledge:  
A Perspective between Theatre and Cognitive Neuroscience

1.1. Theatre and Cognitive Neuroscience: An On-going Interdisciplinary 
Dialogue
The last decades are undeniably characterised by a strong exchange be-
tween the disciplines belonging to the humanities and those disciplines 
that tackle the problems related to the study of the human mind and 
brain – which we shall refer here to as cognitive neuroscience. Academ-
ically speaking though, such interdisciplinary dialogue, was always, and 
still is – as the Italian theatre scholar Clelia Falletti addresses it in the 
introduction to her study – “a difficult one”.1 The main alleged issue, 
addressed as “Neuroscientific Turn”,2 alights on the possible problem of 
reductionism, or points at a more political problem, when the use of 
neuroscience is seen to be done at the expense of the main Theories that 
the humanities themselves have built over the centuries. Many of the 
assumptions, most of the time intentionally provocative in their very 
own essence, made by scholars in favour of a new approach, a new per-

 1  See Clelia Falletti, “Introduction: The Shared Space of Action,” in Theatre and 
Cognitive Neuroscience, eds. Clelia Falletti, Gabriele Sofia and Victor Jacono (London 
and New York: Bloomsbury Methuen Drama, 2016), 3.
 2  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).
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spective, thus a different methodology, such as the one ascribable to the 
field of cognitivism, empirism and so on, resulted in passionate, and en-
tertaining debates. By referring to “Theory-with-a-capital-T” I am here 
calling upon the use of the word done by the philosopher Noël Carroll 
and the film scholar David Bordwell. In a critical anthology of essays, 
titled Post-Theory: Reconstructing Film Studies, the editors launched a 
provocative critique on the main, academically established Theory, such 
as Lacanian and Marxist film theories, drawing on the philosophy of 
mind and cognitive science as possible, additional approaches.3 They 
also stress the issue regarding the “charges of formalism”4 directed to-
wards this shifting of approach. They address the “ill-defined”5 label of 
“formalism” as an impediment, “a corollary of the problem of political 
correctness”,6 that “attempt to block meaningful debate before it be-
gins”.7 Controversies and disputes were not missing.8 

With regards to theatre and performance studies, in 2006, at the 
Performance Studies International’s annual conference in London, 
Richard Schechner, rodding the wave of Terry Eagleton’s After Theory,9 

 3  See David Bordwell and Noël Carroll, eds., Post-Theory: Reconstructing Film Studies 
(Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1996), 3-36.
 4  Bordwell and Carroll, Post-Theory, 47.
 5  Bordwell and Carroll, Post-Theory, 48.
 6  Bordwell and Carroll, Post-Theory, 47.
 7  Bordwell and Carroll, Post-Theory, 49.
 8  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).
 9  Terry Eagleton, After Theory (New York: Basic Books, 2003). In his work Eagleton, 
much like Schechner, argues from a nostalgic position by stating that theory has be-
come dormant for no great theorist have come forward. In fact, at the very beginning 
of his book he states: “Those to whome the title of this book suggests that ‘theory’ is 
now over, and that we can all relievedly return to an age of pre-theoretical innocence, 
are in for a disappointment”. Eagleton, After Theory, 1.



39

The Actor’s System of Knowledge

provocatively and at the same time nostalgically “proposed a morato-
rium on theory, which he felt had reached a dead end, and advocated 
a return to an empirical, descriptive approach to performance research 
and analysis”.10 Thus, it is a fact that in the last decades a numerous 
amount of scholars have taken into account cognitive neuroscience ar-
guing that “because these sciences deal with fundamental aspects of 
what it means to be human, there are implications for many fields in 
the arts and humanities, including theatre, and particularly acting”.11 
Moreover, specifically concerning theatre, this connection is strongly 
embedded in the very own practice of theatre itself, precisely in the 
work of the Twentieth-century theatre reformers.12 It is possible to state 
that the point of departure of the relationship between theatre and neu-
roscience coincide with what has been defined by Fabrizio Cruciani 
and Ferdinando Taviani as the first “scientific inquiry of the actor”,13 
in relation with Stanislavsky’s work. I am mostly inclined to refer to 
it as the first scientific inquiry on the actor. In this sense, the theatre 
reform of the Twentieth century moves towards a specific interest on 
the actor’s body, by means of an intense work on its physiological pos-

 10  David Z. Saltz, “Editorial Comment: Performance and Cognition,” Theatre Jour-
nal 59(4) (2007): ix, accessed November 3, 2014, doi: 10.1353/tj.2008.0009.
 11  Rhonda Blair, “Cognitive Neuroscience and Acting: Imagination, Conceptual 
Blending, and Empathy,” TDR 53(4) (2009): 93.
 12  I am going to untangle the issue of the Twentieth-century Theatre Reform in the 
next chapter of this dissertation.
 13  Fabrizio Cruciani and Ferdinando Taviani wrote: “In an essay on the art of the 
actor and of the director, written for the Encyclopedia Britannica at the end of the 
1920s, Stanislavski asks, ‘Is it possible to identify the means which would enable 
that creative state which geniuses obtain by nature and without effort to be induced 
voluntarily and consciously?’. This is the first – and perhaps the only – scientific in-
quiry of the actor, the revolution takes place via a methodical, analytical investigation, 
fragment by fragment”. Fabrizio Cruciani, Ferdinando Taviani, “Sulla Scienza di Sta-
nislavskij,” in Fabrizio Cruciani, Registi Pedagoghi e Comunità Teatrali nel Novecento 
(Roma: Editoria & Spettacolo, 2006), 92; quoted in translation by Gabriele Sofia, 
“Towards a 20th Century History of Relationships between Theatre and Neuroscien-
ce,” Brazilian Journal on Presence Studies 4(2): 314. (My italics).
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sibilities. Some scholars have theorised, for example, that Konstantin 
Stanislavsky, with his work on emotions and physical actions, has even 
anticipated the ideas of modern neuroscience and neurobiology, by 
thoroughly investigating the practice of acting.14 Starting from these as-
sumptions, I shall illustrate in what follows those outstanding examples 
of theatre practitioners who saw in the dialogue with different fields of 
study, such as physiology and/or biology, a fertile terrain in which and 
through which expand their researches on acting. They have done so by 
sometimes anticipating, sometimes corroborating, other times capital-
izing on those ‘scientific’ ideas, by putting them into practice through 
the work of and on the actor.

The history of this interdisciplinary dialogue, then, has a start in 
the advent of the actor’s pedagogy, “the moment in which the great 
directors started researching a whole series of practices and exercises 
aimed at producing new learning systems for the actor”.15 According 
to the scholar Sofia, who proposed a reconstruction of the history of 
the relationship between theatre and neuroscience, it is possible to de-
tect main trajectories around which this relationship might be gath-
ered. The first of these main routes of interest is the one related to the 
study on the physiology of action.16 For example, it is well known that 
Stanislavsky thoroughly questioned the possible relationship between 
theatre and science in the development of his acting method, with a 
particular interest towards the new scientific discoveries on actions and 
movements. The scientific influences on Stanislavsky’s new approach 
on acting are well documented. Regarding the actor’s scenic behaviour, 

 14  See Sergei Tcherkasski, Stanislavsky and Yoga, trans., Vreneli Farber (Holstebro, 
Malta, Wroclaw, London, New York: Icarus Publishing Enterprise and Routledge, 
2016), 92-94.
 15  Sofia, “Relationships between Theatre and Neuroscience,” 314.
 16  Sofia, “Relationships between Theatre and Neuroscience,” 315. Another intere-
sting example of historical reconstruction of the relationship between theatre and 
neuroscience can be found in Rhonda Blair, The Actor, Image, and Action: Acting and 
Cognitive Neuroscience (New York: Routledge, 2008), 25-50.
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in the attempt of finding the link between will and action, for example, 
Stanislavsky was fascinated by late Nineteenth and early Twentieth-cen-
tury reflexologists, in particular by the French psychologist Theodule 
Ribot (1839-1916) and the Russian physiologist Ivan Pavlov (1849-
1936), both informed by Ivan Sechenov (1829-1905), and their studies 
on conditioning and physical response.17 Particularly notable is also his 
interest in the work of the American psychologist and philosopher Wil-
liam James, for what concerns the definition of the notion of “second 
nature” within the actor’s work.18 Again with regards to the great inter-
est of the theatre masters of the last century towards the scientific field 
we cannot but mention the work of Vsevolod Meyerhold in the defi-
nition of his theatrical system, namely biomechanics, in the same years 
in which the Russian physiologist Nikolai Bernstein (1896-1966) was 
developing his study in the biomechanics of the human movement.19 
However, notwithstanding the similarities in terms of approach and in-
terest, there are to my knowledge no records in Meyerhold’s writings of 
directed references to Bernstein, reasonably due to preventive measure 
of caution related to the Soviet political situation. Nevertheless, it is still 
possible to acknowledge the great influence of the scientist’s researches 
upon theatrical biomechanics in the work and writings of Meyerhold’s 
undoubtedly most notable pupil, Sergei Eisenstein who, to a certain 
extent, modelled on Bernstein’s studies to analyse the possibilities of 
the actor’s action.20 With regards particularly to Eisenstein it is possible 
to find numerous examples of scientific influences on his work, such as 
the strong connection, professional and personal, with the psychophys-
iologists Leon Vygotsky and Alexander Luria, and their study on the 
phenomena of synesthetic perception.21

 17  See Blair, “Cognitive Neuroscience and Acting,” 93-94.
 18  On this topic see Rose Whyman, “The Actor’s Second Nature. Stanislavski and 
William James,” New Theatre Quarterly 23(2) (2007): 115-123, accessed April 6, 
2016, doi:10.1017/S0266464X07000024.
 19  See Sofia, “Relationships between Theatre and Neuroscience,” 317-318.
 20  See Sofia, “Relationships between Theatre and Neuroscience,” 318-319.
 21  See Viatcheslav Ivanov, “Doctor Faustus. ‘Il problema fondamentale’ nella teoria 
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Another trajectory that seems to be relevant in this attempt of track-
ing down the main topics that connect theatre to science concerns the 
sphere of emotions. The problem of staging emotions, and thus the 
ability of an actor to recreate on stage a vivid emotive experience, is 
dear to the theatrical field, if one considers for example, obvious but 
behove to be mentioned, Diderot’s Paradoxe sur le comédien (first pub-
lished 1770 in Correspondance littéraire).22 Moreover, relationships be-
tween acting and emotions have been questioned and explored several 
times from several perspectives. At the end of the Nineteenth century, 
for example, the famous French psychologist Alfred Binet conducted 
an inquiry on the topic at issue, suggesting a connection between the 
actor’s double consciousness during his/her performance and the phe-
nomena of hysteria and hypnosis, thus publishing the famous article 
Rèflexions sur le Paradox de Diderot.23 I have intentionally mentioned 
Binet’s research as an example because he might have indirectly influ-
enced Stanislavsky’s theorizations since has been reported that he had 
direct access to one of Binet’s better known works, On Double Concious-
ness (1890).24 The most interesting application of psychophysiological 
researches in the development of acting methods is in my opinion rep-
resented by the work of Meyerhold on the notion of reflex.25 Bearing 

dell’arte di S.M. Ejzenštejn,” in La cultura nella tradizione russa del XIX e XX secolo, ed. 
D’Arco Silvio Avalle (Torino: Einaudi, 1980), 317-356.
 22  Denis Diderot, “Paradoxe sur le comédien,” in D. Diderot, Oeuvres esthétiques, 
ed. Paul Vernière (Paris: Garnier, 1988), 229-381. For a full English translation, see 
Denis Diderot, “Paradox on Acting,” in D. Diderot, Selected Writings, ed., Lester G. 
Crocker, trans., Derek Coltman (London, New York: Macmillan, 1966), 318-329.
 23  Alfred Binet, “Rèflexions sur le Paradox de Diderot,” L’Année Psychologique 3(1)
(1896): 279-295.
 24  Rose Whyman, The Stanislavsky System of Acting: Legacy and Influence in Modern 
Performance (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008), 47-48. With regards 
to Binet’s book, see Alfred Binet, On Double Conciousness. Experimental psychological 
studies (Chicago: Open Court Publishing Company, 1890).
 25  On Meyerhold and the notion of reflex, see Jonathan Pitches, Science and the Stan-
islavsky Tradition of Acting (London and New York: Routledge, 2006), 54-58.
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in mind the already mentioned studies on reflexology conducted by 
Pavlov, and the work on the same topic made by the Russian Vladimir 
Bekhterev (1857-1927), Meyerhold drew upon James’ researches on 
bodily automatic response to stimuli and emotions, to highlight the 
motoric characteristics of the emotive process and experience. Taking 
as a model James’ dictum “I saw the bear, I ran, I became frightened”, 
Meyerhold defines the physiological basis of his acting theory: “to trig-
ger the sensation of fear, a person would only have to run.”26 In Meyer-
hold’s work in fact, emotions are the result of a physical, biomechanical 
process. In Meyerhold’s words:

We can quote James. He relates an astonishing case, which we 
have taken as an example and realized in practice. A man is run-
ning, pretending to be afraid of a dog that is chasing after him. 
There is no dog, but he has started running away as if there was 
a dog. When the man ‘scared by the dog’ started running away, 
he effectively got scared. Such is the nature of reflexes. A reflex 
activates yet another reflex. Such is the originality of the nervous 
system.27

However, concerning the attempt to explore and define the physio-
logical process of emotions in the actor’s work, it is worth mentioning 
the experiment of the neurophysiologist Susana Bloch. In her study on 
emotional states, Bloch’s aim was to find physiological and expressive 
correlations within the moment in which the subject is experiencing 
an emotion, and to question the possibility of producing an emotion 
at will by defining the right triggers. The result would be the discovery 
of a strong interdependency between emotional feelings and specific 

 26  Mel Gordon, Meyerhold’s Biomechanics, in Acting (Re) Considered, ed. Phillip B. 
Zarrilli (London: Routledge, 1995), 110.
 27  Vsevolod Meyerhold, “Idéologie et Technologie au Théâtre. Entretien avec des 
dirigeants de collectifs d’amateurs (1933),” in V. E. Meyerhold, Écrits sur le Théâtre, 
trans, and ed. Beatrice Picon-Vallin, 4 vols. (Lausanne: L’Age d’Homme, 1973, 1975, 
1980, and 1992), Vol. 3, 151; quoted in translation by Sofia, “Relationships between 
Theatre and Neuroscience,” 319.
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patterns and variables such as breathing rhythm, muscular tension, 
postural disposition. This ensemble was defined by Bloch as emotional 
effector pattern. According to Bloch’s study then, an actor could work 
on the psychophysiological process which excites the emergence of the 
emotive experience by reconstructing and recomposing those patterns 
and variables.28 The outcome of this research was the development of 
the acting method named Alba Emoting.29

In Santiago de Chile in 1970, I started an interdisciplinary re-
search project on the topic of emotions with Guy Santibáñez 
(neurophysiologist) and Pedro Orthous (theatre director). The 
aim of the study was to relate some of the physiological and 
expressive activations present during an emotion with the cor-
responding subjective experience. The study was not concerned 
neither with the causes which may produce an emotional state, 
nor with cultural implications or social consequences, but with 
the emotional state per se. What we did was to record in our lab-
oratory at the Medical School physiological and expressive pa-
rameters in normal or neurotic subjects who were reliving strong 
emotional experiences related to basic emotions such as joy, an-
ger, sadness, fear, eroticism, and tenderness. The recordings were 
done either in a clinical context or under deep hypnosis [...]. 
We observed in this first study that the emotional arousal was 
accompanied by an ensemble of specific respiratory, postural, 
and facial modifications that were characteristic for each emo-

 28  Susana Bloch, Guy Santibañez-H, “Training of ‘Emotional Affection’ in Humans: 
Significance of its feedback on subjectivity,” in Psicobiologia del Aprendizaje, eds. S. 
Bloch and R. Aneiro-Ribe (Santiago: Publicaciones de la Facultad de Medicina, Uni-
versidad de Chile, 1972), 170-185; Susana Bloch, “Commentaries on ‘Effector Pat-
terns of Basic Emotions’ by S. Bloch, P. Orthous and G. Santibañez-H,” Journal of 
Social and Biological Structures 11(1988): 201-211; Susana Bloch, “Alba Emoting. A 
psychophysiological technique to help actors create and control real emotions,” The-
atre Topics 3(2) (1993): 1-62.
 29  See Sofia, “Relationships between Theatre and Neuroscience,” 320-321. See also 
Blair, The Actor, Image, and Action, 46-48.
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tion. In other words, we found that specific emotional feelings 
were linked to specific patterns of breathing, facial expression, 
degree of muscular tension, and postural attitudes. The respira-
tory component appeared to be the most vital element. [...] All 
these observations clearly suggest that during an emotional state 
there is a unique interdependence between a specific breathing 
rhythm, a particular expressive attitude (both facial and postur-
al), and a given subjective experience. We have called this en-
semble ‘emotional effector pattern’.30

Starting from the 90s it is possible to detect a proliferation of re-
searches in the field of theatre studies, concerning the incorporation 
of cognitive neuroscience in the analysis of the theatrical phenomena. 
Together with the physiology of action and the physiology of emotion, 
the other trajectory that Sofia underlines refers to ‘Theatre and Ethol-
ogy’. In this sense it is important to highlight the work and research 
of the theatre scholar Jean-Marie Pradier and his collaboration with 
the physician and philosopher Henri Laborit. Considering Darwin’s 
approach on the human being in relation to nature and environment, 
and re-elaborating it as a premise for an “ethological approach to live 
performance”,31 this route of interest produced interesting reflections 
as well as illuminating collaboration with theatre practitioners, such 
as Jean-Luis Barrault and Jerzy Grotowski. These encounters also gave 
birth to an international meeting on the topic of theatre and science, 
that is the Colloque sur les Aspect Scientifiques du Theatre, organised by 
J.M. Pradier and Alina Obidniak in Poland.32 It is also in these years 
that the first interdisciplinary courses in theatre and neuroscience are 

 30  Bloch, “Alba Emoting,” 123-124; quoted also in Sofia, “Relationships between 
Theatre and Neuroscience,” 321. (Italics in the original text).
 31  Sofia, “Relationships between Theatre and Neuroscience,” 322.
 32  See Sofia, “Relationships between Theatre and Neuroscience,” 321-324. On The-
atre and Ethology, see also Richard Schechner, “Ethology and Theatre,” in R. Sche-
chner, Essay on Performance Theory 1970-1976 (New York: Drama Book Specialists, 
1977), 157-201.
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instituted in both European and American Universities.33 Especially in 
the last two decades, important and illuminating studies, conducted 
by theatre scholars such as Rhonda Blair, Bruce McConachie, Nicola 
Shaughnessy, and the recent anthology edit by Clelia Falletti, Gabriele 
Sofia, and Victor Jacono, offer us diverse and interesting points of view 
and perspectives of interdisciplinary analysis, that goes from the theo-
retical reflection, to the practical-scenic application, to the therapeutic 
intervention34. 

I already presented in this paragraph, also drawing on some of the 
mentioned studies, a brief overview regarding the possibilities of con-
nections between the theatrical field and cognitive neuroscience in the 
establishment of acting methods within the Twentieth-century theatre 
reform. Following the main topics under examination in the mentioned 
studies, it is possible to gather them in two main categories of mutual 
interest for the scholars: Acting and Cognition and Spectatorship and 
Perception. I briefly tackled in this paragraph the topic with regard to 
the first term. For what concerns instead the topic of spectatorship, the 
neuroscientific discoveries over the last decades gave us further perspec-
tive and possibilities of analysis on the relationship between actor and 
spectator. Specifically I am here referring to the discovery of the mirror 
neurons system.35 

 33  As reported by Sofia, the first course has been held by John Emigh at Brown Uni-
versity, Department of Performance Studies in 1994, while in the same year, in Malta, 
John Schranz, theatre director and scholar, and Richard Muscat, neuroscientist, star-
ted to give joint university lecture entitled Neuroscience, Bodymind and the Actor, see 
Sofia, “Relationships between Theatre and Neuroscience,” 326n.
 34  I am here referring to Bruce McConachie and F. Elizabeth Hart, Performance and 
Cognition: Theatre Studies and the Cognitive Turn (London: Routledge, 2006); Bruce 
McConachie, Engaging Audience: A Cognitive Approach To Spectating in the Theatre 
(New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2008); Rhonda Blair, The Actor, Image, and Action: 
Acting and Cognitive Neuroscience (New York: Routledge, 2008); Nicola Shaughnessy, 
 35  It goes beyond the scope of this dissertation to delve more into the topic of specta-
torship and into the research implication of a neuroscientific approach on this issue. 
For further information on mirror neurons see, Giacomo Rizzolatti, Corrado Siniga-
glia, Mirrors in the Brain. How Our Minds share Actions and Emotions, trans. Frances 
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I am going to propose in the next paragraph my hypothesis of dia-
logue with cognitive neuroscience, connecting it also to the main sub-
ject at issue in this dissertation, i.e. the application of meditative prac-
tices within the actor’s training. 

1.2. First Person Experience as Knowledge: A Neurophenomenological 
Approach
After having introduced prominent examples of dialogue between the 
field of theatre studies and the cognitive neuroscience, I would like to 
start this paragraph with two questions: to which extant do we need 
cognitive neuroscience in the humanities? In addition, how can those, 
to which we commonly refer as ‘hard sciences’ be useful to the theat-
rical discourse, such as the one under examination in my dissertation? 
I am well aware that this kind of argumentation is not amenable to an 
easy resolution and most likely there is not only one answer to these 
questions. And the range of possibilities of answer to this sort of queries 
may provoke a feeling of dissatisfaction, regardless of the goodness of 
intents, inasmuch as they are representative of a much more complex 
academic problem, which is at the same time ontological, methodologi-
cal, and political. Nevertheless, or maybe especially because of the vivid 
debate about this interaction of theatre and cognitive neuroscience, it 
is of prominent importance to propose a point of view on the subject 
at issue. To do so, I am going to take a step back from the specific field 
of theatre studies, to delve more, in an although brief digression, into 
another field of research which plays an important role in this disserta-

Anderson (Oxford and New York: Oxford University Press, 2008). On the analysis 
of the actor/spectator relationship from a neuroscientific perspective see Clelia Fal-
letti, “Introduction: The Shared Space of Action,” 3-14 and Sofia, Le acrobazie dello 
spettatore.
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tion, i.e. the religions studies. This same debate, around the benefit or 
worthlessness of a cognitivist approach on the study of religious phe-
nomena, has been also vividly carried on within this academic field.36 
One of the most interesting positions in such debate is represented by 
the work of E. Thomas Lawson, outstanding scholar of religions. In de-
fining the possibility of a cognitivist approach on religious phenomena, 
Lawson does not neglect to consider critiques and criticalities around 
and of a similar approach towards religions, succeeding in putting 
them in a productive perspective. Starting from such statement as “no 
particular line of scientific inquiry is ever necessary”,37 Lawson argues 
about the possibility for every scholar of acknowledging or refusing 
this or that line of research as a valuable option, being aware of the fact 
that there are “no guarantees […] that science will remain as a viable 
way of acquiring knowledge about ourselves and the world we occu-
py”.38 What we can do, as scholars, is to find our viable way of seeking 
for more penetrating explanations of structures, causes, and effects of 
the subject that we wish to investigate.39 Nevertheless, this debate has 
created a division among scholars that Lawson and McCauley, in their 
Rethinking Religion, gather in two groups. The first group represented 
by the fervid humanists “who deny the possibility of fruitful scientific 
explanation of wide domains of human action and experience”.40 And 
a second one, who in virtue of an empirical, alleged anti-theoretical 

 36  See E. Thomas Lawson and Robert N. McCauley, Rethinking Religion: Connecting 
Cognition and Culture (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990); Ilkka Pyy-
siäinen, How Religion Works. Towards a New Cognitive Science of Religion (Leiden-Bo-
ston: Brill, 2003); Timothy Light and Brian C. Wilson, eds., Religion as a Human 
Capacity. A Festschrift in Honor of E. Thomas Lawson (Leiden-Boston: Brill, 2004); 
Harvey Whitehouse and Robert N. McCauley, eds., Mind and Religion: Psychological 
and Cognitive Foundations of Religiosity (Walnut Creek, CA: AltaMira Press, 2005).
 37  E. Thomas Lawson, “Towards a Cognitive Science of Religion,” Numen 47(3) 
(2000): 341. (Italics in the original text).
 38  Lawson, “Towards a Cognitive Science of Religion,” 341.
 39  See Lawson, “Towards a Cognitive Science of Religion,” 342.
 40  Lawson and McCauley, Rethinking Religion, 1.
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methodology, is typically labelled by the first group as reductionist.41 
From the authors’ point of view both groups are right and wrong at the 
same time, in the sense that both have to be considered in a dialogue 
on a metatheoretical level, in which the Theory is not replaceable and 
the empirical matter works as an additional tool. Hence, in this per-
spective, the two endeavours, the interpretative and the explanatory, 
are put in a dialectical relationship, i.e. they are not competitive but 
rather complementary.42 In the vigorous debate between humanities 
and ‘hard science’, Lawson and McCauley untangle the possibility of 
considering three accounts, three different positions, by putting them-
selves as representatives of the last one, that it is the same one in which, 
as we shall see, this dissertation moves in. The first position is named 
“exclusivism”. It corresponds to those characteristics that I have already 
introduced, that see the two approaches, indeed, opposed to each other, 
thus both standing in “hegemonistic views”.43 On the one hand, we 
have hermeneutical humanists regarding scientific empirical thinkers 
as mechanical and reductive, accusing them of having a naïve approach 
towards those irreducible matters concerning human life and thought. 
On the other hand, the authors place those scientists who understand 
the humanist interpretative approach as personal and subjective, thus 
speculative for the lack of causal explanations.44 The second position, 
“inclusivism”, stands for the inclusion of an empirical way of think-
ing but at the condition of putting it in a subordinate position to the 
interpretative view, as every science contains already an “ineliminable 
interpretative element”.45 Both the positions are seen from the authors 
as a remark of a hierarchic relationship, thus not pursuing the possibil-
ity of a dialogue. This kind of dialogue can happen if and only none 
of the approaches is excluded and/or subordinated, thus inscribed in 

 41  Lawson and McCauley, Rethinking Religion, 1.
 42  Lawson and McCauley, Rethinking Religion, 2.
 43  Lawson and McCauley, Rethinking Religion, 15.
 44  See Lawson and McCauley, Rethinking Religion, 12.
 45  Lawson and McCauley, Rethinking Religion, 20.
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a process of “interactionism”.46 In an interactive perspective then, the 
leading idea concerns the acknowledgment of the differences between 
the diverse approaches, looking at those positive values that could be at 
use in our evaluation. The main aim of such proposal is to emphasise 
the distinctions of methods and by that creating a critical perspective of 
analysis in the pursuit of knowledge.

Explanation and interpretation, then, […] supplement and sup-
port one another in the pursuit of knowledge. […] Specifically, 
interpretations presuppose (and may reorganize) our systematic, 
empirical knowledge, whereas successful explanatory theories 
both winnow and increase it. Interpretations uncover unexpect-
ed connections in the knowledge we already possess; the success 
of new explanatory theories establishes new vistas. Consequent-
ly, the process of explanation is productive as well. Knowledge is 
always in the making.47

What they are arguing for includes the possibility of cooperation be-
tween different fields of study that are apparently far from each oth-
er but that can find in their own distinctions the strength to build a 
process of interaction. As pointed out by Harvey Whitehouse, another 
outstanding representative of the cognitive science of religion field, “[t]
his should be a process, not of academic invasion and colonization, but 
of alliance and collaboration”.48

So, borrowing from Lawson and McCauley this idea of an interac-
tive approach, what does it mean for theatre studies and specifically for 
this dissertation? When applied to the theatrical field, many of the re-
cent discoveries in neuroscience seem to underline certain concepts that 
are embedded in the whole relational fundative theatrical discourse. 
Paraphrasing Peter Brook, neuroscience has unearthed what theatre has 

 46  Lawson and McCauley, Rethinking Religion, 22.
 47  Lawson and McCauley, Rethinking Religion, 30.
 48  Harvey Whitehouse, “Why Do We Need Cognitive Theories of Religion?,” in Re-
ligion as a Human Capacity. A Festschrift in Honor of E. Thomas Lawson, eds. Timothy 
Light and Brian C. Wilson (Leiden-Boston: Brill, 2004), 88.
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always known.49 One might immediately ask: does Brook mean that 
we, as theatre scholars, do not need neuroscience? Clearly not. We in-
deed do not need neuroscience to acknowledge some principles that 
we already know exist. The need is precisely not the issue. What we are 
looking at is rather a possible common ground of analysis. Therefore, 
I claim that it is of great interest for our field to interact with the ‘hard 
sciences’, sometimes ‘taking’ from them, and anyway supplying them 
with the humanistic and practical knowledge of the theatre to get to 
have an in-depth look in the process of analysis of human behaviour 
from a practical standpoint. I am intentionally underlining the word 
‘practice’ because I claim that here lies the best opportunity for theatre 
studies to benefit from this interaction: the application of an empirical 
methodology to finally validate a practice-based research in the theat-
rical field. An empirical model, such as the one in use in the scientific 
methodology, could provide us with valuable tools to evaluate the ap-
plication of a practical ‘protocol’, made of exercises, training sessions, 
in a field like theatre that lives of practice but that has been mostly 
considered, at least in the academic world, for its theories. 

 49  I am here referring to Brook’s statement regarding the discovery of the ‘mirror 
neuron system’ that underlines the strong relationship between the doer and the 
viewer of an action, thus recalling the fundamental theatrical relationship between 
the actor and the spectator. This statement has been used by Giacomo Rizzolatti, the 
Italian neuroscientist that together with his research group in Parma discovered the 
mirror mechanism, at the very beginning of his most famous book on the subject. “In 
an interview some time ago, the great theatrical director, Peter Brook commented that 
with the discovery of mirror neurons, neuroscience had finally started to understand 
what has long been common knowledge in the theatre: the actor’s effort would be in 
vain if he were not able to surmount all cultural and linguistic barriers and share his 
bodily sounds and movements with the spectators, who thus actively contribute to 
the event and become one with the players on stage. This sharing is the basis on which 
the theatre evolves and revolves, and mirror neurons, which become active both when 
an individual executes an act and when he observes it being executed by others, now 
provide this sharing with a biological explanation”. Giacomo Rizzolatti, Corrado Sini-
gaglia, Mirrors in the Brain. How Our Minds share Actions and Emotions, trans. Frances 
Anderson (Oxford and New York: Oxford University Press, 2008), ix.
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What I am going to present in the next chapters is a historical in-
quiry of theatrical experiences that combined theoria and praxis in fa-
vour of the creation of a new theatrical knowledge. The term ‘new’ here 
refers more precisely to a process of re-newal. In fact, what the theatre 
practitioners of the Twentieth century did, those practitioners that I 
will refer to as Theatre Reformers, was to renew the establishment of the 
bourgeois theatre by retrieving the theatrical old values, embedded in 
the rituality of the theatre practice, and by that creating a new theatrical 
embodied knowledge, actualised in the actor’s practice. By referring to 
the concept of ‘knowledge’ applied to the theatre practice, I am here 
restating the Foucaultian idea of connoissance and savoir. I am precisely 
referring to the concept proposed by Foucault of two different sets of 
‘knowledge’. One is applicable to a specific corpus and discipline (con-
noissance), 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.

By connoissance I mean the relation of the subject to the object 
ad the formal rules that govern it. Savoir refers to the conditions 
that are necessary in a particular period for this or that type of 
object to be given connoissance and for this or that enunciation 
to be formulated.50

I will demonstrate in what follows that these two sets can be linked 
to what I call the ‘actor’s system of knowledge’. If considered together, 
as an ensemble, the two sets of knowledge can be applied to theatrical 
practice. Such application occurs through the vehicle of the actor’s prac-
tice, as it was re-formulated in the Twentieth-century Theatre Reform. 
In other words, this form of combined-knowledge can be retrieved in 
the most practical part of the theatrical elements, i.e. the actor’s prac-
tice, specifically the actor’s training. In the actor’s system of knowledge, 
then, is included the notion of both know-how and know-what, by 

 50  Michel Foucault, The Archaeology of Knowledge, trans., A. M. Sheridan Smith 
(New York: Pantheon Books, 1972), 15.
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means of a knowledge of a layered system of techniques, together with 
the ‘general knowledge’ of the theatrical means and aims. The key word 
in my discourse is ‘practice’. Because it is through the practice that the 
actor can construct and nourish his/her theatrical knowledge, going 
back to the embodied characteristic of theatre itself. Paraphrasing Di-
ana Taylor in The Archive and The Repertoire, performance and theatre, 
in its performative acceptation, are in their very own essence a system 
of learning, a system of transmission of knowledge, if we consider the 
embodied nature embedded in the theatrical phenomena. Hence, we 
have to consider performance in its essence of embodied culture as an 
epistemology, starting from the assumption that “embodied practice 
[…] offers a way of knowing”.51 By taking the theatrical discourse “[…] 
seriously as a system of learning, storing, and transmitting knowledge”, 
as Taylor puts it, we are allowed “to expand what we understand by 
“knowledge”.52 And we can only do that “[b]y shifting the focus from 
written to embodied culture, from the discursive to the performatic”, 
and thus considering the very own concept of theatre “[…] as an em-
bodied praxis and episteme”.53 As Taylor claims, nonverbal embodied 
practices, such as bodily techniques, are often not considered as valid 
forms of knowledge.54 Drawing upon Taylor’s idea of an “ephemeral 
repertoire of embodied practice/knowledge” as a valuable form of “ar-
chival memory”,55 I am going to argue that we should consider a form 
of transmission of knowledge through embodied channels rather than 
only written components. Those embodied channels involve in this dis-
course a specific attention on techniques of the body, explored, devel-
oped, and strengthened in the ‘space’ and ‘time’ provided by the theat-
rical training. The actor, in fact, within the space of the training builds 

 51  Diana Taylor, The Archive and The Repertoire: Performing Cultural Memory in the 
Americas (Durham and London: Duke University Press, 2003), 3.
 52  Taylor, The Archive and The Repertoire, 16.
 53  Taylor, The Archive and The Repertoire, 16-17.
 54  See Taylor, The Archive and The Repertoire, 18.
 55  Taylor, The Archive and The Repertoire, 19. (Italics in the original text).
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and nourishes, through the constant practice, his/her ‘system of knowl-
edge’, accessing disciplines, accumulating techniques, storing forms of 
know-how and know-what. By taking into account the actor’s training 
as a form of episteme, we can go back to a source of transmission that 
lies in the practice, considered as a way of knowing. Borrowing again 
from Taylor, part of what theatre allows to do, “is take seriously the 
repertoire of embodied practices as an important system of knowing 
and transmitting knowledge”.56 This way of approaching the field could 
be the key to reconcile the Theory in the humanities with the claim for 
a need for an empirical method, as the one proposed by Schechner.57 
To seriously consider the system of embodied practices, as for what 
concerns this dissertation the actor’s training, as a valuable system of 
knowledge, makes it amenable to academic transmission.

From a neuroscientific point of view, this position has been already 
validated by empirical proofs. As a matter of fact, it is possible to state 
that our brain acquires knowledge through practice, and thus knowl-
edge is based on embodied skills.58 And the constant practice of bodily 
techniques changes and modifies the very own structure of our brain 
by improving neuronal connections and even increasing the grey mat-
ter volume.59 An interesting study demonstrates, for example, how our 
brain is highly plastic and for this reason responding with significant 
cortical changes if involved in a system of learning of specific bodi-
ly techniques.60 In the case of this study the scientists analysed activ-

 56  Taylor, The Archive and The Repertoire, 26.
 57  I am here referring to Schechner’s statement quoted in the previous paragraph of 
this dissertation.
 58  C. Gaser, G. Schlaug, “Brain structures differ between musicians and non-musi-
cians,” Journal of Neuroscience 23(27) (2003): 9240-9245.
 59  B. Draganski, C. Gaser, V. Busch, G. Schuierer, U. Bogdahn, et al., “Neuro-
plasticity: Changes in grey matter induced by training,” Nature 427(6972) (2004): 
311-312.
 60  Joenna Driemeyer, Janina Boyke, Christian Gaser, Christian Büchel, Arne May, 
“Changes in Gray Matter Induced by Learning – Revisited,” PLoS ONE 3(7) (2008): 
e2669, accessed April 7, 2016, doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0002669.
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ity-dependent qualitative changes, depending on the practice of jug-
gling.61 Such practice is indeed a valid example inasmuch as it requires 
the acquisition of specific skills, through constant exercise and thus the 
application of a long-lasting training. The act of juggling works as an 
efficient parallelism with the actor’s training because it involves the use, 
not only of specifically related bodily skills, but also a process of atten-
tion and concentration on the very own act. Another study demon-
strates how our brain is again plastic and amenable to structural and 
morphological changes in response to environmental demands, such 
as navigation experiences.62 This study analyses structural MRIs of the 
brain of licensed London taxi drivers who, in order to get their license, 
“must undergo extensive training, learning how to navigate between 
thousands of places in the city”.63 It is not by chance that this intensive 
training, that takes about three/four years and consist in a spatial and 
mnemonic learning, is typically known as “being on The Knowledge”.64 
If the example of the juggling practice was suitable for a proper parallel-
ism with the actor’s training because of its properties of physical as well 
as attentional, concentrative exercises, the London taxi drivers’ one is 
related to the actor’s work in terms of the specific spatial and mnemon-
ic characteristics. The actor, in fact, in his/her performative training, 
learns how to deal and move with and within the scenic space and how 
to establish and respond to the scenic environment, that consist of the 
very own spatial definition of the stage, scenic objects, and last but not 
least other actors. With regard to the mnemonic process, it is quite 
clear how strongly this is related with the actor’s work, inasmuch as it 

 61  Driemeyer et al., “Changes in Gray Matter,” e2669.
 62  Eleanor A. Maguire, David G. Gadian, Ingrid S. Johnsrude, Catriona D. Good, 
John Ashburner, Richard S. J. Frackowiak, and Christopher D. Frith, “Navigation-re-
lated structural change in the hippocampi of taxi drivers,” PNAS 97(8) (2000): 4398-
4403.
 63  Maguire et al., “Navigation-related structural change,” 4398.
 64  See also Katherine Woollett and Eleanor A. Maguire, “Acquiring “the Knowledge” 
of London’s Layout Drives Structural Brain Changes,” Current Biology 21(24) (2011): 
2109-2114, accessed March 21, 2016, doi: 10.1016/j.cub2011.11.018.
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is extremely important for an actor to be able to memorise either text 
and/or scenic actions. We can read in these examples a common ob-
ject underneath the main investigation. Both studies in fact underline 
the importance of the first person experience, practical and embodied, 
as a mandatory requirement to analyse the process that underlies the 
acquisition of knowledge. In this sense, the practical experience itself 
represents the constituent part of that, going back on the Foucaultian 
terms, connoissance. It is precisely through the disciplined practice that 
the juggler, the taxi driver, and in our case, the actor, can build a tech-
nical knowledge. To clarify, this form of technical knowledge should 
not be misinterpreted as a mere form of ‘technicality’. It would not be 
entirely correct, although tempting, to connect the word ‘technique’ 
primarily and only with the common view on the actor’s cold con-
struction, paradoxically defined by Diderot.65 I would rather connect it 
with the reading that Copeau provides of the Paradox. In his comment 
to Diderot, Copeau defines the actor’s technical activity as a sort of 
craftsmanship, a special process that will eventually lead to a form of 
“achieved spontaneity”. He claims so by also objecting to the main rigid 
dualism between ‘warm’ and ‘cold’ performer, and in this way bridging 
the roam of sincerity and the roam of technique.66

 65  On the problem of the Paradox related to the issue of the actor’s technical re-
producibility see Kati Röttger, “The Actor in the Age of Cloning,” in The Politics of 
Being on Stage, ed., Anja Klöck (Hildesheim, Zürich, New York: Georg Olms Verlag, 
2012), 29-46. Röttger clarifies Diderot’s paradoxical issue in saying: “[…] Diderot 
was the first to explore the persistent problem of any theory of acting: the identity of 
producer, product, and means of production in the same human body of the perfor-
mer. […] It drove Diderot to ask: How is it possible for an actor to guarantee for the 
naturalness and authenticity of a character he is performing on stage? His answer was 
just clever as challenging: in the process of acting, naturalness can only be guaranteed 
by remote observation and cold construction, and not by instant experience”. Röttger, 
“The Actor in the Age of Cloning,” 29.
 66  In Copeau’s words: “I can imagine an actor confronted with a role he likes and 
understands. […] The first reading that he gives of it is surprising in its correctness. 
Everything in it is masterfully indicated, not only the overall intention, but already 
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Furthermore, going back to my initial discourse, at the same time, 
the first person experience represents the vehicle to have access to a 
savoire, to that general idea of knowledge that comprehend and under-
lies the technical issue. Therefore, to give a definition of the expression 
‘actor’s system of knowledge’ we might say that it is a complex system 
made of the experience that the actor has of the training and the expe-
rience that the actor acquires during and through the training. 

This idea of first-person experience as ascribable to the domains of 
valuable accounts in the definition of human knowledge has been part 
of an intense debate in cognitive neuroscience. The resolution of what 

even the nuances. [.…] Now he gets down to work. He rehearses, in a hushed tone, 
cautiously, as if he were afraid of upsetting something within himself. [.…] The ac-
tor now has the role committed to memory. This is the moment when he begins to 
be a bit less in possession of the character. He can see what he is trying to do. He is 
composing and developing. He is setting in place the sequences, the transitions. He 
reasons out his movements, classifies his gestures, corrects his intonations. He watches 
himself and listens to himself. He detaches himself from himself. He judges himself. 
He seems no longer to be giving anything of himself. [.…] He is trying to find the 
means to put himself in the right attitude, a state of feeling: a starting point which 
might sometimes be a hand movement or a vocal intonation, a particular contraction 
or a simple intake of breath.…He tries to tune himself up. He sets out his nets. He 
is organising in order to capture something which he has known of and anticipated 
for a long time, but which has remained alien to him, has not yet entered into him, 
taken up residence inside him…[…] For the actor, the whole art is the gift of himself. 
In order to give himself, he must first possess himself. Not only does technique not 
exclude sensitivity: it authenticates and liberates it. It is thanks to our craft that we are 
able to let ourselves go, because it is thanks to our craft that we will be able to find 
ourselves again. […] It is at this stage of the work that is born, matures and develops 
a sincerity, an acquired and achieved spontaneity, which we can say acts like a second 
nature, inspiring in its turn the physical reactions and giving them control, eloquence, 
naturalness and freedom”. Jacques Copeau, ‘An actor’s thoughts on Diderot’s “Para-
dox”’, 1929, in Copeau: Texts on Theatre, trans., and eds., John Rudlin and Norman 
H. Poul (London: Routledge, 1990), 74-78. Quoted also in Eugenio Barba, The Paper 
Canoe: A Guide to Theatre Anthropology, trans., Richard Fowler (London and New 
York: Routledge, 1995), 127-128.
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has been defined as the “hard problem”,67 i.e. how to connect biolo-
gy, by means of empirical data, to experience, have seen outstanding 
scientists on different positions, each one backed up by strong argu-
mentations.68 However, and I will come back on those positions later, 
according to what I have presented so far, i.e. the consideration of expe-
rience as knowledge, it will not seem odd if among many neuroscientif-
ic positions I find myself inclined to agree with the theory of embodied 
cognition proposed by the cognitive neuroscientist Franscisco Varela 
and his claim for the need of a Neuro-phenomenological approach on 
the subject at issue. In Varela’s cognitive embodied theory, our cognitive 
functions have to be considered as a process related to the relationship 
between the human body and the environment.69 Thus, consciousness 
and knowledge are not the mere result of neuronal computation or just 
a product of our brain. In fact, the very own concept of embodiment 
is based on the value of the personal account, by means of one’s experi-
ence of the world.70 In Varela’s words:

By using the term embodied we mean to highlight two points: 
first, that cognition depends upon the kinds of experience that 
come from having a body with sensorimotor capacities, and 
second, that these individual sensorimotor capacities are them-
selves embedded in a more encompassing biological, psycholog-
ical, and cultural context.71

 67  Francisco J. Varela, “Neurophenomenology: A Methodological Remedy for the 
Hard Problem,” Journal of Conciousness Studies 3(4) (1996): 330-349.
 68  See Varela, “Neurophenomenology,” 330-333, 340.
 69  See Francisco Varela, Connaître. Les sciences cognitives, tendances et perspectives (Pa-
ris: Édition du Seuil, 1989).
 70  See Francisco J. Varela, Evan Thompson and Eleanor Rosch, The Embodied Mind. 
Cognitive Science and Human Experience (Cambridge, MA: Massachusetts Institute of 
Technology Press, 1991), 172-179.
 71  Varela et al., The Embodied Mind, 172-173. It is important to underline that Vare-
la is not the only scientist who emphasised this conception of embodiment in cogniti-
ve science. However, his perspective is more suitable to establish a productive dialogue 
with the theatrical discourse, specifically when related to the concepts of practice and 
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Hence, in his attempt to propose a valuable methodology that puts 
in a dialogue the phenomenological approach, recognizing its promi-
nent position when it comes to the analysis of human experience, and 
a more empirical method, as the neuroscientific one, Varela calls upon 
the definition of ‘Neurophenomenology’. Such approach, which Varela 
defines as a “methodological remedy”, represents the attempt “to des-
ignate a quest to marry modern cognitive science and a disciplined ap-
proach to human experience”.72 In this perspective, first-person account 
not only is considered as valuable data, but it also takes a central role 
together with the irreducible nature of experience.73 Developing this 
approach, Varela also distinguishes the most prominent positions in 
neuroscience related to the subject at issue, thus putting Neurophe-
nomenology in a critical perspective in relation to other methods of 
analysis. I only touched on this issue before and I am going now to 
illustrate these scientific positions, following Varela’s account and inte-
grating it with references to recent publications and examples. Accord-
ing to Varela, the core of the whole discussion of the ‘hard problem’ is 
exactly “the experience associated with cognitive or mental events”.74 He 
is here paraphrasing the words of the philosopher and cognitive scien-
tist David John Chalmers who uses the word experience reuniting it to 
the acceptation of phenomenal consciousness. Chalmers writes:

techniques. Moreover, as I shall present later, Varela’s study on embodied cognition 
lends itself to a fruitful dialogue with meditation practices, prominent subject in this 
dissertation. With regards to the main literary reference on embodied cognition see 
Hubert Dreyfus, What Computers Can’t Do. Revised edition. (New York: Harper and 
Row, 1979); Mark Johnson, The Body in the Mind: The Bodily Basis of Imagination, 
Reason, and Meaning (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 1987); George Lakoff, Wo-
men, Fire and Dangerous Things: What Categories Reveal about the Mind (Chicago: 
Chicago University Press, 1987).
 72  Varela, “Neurophenomenology,” 330.
 73  See Varela, “Neurophenomenology,” 333.
 74  Varela, “Neurophenomenology,” 330.
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Sometimes terms such as ‘phenomenal consciousness’ and 
‘qualia’ are also used here, but I find it more natural to speak of 
‘conscious experience’ or simple ‘experience’.75

Consciousness is in fact the term that underlies the whole discus-
sion around experience and empiricism in the discourse about knowl-
edge. And all the scientific orientations move around this discussion 
on consciousness. In his analysis Varela depicts a “four-way sketch”, 
in which he puts at the center the word consciousness, to be intended 
in Chalrmers’ acceptation of ‘experience’. He outlines four axes, each 
one representative of a scientific position. This sketch, as we shall see, 
can be also helpful to contribute to overcome this rift between cogni-
tive science and humanities, by showing the layered system of thoughts 
and positions that makes cognitive neuroscience less incompatible with 
humanities than it might seem. The first position is represented by the 
scientists Francis Crick and Christoph Kock,76 and it is labeled by Vare-
la himself with the term ‘reductionism’. ‘Reductionists’ “seek to solve 
the hard problem by eliminating the pole of experience in favour of 
some form of neurobiological account”.77 Here Varela is specifically 
referring to Crick’s Astonishing Hypothesis that happens to be also the 
one that humanists are used to quote to, reasonably, underline the im-
possibility of a dialogue with the hard science. Crick, by paraphrasing 
Lewis Carroll’s line in the classic novel Alice in Wonderland, “You’re 
nothing but a pack of cards”,78 refers to the human being with peculiar 
bluntness by stating: “You’re nothing but a pack of neurons”.79 I am 
well aware of how ‘astonishing’ this claim might sound especially to 

 75  David John Chalmers, “Facing up to the problem of consciousness,” Journal of 
Consciousness Studies 2(3) (1995): 201.
 76  See Francis Crick and Christoph Kock, “Are we aware of neural activity in primary 
visual cortex?,” Nature 375 (1995): 121-123.
 77  Varela, “Neurophenomenology,” 332-333.
 78  Lewis Carroll, Alice Adventures in Wonderland (New York: The Macmillan Com-
pany, 1920), 187.
 79  Francis Crick, The Astonishing Hypothesis: The Scientific Search For The Soul (New 
York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1994), 2.
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humanities scholars. And it is also reasonable to think that it was ex-
actly in the author’s intent to provoke this astonishment in the reader, 
whatever his/her background would be. After all, he states this in the 
very own title of the book. Nevertheless, it is not that startling that 
the biologist, awarded Nobel Prize for discovering the reductionist ex-
planation of DNA, was actually seeking to extend his method to the 
consciousness problem. It would be indeed a huge mistake to consider 
Crick’s assumption, although validated by pure empiricism, as the lead-
ing scientific thought on extremely complex issues, such as conscious 
experience and human knowledge. As a matter of fact, Varela counter-
poses to the neural reduction a sort of pessimistic surrender to the prob-
lem, such as the one represented by ‘mysterianism’.80 The main claim 
in this position, personified by the work of Thomas Nagel and Colin 
McGinn,81 experts in the philosophy of mind, is that the hard problem 
is unsolvable, because of “intrinsic limitations of the means through 
which our knowledge of the mental is acquired”.82 The mirror image of 
mysterianism is, in Varela’s analysis, ‘functionalism’. From this stand-
point, the link between consciousness and cognition is replaced “by the 
link between cognition and its corresponding functional or intentional 
states”.83 Thus, the notion of experience “becomes forcefully assimilated 
with that of cognitive behaviour, propositional attitude, or functional 
role”.84 The main representatives of this position are cognitive scien-
tists, neurophysiologists, and linguists, such as Ray Jackendoff, Bernard 
Baars, William Calvin, Daniel Dennett, and, last but not least, Gerald 
Edelman.85 Especially Edelman, I would add, was particularly involved 

 80  Varela, “Neurophenomenology,” 332-333.
 81  See Thomas Nagel, The View from Nowhere (New York: Oxford University Press, 
1986); Colin McGinn, The Problem of Consciousness (Oxford: Blackwell, 1991).
 82  Varela, “Neurophenomenology,” 333.
 83  Varela, “Neurophenomenology,” 333.
 84  Varela, “Neurophenomenology,” 333.
 85  See Ray S. Jackendoff, Consciousness and the Computational Mind (Cambridge, 
MA: MIT Press, 1987); Bernard J. Baars, A Cognitive Theory of Consciousness (Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988); William H. Calvin, Cerebral Symphony: 
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in his latest work in trying to bridge hard sciences with humanities, with 
the aim of a better understanding of the phenomenon of consciousness 
and human knowledge. In his Second Nature: Brain Science and Human 
Knowledge,86 Edelman proposes an historical analysis of what he calls, 
quoting the historian Isaiah Berlin, “the divorce between science and 
humanities”.87 He calls upon the work of the Eighteen-century Italian 
philosophical historian Giambattista Vico, as a starting point in the his-
tory of such split. In Edelman’s account, which he draws calling upon 
the work of Berlin, Vico strongly proclaimed the need for a separation 
of the two systems of sciences, natural and humane, challenging the 
idea of the existence of only one set of methods to establish the truth. 
As Edelman, following Berlin, claims, this gave birth to a debate “of 
which the end is not in sight”.88 However in his attempt to repair this 
rift, he underlines “the problem of relating neuronal action to phenom-
enal subjective experience”, consequently claiming that this is solvable 
“by a casual analysis”.89 By proposing mounting neuroscientific, empir-
ical, evidence he is anyway strongly related to that functionalistic view 
that Varela described. Edelman, in fact, states that it is mandatory, in 
order to gain a broader understanding of not-totally empirical phe-
nomena, to reconsider the separation between the scientific and the 
humanistic way of thinking. However to do so, he calls upon a “brain-

Seashore Reflections on the Structure of Consciousness (New York: Bantam Books, 1990); 
Daniel C. Dennett, Consciousness Explained (Boston: Little Brown, 1991); Gerald M. 
Edelman, The Remembered Present: A Biological Theory of Consciousness (New York: 
Basic Books, 1989).
 86  Gerald M. Edelman, Second Nature: Brain Science and Human Knowledge (New 
Haven and London: Yale University Press, 2006).
 87  Isaiah Berlin, “The Divorce between Science and Humanities,” in I. Berlin, The 
Proper Study of Mankind (New York: Farrar, Straus, and Giroux, 1997), 320-358. 
Quoted in Edelman, Second Nature, 68.
 88  Berlin, “The Divorce between Science and Humanities,” 326. See also Edelman, 
Second Nature, 70.
 89  Edelman, Second Nature, 145.
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based epistemology”,90 thus re-marking a hierarchic relation between 
the two methods of analysis. He starts from his ‘Neuronal Darwinism’, 
according to which “our cognitive capacities arose in the natural order 
as a result of evolution”.91 Furthermore, he states that these capacities 
“emerged with the appearance of various brain functions including per-
ception, memory, motor control, emotions, and consciousness itself ”.92 
In this sense he is recalling the point of view of the neuroscientist and 
neurophysiologist Jean-Pierre Changeux, which I would enumerate 
within Varela’s ‘functionalist’ axis. It is worth mentioning Changeux’s 
The Physiology of Truth: Neuroscience and Human Knowledge,93 in which 
the author, as suggested by the title, argues with the aim to find an 
objective source regarding human knowledge. Strongly related to an 
epigenentic tradition, Changeux makes his case for an objectivation 
of knowledge, considered as a characteristic feature of human cogni-
tion developed throughout evolution.94 As clearly stated by the author, 
this work seeks to reconcile science and humanism, although, as for 
the case of Edelman, remaining strongly related to a brain-based ap-
proach. In fact, in Changeux’s view the acquisition of knowledge has 
to be considered as a consequence of physiological motivations.95 In 

 90  Edelman, Second Nature, 52.
 91  Edelman, Second Nature, 77.
 92  Edelman, Second Nature, 77.
 93  Jean-Pierre Changeux, The Physiology of Truth: Neuroscience and Human Knowl-
edge (Cambridge, MA: The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2004).
 94  See Changeux, The Physiology of Truth, 1-6.
 95  Changeux, The Physiology of Truth, 41-43. To better explain the relationship be-
tween knowledge and physiological motivations, Changeux gives the example of 
thirst. The sign of dehydration puts humans, and animals, in the necessary condition 
of searching for water. The motivation is merely physiological, i.e. to increase the 
intake of liquid. In order to be motivated, our brain requires the knowledge of the 
possible reward that comes from the subjective experience related to the sensation of 
thirst: seek, find, and drink water. In Changeux’s analysis, the physiological process 
concerning mental or physical reward is triggered by the same mechanism of signals, 
coming from the outside world, that stimulates an internal reaction of either desire or 
aversion. This reward mechanism can be replaced for the human beings by the plea-
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other words, human beings have access to a system of understanding 
and production through cognitive games,96 that allow them to explore 
the external world through a process of motivation and reward.97 In this 
sense, the search for “the neurobiological bases of consciousness and 
rationality”,98 even though scientifically extremely valuable, still holds 
a sort of alleged certainty of an empirical method over a more experi-
ential one. That is why, going back to Varela’s account, this strategy to 
bridge science and humanities by considering ‘conscious experience’ 
for its functional role, does not entirely fulfill its purpose. We might say 
that the bridge is not yet completely crossed since, as Varela puts it, “the 
entire approach relies almost entirely on a third-person or externalist 
approach to obtain data and to validate theory”.99 And it is in this gap, 
or better to fill this gap, that Varela’s proposal for a neuro-phenomeno-
logical approach can be integrated: to work as a juncture between the 
bridge’s extremities, both solidly and proudly steady. Neurophenome-
nology is then the fourth and last orientation in which Varela positions 
himself, together with the cognitive linguists George Lakhoff and Mark 
Johnson and the philosopher John Searle.100 Starting from “the irreduc-
ible nature of conscious experience”,101 Neurophenomenology aims to 
investigate “the concrete possibilities of a disciplined examination of 

sure of acquiring knowledge. Changeux, The Physiology of Truth, 43-47.
 96  With regards to cognitive games, Changeux is recalling Ludwig Wittgenstein’s 
“language games” involved in children’s learning process. See Ludwig Wittgenstein, 
Philosophical Investigation, trans. G. E. M. Anscombe, 3rd ed. (London: Blackwell, 
2001), §7.
 97  Changeux, The Physiology of Truth, 58.
 98  Changeux, The Physiology of Truth, 6.
 99  Varela, “Neurophenomenology,” 333.
 100  See George Lakoff, Women, Fire and Dangerous Things: What Categories Reveal 
about the Mind (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 1987); Mark Johnson, The Body 
in the Mind: The Bodily Basis of Imagination, Reason, and Meaning (Chicago: Chicago 
University Press, 1987) John Searle, The Rediscovery of the Mind (Cambridge, MA: 
MIT Press, 1992).
 101  Varela, “Neurophenomenology,” 334.
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experience”.102 To do so, any form of empirical claim towards the sub-
ject of conscious experience and knowledge has to be scanned through 
phenomenological eyes, because “phenomenological bridges can claim 
to keep a meaningful link to lived experience and to be a remedy for 
the hard problem”.103

Following then the neuro-phenomenological idea, according to 
which “all knowledge necessarily emerges from our lived experience”,104 
and recalling the previously mentioned neuroscientific experiments 
that demonstrate that experience is itself the process that leads to the 
acquisition of knowledge, we can now go back to our actor’s training 
as a combined system of connoissance and savoire. The training, that is 
the ‘space’ in which and through which the actor constructs and nour-
ishes his/her system of theatrical knowledge, is a layered complex sys-
tem consisting of different disciplines and techniques. This includes 
the meditative and spiritual practices that, as we shall see, are strongly 
bounded to the notion of embodiment and that are characterised by di-
rect subjective experience. In the next chapters I am going to illustrate 
outstanding examples of theatre practitioners who created a movement 
of reform within the theatre of the Twentieth century by reclaiming the 
need to go back to a practical knowledge, through an in-depth study 
of the actor’s body. What they have constructed, as we shall see, is a 
system of transmission of performative knowledge through the practice 
of disciplines and techniques, learned, embodied, and strengthened in 
the space of the actor’s training. 

In conclusion, I would like to quote the Italian theatre scholar Fran-
co Ruffini and his call for a “science of theatre”, in which “theories asso-
ciate a scientific content to ideological, considering the term in a broad 
sense, implications and conditioning”.105 In Ruffini’s discourse the term 

 102  Varela, “Neurophenomenology,” 335.
 103  Varela, “Neurophenomenology,” 336.
 104  Varela, “Neurophenomenology,” 336.
 105  Franco Ruffini, “Scienza, ideologia, teoresi, sulle teorie del teatro. Introduzione 
all’edizione italiana,” in Marvin Carlson, Teorie del teatro. Panorama storico e critico, 
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‘science’ has to be intended in its etymological acceptation of scentia, 
thus as knowledge. In this sense, according to Ruffini’s argumentation, 
we commonly tend to consider dual modalities of knowledge: theory 
and practice, which are in most of the cases distinct if not incompati-
ble. Actually, theory and practice are not two-separated procedures, but 
rather interactive levels of the science. Furthermore, following Ruffini, 
they are not the only two existing levels. With regards to the theatre we 
can identify three levels: theory, practice, and an intermediate level that 
the author, using the Italian word, defines as, sapienza.106 This word 
refers to different aspects of knowledge. The translation in fact includes 
the idea of knowledge, together with competence and erudition. Sapi-
enza represents at the same time the previously mentioned know-what 
and know-how. In this sense, we can look at the theatrical phenome-
na from an open-ended, non-binary perspective. Therefore, as Ruffini 
puts it, “if theory is the level of the laws and practice is the level of the 
empirical solutions, then sapienza is precisely the level of the pragmatic 
rules”.107 Hence, between the ‘knowing’ of the Theory and the ‘doing’ 
of the practice, there is a way of ‘knowing-how-and-what-to do’, which 
is at the same time subjective experience and general awareness of the 
‘doing’.108 Therefore, at this point it is possible to state that in the pur-
suit of a ‘science of theatre’ we can combine Theory, represented by 
humanistic knowledge, and Practice, by means of the empirical meth-
odology, to better analyse and academically evaluate the pragmatic level 
of theatre, represented by the actor’s work.

trans. Leonardo Gandini (Bologna: Il Mulino, 1998), 9. Translation F. C. First publi-
shed in english: M. Carlson, Theories of the Theatre. A Historical and Critical Survey 
from the Greeks to the Present (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1984). 
 106  Ruffini, “Scienza, ideologia, teoresi, sulle teorie del teatro,” 11.
 107  Ruffini, “Scienza, ideologia, teoresi, sulle teorie del teatro,” 11. Translation F. C.
 108  See Ruffini, “Scienza, ideologia, teoresi, sulle teorie del teatro,” 11-12.


