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CHAPTER TWO 
 

Rediscovering the Body in avant-garde Theatre Practice:  
Towards an Interdisciplinary Approach to Body Techniques

2.1. Inside and Outside Theatre: the Work of the Theatre Reformers
In order to address my main concern in this dissertation regarding the 
relationship between meditative and performative practices, I will ex-
amine key historical moments where techniques of body-mind training 
have been a crucial means of innovation in the establishment of West-
ern acting methods in the Twentieth century. This is a crucial step to 
shed insights on the reform carried out by theatre makers, that saw an 
increasing attention on the use of psychophysical techniques. This is 
important also to create a link, by means of drawing a line of filiations, 
with my practice-based research, that I shall address in Chapter Five of 
this dissertation. The Twentieth-century theatre reform was inspired by 
a particular interest in the practice of acting. The work of many theatre 
practitioners focused on the creation of a new theatre, starting from the 
actor considered as its most important constituent part. In this sense, 
the idea of ‘creating’ a new theatre also entails the genesis of a new actor, 
who is totally under control, i.e. not in a ‘performing’ or role-playing 
state of mind, but in a state of body awareness. This new attention to 
the actor’s body, its structure, physiology, and scenic possibilities is well 
analysed by Clelia Falletti. In her book Il Corpo Scenico (The Scenic 
Body), a collection of essays and texts about the presence of the body on 
stage, she argues referring to the most important theatre reformers of 
the historical Avant-Garde:
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According to Craig art is calculation. The precepts of the Nātyas-
āstra impose a control structure that extends from the elements of 
drama to elements of the scenic body. Rudolph Laban imposes “a 
grammar of the expressive dynamics of body and movement.” For 
K.S. Stanislavsky the scenic body is a body-mind trained through 
the “magic if” for the reality of the scene, that is the truth and sub-
stance of one’s own doing, even in the fiction of the scene. Copeau 
gets to the discovery of the physical, body basis of the actor’s creativ-
ity. To talk about the “secret force” that conquers the audience, An-
tonin Artaud describes a sensory storm evoked in the spectator by 
the orchestration of sound vibrations of voices and instruments and 
the vibration of limbs, hands, joints, eyes, heads and ornaments and 
spaces, in a continuous exchange of echoes and music. For Meyer-
hold the art of the actor is conscious creation, organization of his 
material, that is of the movements he has been trained to perform, 
in space and time.1

The main aim of such reform was to construct “not only a new actor 
but also a new human being”.2 Therefore the actor was considered not 
only from an artistic but also from a biological and psychophysiologi-
cal point of view. The focus shifted from the result of the performance 
to the creative process and to the actor’s body, its capacities and tech-
niques. The result becomes the establishment of new acting methods, 
the creation of schools, workshops and laboratories as well as the devel-
opment of a theatre pedagogy. In pursuit of this new way of education 
to creativity, many theatre reformers were influenced by different the-
atre techniques, especially drawn from Asian traditions. In some cases, 
they have explored also the use of meditation practices, in order to 
develop a multi-layered system of body training techniques. So, what 
is the relationship between the use of meditation practices and the ac-

 1  Clelia Falletti, ed., Il corpo scenico (Roma: Editoria & Spettacolo, 2008), 25. Tran-
slation F.C.
 2  Mirella Schino, Alchemist of the Stage. Theatre Laboratories in Europe (Wroclaw: 
Icarus Publishing Enterprise, 2009), 97.
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tor’s training, and how can the use of these practices inform the actor’s 
awareness? In order to answer these questions, in this thesis I shall have 
first carry out a historical inquiry based on some selected outstanding 
theories and methods about the actor that have been proposed in the 
Twentieth century. This century was characterised by reforms and new 
approaches that concerned not only theatre but also all those disciplines 
and arts related to the phenomenon of the Avant-Garde. As Christopher 
Innes wrote, “‘Avant garde’ has become a ubiquitous label, eclectically 
applied to any type of art that is anti-traditional in form. At its simplest, 
the term is sometimes taken to describe what is new at any given time: 
the leading edge of artistic experiment, which is continually outdated 
by the next step forward”.3 Originally borrowed from military termi-
nology by Bakunin, the term has become a sort of a brand ascribed to 
all those artists who share the common aim of a new and revolutionary 
aesthetics. Since their primary need consists indeed in reforming the 
tradition, the movement of the Avant-garde “seems united primarily in 
terms of what they are against: the rejection of social institutions and 
established artistic conventions, or antagonism towards the public (as 
representative of the existing order)”.4 This same need for a concrete 
change, for a common coalition against the traditional/institutional vi-
sion of art has been shared by many theatre practitioners of the same 
period, like Copeau, Stanislavsky, Vakhtangov, Meyerhold, Grotowski, 
to name a few. This perspective actually inspired the need to go beyond 
theatre, to go back to its origins and to find a new ideology. Analyzing 
the work of the theatre reformers of the Twentieth century, Fabrizio 
Cruciani has identified the essence of this ideology with the concept 
of ‘making’. “To make theatre without thinking about theatre, its stat-
utes and its institution, one can think of recovering the minimum but 
necessary elements (the laws) that allow for a new theatre”,5 therefore 

 3  Christopher Innes, Avant Garde Theatre. 1892-1992 (London, Routledge, 1993), 1.
 4  Innes, Avant Garde Theatre, 1.
 5  Fabrizio Cruciani, Registi pedagoghi e comunità teatrali nel Novecento (Roma: Edito-
ria & Spettacolo, 2006), 73. Translation F. C.
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“the definition of theatre (what it is) is detected in its concrete existence 
with the precision and the absoluteness of making”.6 For these reasons, 
the threshold between the Nineteenth and the Twentieth century can 
be considered rather as what Schino calls a movement of “continuity 
and discontinuity”:7 it is not a mere shift, nor a real breech, but a com-
plex passage from a tradition to another. Discontinuity lies between 
the institutional and commercial way of production of the Nineteenth 
century and the new vision of an archetypal theatre in the Twentieth 
century; between the usual employment of theatre space and the un-
conventional practice of the new theatre; a discontinuity between the 
supremacy of the drama and the point of view of the director. On the 
other hand, continuity is represented by the Nineteenth-century sys-
tem of the Grande Attore8 and the development of theatre directing. 
Literally translatable as “Great Actor”, this system entirely focused on 
the figure of the actor as the interpreter of characters and roles.9 From 
the early years of the Nineteenth century this phenomenon prospered 
all over Europe and represented the mainstream of theatre production 
until the beginning of the Twentieth century. In Italy, where this sys-
tem was extremely successful, we can identify three main generations 
of Grandi Attori, whose main effort was aimed at differing from the 
others in their specific acting style and their choice of repertoire, while 

 6  Fabrizio Cruciani, “Il «luogo dei possibili»,” in Falletti, Il corpo scenico, 167. Tran-
slation F. C. 
 7  Mirella Schino, La nascita della regia teatrale (Bari-Roma: Laterza, 2005), 34-38. 
Translation F. C.
 8  On the system of the Grande Attore see: V. Pandolfi, Antologia del Grande Attore 
(Bari: Laterza, 1954); C. Meldolesi, F. Taviani, Teatro e spettacolo nel primo Ottocento 
(Roma-Bari: Laterza, 1991); R. Alonge, Teatro e spettacolo nel secondo Ottocento (Ro-
ma-Bari: Laterza, 1988); M. Schino, “Sulla “tradizione” attorica,” Teatro e Storia 8 
(1990): 59-87; S. Geraci, “Comici italiani: la generazione «alfieriana»,” Teatro e Storia 
7 (1989): 215-243.
 9  See Claudio Meldolesi, Fondamenti del teatro italiano. La generazione dei registi 
(Firenze: Sansoni, 1984), 15.
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they all followed the effective productive system of the time.10 At a first 
glance, this ‘continuity’ may sound like a paradox, since the system of 
the Grande Attore was precisely the base of the institutional production 
that theatre reformers intended to battle. 

But at a closer look, Konstantin Stanislavsky, for example, saw Tom-
maso Salvini, one of the most famous Italian actors of the Nineteenth 
century, playing Othello in Moscow in 1882, and exactly this moment 
represented a turning point towards the development of his new acting 
method. So, what did Stanislavsky mean when he wrote that Salvini was 
the “finest representative” of his own approach to acting?11 Stanislavsky 
was completely fascinated by the impeccable technique of the actor 
and especially by his incredible capacity to attract the audience. It is 
important to stress this aspect precisely because from here started the 
task of reforming the actor’s body, that aimed at completely changing 
the relationship between the actor and the spectator. What Stanislavsky 
admired in Salvini’s way of acting was his ability as Grande attore to im-
press the audience, which is not far from what the new actor is required 
to do: being involved in the mise en scène and using the tangible matter 
of his/her body, the new actor has to be the vehicle, the main tool of 
communication with the audience, since, as Barba later stated, “theatre 
is the art of the spectator”.12

In this sense, the threshold between the two centuries is represented 
by a general change of approach to acting methods and the notion of 
the actor. Before this change, in fact, the actor was considered as a role 
player, who was at the service of the text, the plot, the intention of the 
playwright as well as of the repertoire.13 While in the early years of the 

 10  See Mirella Schino, Profilo del teatro italiano. Dal XV al XX secolo (Roma: Carrocci, 
1995), 109-117.
 11  Konstantin Stanislavsky, An Actor’s Work: A Student’s Diary, trans. and ed. Jean 
Benedetti (London: Routledge, 2008), 19.
 12  Eugenio Barba, The Paper Canoe (Routledge: London, 1995), 37.
 13  See C. Jandelli, I ruoli nel teatro italiano tra Otto e Novecento (Firenze: Le Lettere, 
2002), 55-75.
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new century the actor became the focus of theatre reform, and his/her 
body the starting point of a new aesthetic of theatre.

It is possible to identify a general interest of the avant-garde artists in 
the material form of art that they created. Analysing the phenomenon 
of the historical Avant-Garde theatre, all theatre historians agree on 
the fact that, among the other aspects, this movement was especially 
characterised by an obsessive interest and inquiry into the possibilities 
of human body as well as in the establishment of a new relationship 
between the actor and his audience.14 The actor needs to train his/her 
body in order to be credible and effective on stage, to create what Euge-
nio Barba later called the Organic Effect,15 in order to describe his own 
approach and work at the Odin Teatret.

Th[e] efficacy depends on the organic effect obtained by the actor 
with respect to the spectator. The organic effect means the ca-
pacity to make the spectator experience a body-in-life. The main 
task of the actor is not to be organic, but to appear organic to the 
eyes and senses of the spectator.16

 14  For a comparison between different theories and analysis of the historical 
Avant-Garde see: Roland Barthes, “Whose Theater? Whose Avant-Garde?,” in Cri-
tical Essays, trans. R. Howard (Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 1972), 67-
70; Renato Poggioli, The Theory of the avant-garde, trans. G. Fitzgerald (Cambridge: 
Harvard University Press, 2003); James M. Harding, ed., Contours on the Theatrical 
Avant-Garde: Performance and textuality (Ann Arbor, MI: University of Michigan 
Press, 2000); Christopher Innes, Avant Garde Theatre. 1892-1992 (London: Routle-
dge, 1993); Bert Cardullo and Robert Knopf, eds., Theater of the Avant-Garde, 1890-
1950: a Critical Anthology (New Haven: Yale University Press cop., 2001); Robert 
Knopf and Julia Listengarten, eds., Theater of the Avant-Garde, 1950-2000 (New Ha-
ven: Yale University Press, 2011); Brooks McNamara and Jill Dolan, eds., The Drama 
review: thirty years of commentary on the avant-garde (Ann Arbor, MI: UMI Research 
Press, 1986).
 15  Eugenio Barba and Nicola Savarese, The Secret Art of the Performer (London and 
New York: Routledge, 2005), 206.
 16  Eugenio Barba, “Announcement. 11th International Session of ISTA. O-Effect. That 
which is Organic for the Actor / that which is Organic for the Spectator. Montemor-o-No-
vo and Lisbon, Portugal, 14-25 September 1998” TDR 41(1) (1998): 12-13. (my italics).
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The roots of this new theatre, then, as it is methodologically outlined 
in the work of the reformers, lie in the work of the actor, in his rela-
tionship with the gaze of an audience, which during the representation 
experiences the actor’s physical presence. In order that this may happen, 
the actor has to work on the construction of his effective presence; he 
must aim at making a “real” action on the stage.17 This is the perspec-
tive within which the actor’s work has to develop. Making real actions 
and not imitating them, listening to something and not pretending 
to listen, he/she has to work on credibility, seeking his credible body.18 
What exactly determines the credibility of an action? It is its goal: in 
order to be considered as such, an action requires a real purpose, a 
goal to achieve. This allows the spectator to recognise an active pres-
ence on the stage. This is precisely the direction of the research carried 
out by a group of theatre artists aiming at a theatre event as something 
“unique”, “real”, “not-repeatable”.19 According to Fabrizio Cruciani’s 
definition, the “Founding Fathers” shift their attention from the result 
of the performance to the creative process of the actor, rediscovering 
his/her body and researching new techniques. What they are looking 
for is “a not planned actor” who is nothing but “a human being trained 
to the special creativity of the theatre”.20 The aim is above all the redis-
covery of the materiality of the actor’s body, previously annihilated by 
the predominance of the dramatic text, so that on stage he/she can act 
with no pretence, seeking what Copeau called “sincerity”, which is the 
basis of a new project of construction, in opposition to what the idea of 
the actor’s spontaneity on stage used to be. This new vision of theatre 
led most theatre practitioners to reconsider the role of the dramatic 

 17  I am going to discuss this specific topic of the actor’s real actions on stage in the 
next chapter of this dissertation, specifically referring to Stanislavsky’s method and 
Meyerhold’s biomechanics. 
 18  Franco Ruffini, L’attore che vola. Boxe, acrobazia, scienza della scena (Roma: Bulzo-
ni Editore, 2010), 22. Translation F. C.
 19  Cruciani, Registi pedagoghi, 27. Translation F. C.
 20  Cruciani, Registi pedagoghi, 71. Translation F. C.
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text21 in favour of an “antitextual gesture”, which consists of being “not 
against the text in general but against a very specific conception of the 
text: against the idea that in texts fixed meanings are established once 
for all”.22 

In this sense, given the shift of focus from the literary meaning of the 
dramatic text to the concrete perception of the gesture, the demand for 
a theatre reform is realised through the development of a new, unique 
theatrical language, made of the primary constituent elements of the 
performance. One of the features that characterised this new theatrical 
language is the “combination of elements used as signs [resulting] from 
rhythmic principles”.23 Words like rhythm, rhythmic principles became 
keywords for the new scenic approach.24 Talking about rhythm imme-
diately recalls other terms such as space, time, action, movements, so that 
we venture into the semantic field of the word body. At the beginning 
of the Twentieth century, in his essay The Art of the Theatre even Ed-
ward Gordon Craig, who is well-known for his other work The Actor 
and the Über-marionette25 which dealt with the overcoming of the actor 
himself, had already explained this radical change of priority against the 
dominant view:

 21  The relationship between the dramatic text and its use in the performance of the 
Twentieth century has been already analysed by many theatre historians from diffe-
rent points of view and critical approaches. Among others, one of the best known is 
Hans-Thies Lehman, who in his book Postdramatic Theatre has extensively tackled the 
dissolution of the hierarchy of the dramatic text and the shift of theatrical aesthetics. 
In this dissertation I will not deal in detail with this argumentation but instead will fo-
cus more on the result of such a change of theatrical perspective. See Hans-Thies Leh-
man, Postdramatic Theatre, trans. Karen Jüns-Munby (New York: Routledge, 2006).
 22  Erika Fischer-Lichte, “The Avant-Garde and the Semiotics of the Antitextual Ges-
ture,” in Harding, Contours on the Theatrical Avant-Garde, 90.
 23  Fischer-Lichte, “The Avant-Garde,” 93.
 24  On the subject of rhythmic principle see Roberto Ciancarelli, ed., Il Ritmo come 
Principio Scenico (Roma: Dino Audino Editore, 2006).
 25  Edward Gordon Craig, “The Actor and the Über-marionette,” The Mask 2(1) 
(1908).



75

Rediscovering the Body in avant-garde Theatre Practice

The art of the Theatre is neither acting nor the play, it is not 
scene nor dance, but it consists of all the elements of which these 
things are composed: action, which is the very spirit of acting; 
words, which are the body of the play; line and colour, which 
are the very heart of the scene; rhythm, which is the very essence 
of dance.26

Working on those elements, which constitute the foundation of the 
new theatre, outlined a new path of research that also resulted in the 
Artaudian conception of refaire le corps.27 

In The Theatre and its Double,28 a collection of his essays, Antonin 
Artaud stated the necessity of a new physicality as new language and 
established the body as its basic unity of expression. His claim “No 
More Masterpieces”29 became a sort of manifesto for avant-gardist art-
ist, whereas his Theatre of Cruelty, published in 1938 and almost to-
tally unknown in the English-speaking world until the translation of 
1958, became “a revolutionary catalyst that motivated the formation 
of counterculture performance group”.30 Especially in The Theatre of 
Cruelty, Artaud appealed to an archetypical notion of theatre as the pri-
mal force that may make possible a new relationship with the audience. 
Artaud proposed the idea of a Total Theatre that works on the spectator 
like Chinese acupuncture “which knows, over the entire extent of the 
human anatomy, at what points to puncture in order to regulate the 
subtlest functions”.31 He proposed to return “through the theatre to an 
idea of physical knowledge”32 that would break down all the barriers 

 26  Edward Gordon Craig, “The Art of the Theatre. The First Dialogue,” in On the Art 
of the Theatre (London: Heinemann, 1911), 138.
 27  Antonin Artaud, Œuvres complètes (Paris : Gallimard, 1961), tome 11, 271.
 28  Antonin Artaud, The Theatre and its Double, trans. Mary Caroline Richards (New 
York: Grove Press, 1958).
 29  A. Artaud, The Theatre and its Double, 74.
 30  Christopher Innes, “Text/Pre-Text/Pretext: the Language of the Avant-Garde Ex-
periment,” in Harding, Contours on the Theatrical Avant-Garde, 60.
 31  Artaud, The Theatre and its Double, 80.
 32  Artaud, The Theatre and its Double, 80.



76

The Trained Experience

between the actor and the spectator. Through such a physical knowl-
edge the performing body, rather than through the thinking mind, can 
shake the spectators intimately/from the inside and charm them, like 
“the snake charmer” does, to finally “conduct them by means of their 
organisms to an apprehension of the subtlest notions”.33 Artaud suggests 
“An Affective Athleticism” which creates an affective power between the 
actor and the spectator and allows the power of the emotions grounded 
in the rhythm and tension of the actor’s body to affect the same rhythm 
and tension in the spectator.

In order to reforge the chain, the chain of a rhythm in which 
the spectator used to see his own reality in the spectacle, the 
spectator must be allowed to identify himself with the spectacle, 
breath by breath and beat by beat. It is not sufficient for this 
spectator to be enchained by the magic of the play; it will not 
enchain him if we do not know where to take hold of him. There 
is enough chance magic, enough poetry which has no science to 
back it up. In the theatre, poetry and science must henceforth 
be identical. Every emotion has organic bases. It is by cultivating 
his emotion in his body that the actor recharges his voltage. To 
know in advance what points of the body to touch is the key to 
throwing the spectator into magical trances. And it is this inval-
uable kind of science that poetry in the theater has been without 
for a long time. To know the points of localization in the body 
is thus to reforge the magical chain. And through the hieroglyph 
of a breath I am able to recover an idea of the sacred theater.34

The theatre proposed by Artaud is completely opposite to that bour-
geois code that used to establish a strict separation between the actor 
and the observer;35 on the contrary he stated the principal unity be-

 33  Artaud, The Theatre and its Double, 81.
 34  Artaud, The Theatre and its Double, 140.
 35  This separation between actor and spectator is called in theatrical terms “fourth 
wall”, an imaginary wall that separates the stage from the audience. See Patrice Pavis, 
Dictionary of the Theatre: Terms, Concepts and Analysis, trans. Christine Schantz (To-
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tween actors and spectators as a binomial formula in which both terms 
are indispensable to each other.

In order to achieve the Artaudian goal of a ‘re-made body’, the actor 
has to work hard on himself. In fact he needs “an extraordinary obdu-
racy of efforts […] of means of action, as simple as extraordinary, as 
extraordinary as unusual”.36 The idea that the actor is required to make 
the effort of working on himself is concretely expressed by what Barba 
calls “the age of exercises”,37 referring to the Twentieth century. There-
fore, the actor needs a privileged ‘space’ in which he/she can experiment 
and explore himself, or better, in which he can learn how to know and 
to use his own body’s potentialities, the set of tensions of which it is 
composed. This peculiar ‘space’ is identified with the actor’s training 
space.

The actor’s training becomes a ‘place of exchange’, exchange of 
knowledge, techniques, practices; it becomes a ‘place of exchange’ be-
tween actors working together as well as between the actors and the 
director; it is where theatre pedagogy takes place. And it is through the 
work carried out during training sessions that the new acting methods 
are created, developed and established. 

According to Cruciani’s pedagogical perspective, the actor needs this 
new space, out of the time of rehearsals, so that he can train himself and 
create what Stanislavsky calls a “second nature”38 aimed at a creative 
state.39 His main purpose is to achieve the highest level of precision in 
his action, the condition of the hic et nunc, that has to be found every 

ronto and Buffalo: University of Toronto Press, 1998), 154.
 36  A. Artaud, “Nous vivons dans un monde malpropre dont, ” in Le disque vert (Pa-
ris-Bruxelles, 4, 1953); quoted in italian in Marco De Marinis, “Rifare il corpo. La-
voro su se stessi e ricerca sulle azioni fisiche dentro e fuori del teatro nel Novecento,” 
Teatro e Storia 19 (1997): 162. Translation F. C.
 37  Eugenio Barba, “An Amulet made of Memory: the Significance of Exercises in the 
Actor’s Dramaturgy,” TDR 41(4) (1997): 128.
 38  Konstantin Stanislavsky, My Life in Art (New York: Meridian Edition, 1956), 390.
 39  Franco Ruffini, Stanislavskij. Dal lavoro dell’attore al lavoro su di sé (Bologna: Edi-
tori Laterza, 2007), 136.
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time that the same action is repeated. The work of theatre reformers, 
from Stanislavsky to Barba, shared the idea according to which the 
‘new’ actor does not have to rely just on his mind or muscle memory, 
but must always work for the optimum of every single action; the actor 
is compelled to investigate and recreate the precision of muscular ten-
sions that characterise the action, in order that every time this latter is 
living, present and active on stage. Therefore during his/her training the 
actor has to practice and constantly exercise his presence and awareness. 
The comparison proposed by Franco Ruffini between theatre and box-
ing is clear and explicative. The actor is completely deprived of his mask 
as interpreter, in order to focus, as a boxer, on his/her body in action, 
in a place specifically created, the ring/stage. Unlike the actor, the boxer 
does not claim any understanding from the viewer; and “if he worries 
too much about being admired - Ruffini writes - he will be knocked 
out. In order to win the match, he needs only to produce credible ac-
tion, exactly commensurate with reasons and specific goals”.40

Necessity, therefore, becomes the actor’s engine. In our everyday life 
we make necessary actions naturally and continuously; if not delib-
erately, we never imitate actions. Similarly we re-act naturally and in 
virtue of necessity: we move our face in order to avoid a slap, we cross 
the street more quickly if a car moves towards us. Nothing is left to 
chance. However the scene is not real life and it is not possible to think 
of bringing real-life on stage. Nonetheless it is possible for the actor to 
train himself to build another reality. That is why he/she has to seek this 
kind of attention and alertness, which makes every action necessary and 
vital, precisely as we jump to avoid a car or as a boxer moves his/her 
body to hit his/her opponent before he/she is hit. 

In this perspective, we have to focus on the actor’s training in order 
to detect the multi-layered system of techniques that allows the actor 
to work on his/her presence, energy and alertness. In fact this work on 

 40  Franco Ruffini, Theatre and Boxing. The Actor Who Flies (London: Icarus Publish-
ing Enterprise and Routledge, 2014), 26.
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the actor’s body, considered as a “working source”,41 is what permits us 
to find those connections between all the employed practices coming 
from different traditions. These practices include techniques that are 
either strictly related to theatre, namely Commedia dell’Arte, Kabuki, 
Noh, Katakali, or linked to extra-theatrical experiences, such as martial 
arts and spiritual-meditative techniques. All these techniques have in 
common precisely a wide attention to the body, both its physicality and 
plasticity, in its alertness and readiness. In this dissertation I intend to 
focus on those extra-theatrical practices as well as on the way in which 
the Twentieth-century theatre reformers used them in developing their 
acting methods. Specifically, the attention of this research will focus 
on those spiritual and meditative techniques that, working on states of 
consciousness and awareness, have been used to train the actor’s body 
starting from his/her inner state, overcoming the Cartesian division42 
between body and mind43 that has so long characterised Western thea-
tre. I shall delve deeper onto this topic in the following chapters, pro-
viding also a practice-based approach on the analysis of the subject at 
issue.

2.2. Back to the Ritual…
As we already said, the new conception of theatre proposed in the 
Twentieth century is characterised by the attention to the actor’s body, 
its performative possibilities, its physiological characteristics, and its 
capacity as the main tool of communication with the audience. The 

 41  Peter Brook, “Interview,” TDR 17(3) (1973): 50.
 42  See Antonio Damasio, Decartes’ Error: emotion, reason, and the human brain (New 
York: Quill, 2000).
 43  Yuasa Yasuo, The Body. Towards and Eastern Mind-Body Theory (Albany, N.Y.: State 
University of New York Press, 1987).
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avant-garde theatre practitioners started looking for the roots of theatre 
with the intent of finding a new theatrical language. This in pursuit of 
what Richard Schechner has later defined as a “restored behaviour”,44 
that phenomenon existing in every form of representation, from ritual 
to theatre, from shamanism to trance and so on. In the case of theatre, 
such a phenomenon leads the actor to dissect every single component 
of the performance, in order to re-arrange and re-construct them later 
into scenic sequences.45 In this sense, the possibility of a new language, 
independent from the spoken words and made of gestures, actions and 
symbols “together with the sacred nature of the origin of theatre”,46 is 
what motivated the wide interest of the theatre reformers in ritual and 
spirituality as well as their resorting “to archaic, non-Western forms of 
religious theatre”.47

It is possible to trace a line of outstanding experiences of Western 
theatre practitioners who, ever since Artaud, saw ritualistic practices 
not as the answer, but as the tool with which they could examine the-
atre from a different perspective: The Living Theatre, The Open Thea-
tre, Richard Schechner’s Performance Group, Ariane Mnouchkine and 
Théâtre du Soleil, and among all Jean-Louis Barrault, Peter Brook and 
Jerzy Grotowski.

While analysing the relationship between theatre and ritual, some 
scholars theorised that theatre originated from ritual, since rituals were 
some of those earliest public events that assembled music, speech and 
movement into a performance intended to have a visceral effect on its 

 44  See Richard Schechner, Between Theatre and Anthropology (Philadelphia: Universi-
ty of Pennsylvania Press, 1985), 35-116. 
 45  “Restored behaviour is living behaviour treated as a film director treats a strip 
of film. These strips of behaviour can be rearranged or reconstructed […] Restored 
behaviour is ‘out there’, ‘distant from me’. It is separated and therefore can be ‘worked 
on’, changed, even though it has ‘already happened’”, in Schechner, Between Theatre 
and Anthropology, 35-36.
 46  Innes, “Text/Pre-Text/Pretext,” 61.
 47  Innes, “Text/Pre-Text/Pretext,” 61.
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audience.48 This notwithstanding, as Schechner suggests, it is rather in-
teresting to outline “a process through which theatre develops from 
ritual; and also to suggest that in some circumstances ritual develops 
from theatre”,49 thus putting the two terms Ritual and Theatre in a 
dialectical relationship. To do so, Schechner defined the characteristic 
of each term, opposing them to each other: “efficacy” and “entertain-
ment”.50 These two characteristics become the two new terms of this 
binomial, creating an opposition but not a juxtaposition, forming “a 
binary system, a continuum”.51

The following diagram shows the structure that Schechner attrib-
uted to this relationship:52

Efficacy Entertainment
 (ritual)  (Theatre)
  results   fun
  link to an absent Other   only for those here
  abolishes time, symbolic time   emphasizes now
  brings Other here   audience in the Other
  performer possessed, in trance   performer knows what he’s doing
  audience participates   audience watches
  audience believes   audience appreciates
  criticism is forbidden   criticism is encouraged
  collective creativity   individual creativity

Each term has its own characteristics, which are apparently in antithe-
sis, but what seems to be important in Schechner’s perspective is rath-
er the possibility of Theatre to use, absorb, and include some of the 
characteristics of Efficacy, stressing them for the performative needs. In 
Schechner’s words:

 48  See Knopf and Listengarten, Theater of the Avant-Garde 93.
 49  Richard Schechner, “From Ritual to Theatre and Back: The Structure/Process of 
the Efficacy-Entertainment Dyad,” Educational Theatre Journal 26(4) (1974): 461.
 50  Schechner, “From Ritual to Theatre and Back,” 467.
 51  Schechner, “From Ritual to Theatre and Back,” 467.
 52  Fig. 1, Richard Schechner, “From Ritual to Theatre and Back,” 467.
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The basic opposition is between efficacy and entertainment, not 
between ritual and theatre. Whether one calls a specific perfor-
mance ritual or theatre depends on the degree to which the per-
formance tends towards efficacy or entertainment. No perfor-
mance is pure efficacy or pure entertainment.53

One practical example is related to the concept of time: if in the ‘en-
tertainment-theatre’ we are used to think of the event as happening in a 
precise moment; in the ‘efficacy-ritual’ time assumes an utterly different 
connotation. In the ‘efficacy-ritual’ time is symbolic and can be meta-
phorically abolished as a unit of measurement. However the phenome-
non of the avant-garde theatre emphasised the concept of time exactly 
by focusing on the actor’s body, on its training, and on the creative 
process. Thereby the use of ‘time’ changes and this ‘time’ becomes effi-
cacious: the attention paid to the creative process, “to the procedures of 
making theatre are […] attempts at ritualizing performance, of finding 
in the theatre itself authenticating acts”.54 This can be interpreted as a 
wish to provide the new theatre with the characteristics of efficacy, not 
at the expense of the entertainment, but working on the possibility of 
a simultaneous coexistence. “Avant-garde artists used terms like ‘exper-
imental’ and ‘research’ to characterise their work, which took place in 
‘laboratories’. Efficacy lies at the ideological heart of all aspects of this 
new theatre”.55

So as the ritual practices, the ‘new theatre’ is then based on the con-
trol of definite body skills related to the required concentration leading 
to its execution. This can be assimilated to what Victor Turner calls 
flow: that moment of extreme concentration and focus during which 
the actor/performer is totally in control and immersed in the execution 
of his/her activity, in which awareness and action melt into one and his 
only goal is the fulfilment of the action itself.56 In order to achieve this 

 53  Schechner, “From Ritual to Theatre and Back,” 468.
 54  Schechner, “From Ritual to Theatre and Back,” 468.
 55  Schechner, “From Ritual to Theatre and Back,” 470.
 56  See Victor Turner, From Ritual to Theatre: The Human Seriousness of Play (New 
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flow, such an extraordinary state of awareness and inner control, the 
theatre reformers drew upon those Asian traditions and techniques in 
which the ritualistic, the spiritual and the performative aspects are in-
separable and in which ‘efficacy’ and ‘entertainment’ are both included 
in what Artaud defined as “Alchemical Theatre”.57

In 1931 Artaud had the opportunity of assisting at a Balinese ritu-
alistic performance, presented during the Colonial Exposition in Paris. 
This was the moment when he practically realised his theoretical ideas. 
Artaud was deeply impressed by the Balinese spectacle, particularly by 
the strong predominance of the physical presence of Balinese dancers as 
well as by the use of gestures at the expense of the text. What he saw was 
the application of that new theatrical language that he theorised as the 
compulsive need of the new theatre; this language is not based on the 
imitation of daily gestures but on the development of symbolic actions, 
i.e. on the actor’s physicality. 

The drama does not develop as a conflict of feelings but as a 
conflict of spiritual states, themselves ossified and transformed 
into gesture-diagrams. […] They victoriously demonstrate the 
absolute preponderance of the director (metteur en scene) whose 
creative power eliminates words. The themes are vague, abstract, 
extremely general. They are given life only by the fertility and 
intricacy of all the artifices of the stage which impose upon our 
minds like the conception of a metaphysics derived from a new 
use of gesture and voice.58

The Balinese spectacle revealed to Artaud an idea of a non-verbal phys-
ical theatre, independent of the written text, “whereas the theatre as we 
conceive it in the Occident has declared its alliance with the text, and 

York: Performing Art Journal Publication, 1982), 52-58. See also David Graver, “An-
tonin Artaud and the Authority of Text, Spectacle, and Performance,” in Harding, 
Contours of the Theatrical Avant-Garde, 55.
 57  Artaud, The Theatre and its Double, 48.
 58  Artaud, The Theatre and its Double, 53, (Italics in the original text).
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finds itself limited by it”.59 All these aspects, such as the new theatrical 
language, the independence from the use of words, the dominancy of 
gestures, provided Artaud with a living material that allowed him to 
postulate his theories, which have later influenced the following theatre 
avant-garde. The description reported by Artaud is focused on the accu-
racy of those elements that compose the performance as well as on the 
art of ‘calculation’ in which nothing is left to chance. Everything is reg-
ulated, “calculated with an enchanting mathematical meticulousness, 
[…] not a movement of the muscles, not the rolling of an eye”; every 
single movement seems “to belong to a kind of reflective mathemat-
ics which controls everything and by means of which everything hap-
pens”.60 This dramatic form,61 closely related to the original spiritual 
and religious part, characterised by the “ceremonial purification of the 
dancers as well as followed by exorcism” and the ritual context thus 
created, contains and unifies the concept of “primitivisms” that the re-
formers were seeking in their new vision of theatre.62 In few words, it 
has accomplished “the idea of pure theatre, where everything, concep-
tion and realization alike, has value, has existence only in proportion to 
its degree of objectification on the stage”.63 

Seeking for original, innovative forms, avant-garde theatre artists, 
inspired by Antonin Artaud, continued to experiment with ritualistic 
elements and to draw upon ritualistic techniques, in order to explore 
mythological archetypes. These elements included non-verbal but bod-
ily communication, spiritual healing, raising of collective conscious-
ness, and especially the active engagement of performers with audience 
members: in the theatre avant-garde the use of the ritual is part of the 
attempt to “include their audience by creating special spaces and ritu-
alistic-aesthetic actions”.64

 59  Artaud, The Theatre and its Double, 68.
 60  Artaud, The Theatre and its Double, 57-58.
 61  For further analysis of the Balinese Perfomance, refer to the anthropological film 
Trance and Dance in Bali, directed by Margaret Mead and Gregory Bateson (1952).
 62  Innes, Avant-Garde Theatre, 15.
 63  Artaud, The Theatre and its Double, 53. (Italics in the original text).
 64  Richard Schechner, “Permorfance Orientations in Ritual Theatre,” in Performing 
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2.3. …Towards a Theatrical Spirituality
Christopher Innes identified as unifying characteristic of the avant-gar-
de its “quasi religious focus on myth and magic, which in the theatre 
leads to experiments with ritual and ritualistic patterning of perfor-
mance”.65 In theatre terms this can be translated in a reversion to an 
‘original’ form, in the attempt to return to man’s roots, in a way to-
wards ‘primitivism’ that can be explored in ritualistic practices such as 
“the Dionysian rituals of ancient Greece, shamanistic performances, the 
Balinese dance-drama. Along with anti-materialism and revolutionary 
politics, the hallmark of avant-garde drama is the aspiration to tran-
scendence, to the spiritual in its widest sense”.66

The theatrical exploration of ritualistic and spiritual elements, con-
nected to the crossing boundaries of the theatrical experience between 
the actor and spectator, has become one of the representative character-
istics of twentieth century Western theatre. Many avant-garde theatre 
artists experimented with ritualistic elements throughout the century, 
seeking to strengthen the bond between performers and audience and 
to recover the spiritual power that, in their opinion, theatre had lost.67

Starting from the ritualistic practices and their power of including 
the audience, by means of their ability to create a “spiritual unity within 
the ensemble, as well as between performers and spectators”,68 the thea-
tre reformers retrieved those techniques filled with spiritual elements in 
order to provide the actor with actual tools to access that flow, to work 
on his state of consciousness and awareness. 

In the works of Jean-Louis Barrault, Peter Brook, and Jerzy Grotowski 
we can detect that connection between ritualistic and spiritual elements 

Texts, eds. Michael Issacharoff and Robin F. Jones (Philadelphia: Philadelphia Univer-
sity Press, 1988), 136. See also Robert J. Cardullo, “Ahistorical Avant-Gardism and 
the Theater,” Neophilologus (97) (2013): 446, accessed April 1, 2016, doi 10.1007/
s11061-012-9342-0.
 65  Innes, Avant-Garde Theatre, 3.
 66  Innes, Avant-Garde Theatre, 3.
 67  Knopf and Listengarten, Theater of the Avant-Garde, 93.
 68  Cardullo, “Ahistorical Avant-Gardism”, 446.
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and their theatrical use in the definition of a new theatrical approach 
based on kinaesthetic principles. Starting from different experiences, 
they all applied the principles retrieved from ritualistic performance 
and spiritual techniques in order to create a range of exercises and to 
develop a new way of training the actor’s awareness. 

This common ground of the ritualistic, spiritual and theatrical prac-
tices was well explored by Jean-Louis Barrault: in his pursuit of the 
theatrical spiritual potential and the Artaudian concept of ‘Total Thea-
tre’ regarding the complete involvement of the spectator in the theatri-
cal action, he created “the direct link between Artaud and the modern 
avant-garde”.69 

And it was Artaud, who introduced him to spirituality, to Indian 
mythology, yoga, mysticism, influencing in this way his future work. 
Barrault himself acknowledged Artaud as the source of inspiration for 
his research on a new universal language and the ideal of a psycho-phys-
ical unity in the actor’s work.

This strong relationship between their visions of theatre appears ex-
tremely clear in Barrault’s words:

His [Artaud’s] view of the theatre was totally inner. He was a 
mystic and visionary who […] reached right into the core of 
things, of people and of situations. He taught me to do likewise 
[…] He despised the cerebral actor, the didactic director. He felt 
his way into plays. My attitude is similar in that I don’t ‘intellec-
tualise’; I act.70

Also Peter Brook’s African experience establishes itself as an efficient 
example of interaction between ritualistic and performative forms. For 
a few months between 1972 and 1973 Brook and his actors travelled 
through different African villages with the aim “to discover the roots of 

 69  Innes, Avant-Garde Theatre, 95.
 70  Jean-Louise Barrault, Memories for Tomorrow (New York: E. P. Dutton, 1974), 74. 
Quoted also in Innes, Avant-Garde Theatre, 96.
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language – an Ur-Sprache that would transcend cultural diversity”.71 The 
need to create and discover a new language, a different language based 
on a universal communication channel, was more than a compulsion 
to reach an audience different in culture, conventions, and tradition. 
A new way towards intelligibility needed to be found. This would be 
represented by the actor’s body, which also in this case would become 
the main tool of access to the theatrical communication. 

“Improvisations developed around the simplest of objects – shoes, 
bread, a flute – were used to explore the expressive capacities of the 
body, as the only ‘common ground’ between the actors and the na-
tive spectator”.72 The African experience and Brook’s subsequent pro-
ductions stressed the limits of purely physical communication, open-
ing also to anthropological research and anthropomorphic study. In 
Brook’s words: “Our work is based on the fact that some of the deepest 
aspects of human experience can reveal themselves through the sounds 
and movements of the human body in a way that strikes a chord in any 
observer, whatever his cultural and racial conditioning”.73

Brook’s experiments aimed at the “rediscovery of the terror and awe-
someness of the original semi-religious theatre”.74 In his work each ac-
tor endeavoured to transmit internal states by working on rhythms, 
sounds, and physical actions, creating a body language “beyond psy-
chological implication and beyond monkey-see-monkey-do facsimiles 
of social behaviourism”, in order “to discover what was the very least he 
needed before understanding could be reached”.75

In many ways the work of Peter Brook can be considered as parallel 
to Jerzy Grotowski’s researches for a theatre of myth, developed through 
a return to ‘roots’ or, in Grotowski’s words, to “sources”,76 by exploring 

 71  Innes, “Text/Pre-Text/Pretext,” 66.
 72  Innes, “Text/Pre-Text/Pretext,” 67.
 73  Peter Brook, “Interview,” 50.
 74  Charles Marowitz, “Notes on the Theatre of Cruelty,” TDR 11(2) (1966): 156.
 75  Peter Brook, The Empty Space (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1972), 55.
 76  Jerzy Grotowski, “Theatre of Sources,” in The Grotowski Sourcebook, eds. Richard 
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and emphasising ritual forms and mythical material.77 The definition 
itself of “sources” is an interesting point of view. So, which sources are 
examined in Grotowski’s research? It is very important to underline 
that the investigation does not only deal with some sources of theatre, 
but analyses in detail the sources that led theatre practitioners to several 
kinds of techniques. These techniques are not necessarily attributable 
to the strict area of theatre; on the contrary they very often come from 
spiritual or ritual practices and are related to theatre by some shared 
common principles. One example of the use of techniques coming 
from spiritual tradition in Grotowski’s work is, for instance, the appli-
cation of Yoga in its performative forms:

For instance, everybody knows that yoga exists. Yoga to some is a 
technique. In truth, yoga is an enormous bag within which there 
are many techniques, each different from one another. Whatever 
one describes it as, it is clear that yoga is a technique of sources 
[…] Therefore, the techniques that interests us have two aspects: 
first, they are dramatic, and second, in the human way, they are 
ecological. Dramatic means related to the organism in action, 
to the drive, to the organicity; we can say they are performative. 
Ecological in the human way means that they are linked to the 
forces of life, to what we can call the living world, which orien-
tation, in the most ordinary way, we can describe as to be not cut 
off (to be not blind and not deaf ) face to what is outside of us.78

The focus is then on the ‘dramatic’ possibilities entailed by these tech-
niques which can be also applied to performative practice: the ‘organ-
ism in action’, by mean of the actor’s body. During his work, Grotowski 
never abandoned his attention to the actor’s physical presence, develop-
ing and constructing a series of exercises that were designed to expand 
the actor’s body awareness, so that this could really become the primary 
means of relationship within the performance. This interest in bodily 

Schechner and Lisa Wolford (London: Routledge, 1997), 252.
 77  See Innes, Avant-Garde Theatre, 149-150.
 78  Grotowski, “Theatre of Sources,” 257.
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awareness led Grotowski to his research for primary technique, for the 
“sources of performativity”.79 He carried out a long-standing research 
into several yogic, ritual and shamanic practices, in order to discover 
what is transcultural and essential.

In his practical experience of the ‘Theatre of Sources’, Grotowski 
worked with many people “from various continents, with different 
background of cultures and traditions. The theatre of Sources dealt with 
the phenomenon of sources techniques, archaic or nascent, that bring 
us back to the sources of life or, in other words, to direct, primeval per-
ception and to organic primary experience of life. Existence-presence. 
The theme is original, i.e. the primary dramatic phenomenon seen in 
terms of human experience”.80 Another important aspect was the ‘trans-
culturality’ of the group that included representatives of different cul-
tural or religious traditions. And exactly the word “traditions” and the 
cultural and religious difference among the participants, become the 
starting point to find the common basis of the performative work. 

The key word is “tradition”. Sometimes it is difficult to define 
whether it is cultural tradition or religious tradition, because in 
some milieus this kind of differentiation doesn’t exist. It should 
just be taken for granted that every member of the transcultural 
group is more or less strongly rooted in his native background 
related to tradition and culture. By this fact itself, the group is 
some kind of Tower of Babel.

Sometimes we are working together, sometimes in minuscule 
groups of a few persons. In a few cases, communication within 
the group through spoken language is difficult, because some of 
us don’t know any language that is understandable for a number 
of others. But it is not at all an obstacle for the group work. I 
will say already that in this investigation we are transcending the 

 79  Richard Schechner, “Introduction to Part II. Paratheatre, 1969-78, and Theatre 
of Sources, 1976-82,” in The Grotowski Sourcebook, eds. R. Schechner and L. Wolford 
(London: Routledge, 1997), 210.
 80  Grotowski, “Theatre of Sources,” quoted Schechner, “Introduction to Part II,” 212.
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borderlines of one language, one tradition, one culture. There-
fore it is possible to meet together on the terrain where what is 
important is what is done and not what is said or believed or 
supposed.81

As in Peter Brook’s African experience we are in front of the com-
pulsive need for a common language, a universal one, that responds to 
theatrical and not to linguistic laws, and permits communication inde-
pendently of geographic origins or cultural traditions. Grotowski then 
developed “an investigation of apparently physical techniques and oth-
er performative/ritual elements related to various world cultures. The 
program employed (in different periods and for different durations) a 
number of ‘traditional practitioners’ and ‘theatrical specialists,’ several 
of whom were artists trained in specific, non-Western performing prac-
tices”.82 The program involved the teaching by all these practitioners 
of traditional techniques, including a series of movements that Ronald 
Grimes defines as “spiritual exercises”83 providing “spiritual connotes a 
way of being embodied with fullness rather then a way of exiting from 
the body”.84 These kinds of exercises are completely physical and their 
aim is to create a different form of communication as well as a different 
way of learning that is not verbal but kinaesthetic. The participants are 
called to learn directly through their body rather then through a mental 
process. What is created is a complex system of exercises in which sever-
al elements of techniques are performed at the same time.85

 81  Grotowski, “Theatre of Sources,” 255-256.
 82  Lisa Wolford, “Introduction to Part III: Objective Drama, 1983-86,” in Schech-
ner and Wolford, The Grotowski Sourcebook, 286.
 83  Ronald L. Grimes, Deeply into the Bone: Reinventing the Rites of Passage (Oakland, 
CA: University of California Press, 2000), 123.
 84  Ronald L. Grimes, “The Theatre of Sources,” in Schechner and Wolford, The Gro-
towski Sourcebook, 271.
 85  For further informations on studies, debate and critiques about intercultural and 
transcultual theatre refer to Patrice Pavis, ed., The Intercultural Performance Reader 
(London: Routledge, 1996) and Ian Watson ed., Negotiating Cultures: Eugenio Barba 
and the Intercultural Debate (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2002).
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These series of movements and exercises are an early version of what 
later came to be known as Motions. I Wayan Lendra provided an ac-
curate description of the Motions exercise, defining positions and ex-
plaining the development, which it is important to highlight here in 
order to better explain the theatrical translation of spiritual elements in 
kinaesthetic principles:

The Motions is a body-stretching as well training for mental 
endurance. The primary purpose of this exercise is to train the 
body to be sensitive and the mind to be alert. The Motions, ex-
ecuted in standing position, is a complex exercise, meditative in 
quality, slowly performed and physically strenuous. It was usual-
ly practiced outdoors on the hillside, in silence, and during tran-
sitional times, especially at sunset and at sunrise. The exercise 
always begins facing the sun. The original duration of the Mo-
tions was about one hour and a half, but later it was reduced to 
forty-five minutes. It is normally done in a group, in a diamond 
shape formation, in which four leaders stand at the four corners 
of the diamond. The participants find their places inside the di-
amond shape with appropriate distances from each other. They 
should be able to see the leaders at the four directions […] The 
exercise relates to three directions: east, west, north, south, ze-
nith, nadir, and center. There are three major movements, each 
of which is repeated at four directions. There is also a very slow 
turning which is used to reach the four cardinal points. The slow 
turning, executed in place, may take from one to two minutes 
depending on which direction in being reached. […]

“Primal position” is executed standing. The feet are placed par-
allel, about one fist apart. The knees are slightly bent and the 
body weight rests in the balls of the feet, as if the performer 
is ready to move. The torso and the head and chin are gently 
pulled in, so that energy travels from the bottom of the spine 
up to the head. The torso and the head are tilted forward, which 
allows a slight contraction and pull at the bottom of the torso. 
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The pelvic region is tucked in, the abdomen lifted, and the chest 
and the shoulders relaxed. The arms are straight, placed at either 
side of the body, and the base of each thumb touches slightly 
the section below the hips. The palms face backward, and the 
fingers, touching each other, are slightly curved in. The eyes see 
in a panoramic view. In this “primal position” the body should 
be alert and ready for action.86

What seems crucial in the practical example of the Motion exercise is 
the precision of every single movement in order to let the brain be 
completely engaged in monitoring every detail of the physical action, 
with the final aim to create a sort of inner consciousness, thus freeing 
the inner mind from the influence of daily life, deconstructing autom-
atism, and creating what, in Theatre Anthropology terms, Barba has 
later defined “extra-daily techniques”.87

This interest in ritualistic and spiritual elements can be considered 
as a means to an end, as another research tool to rediscover the possi-
bilities of the actor’s body with the application of different techniques, 
and, as we already said, it was part of a larger shift in emphasis from 
text to performance, from mind to body, and from individual to com-
munity.88 It is thus possible to identify this coexistence of spiritual and 
theatrical practices in the theatre reformers’ work through a common 
interest not in “imitating or syncretising archaic disciplines but in find-
ing simple actions to carry on the ‘work with one self ’”.89 

What I have so far presented, namely the examination of historical 
moments in which theatre makers have developed a certain interest 
in psychophysical and ritualistic elements with the purpose of finding 
new theatrical languages, aimed at presenting a historical reconstruc-
tion as well as a historical genealogy of practices that will come back in 

 86  I Wayan Lendra, “Bali and Grotowski. Some parallels in the training process,” in 
Schechner and Wolford, The Grotowski Sourcebook, 322-323.
 87  Barba, The Paper Canoe, 15.
 88  See Erika Fischer-Lichte, Theatre, Sacrifice, Ritual (London: Routledge, 2005), 44-45.
 89  Grimes, “The Theatre of Sources,” 270.
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the practice-based session of this dissertation. The additional aim is to 
re-state what has been carried out in the Twentieth century, by means 
of a theatre reform, thus considering it in the light of the awareness 
of the orientalism and romanticism that shaped many Western theatre 
practitioners’ interest in Eastern and ritualistic body practices.90 As I 
have illustrated, from Artaud to Grotowski, unto Brook, many Western 
theatre makers were fascinated by the Eastern practices and approach-
es. This was indeed later addressed with severe criticism by scholars, 
such as for example Rustom Bharucha. He defines thess cross-cultural 
practices as indulging in what he identifies as the “ambivalent ethics 
of cross-cultural borrowings”, a naïve way of perpetuating the colonial 
appropriation and decontextualization of the ‘other’.91

My approach is indeed conscious of this legacy and surely acknowl-
edges a certain filiation with the theatrical practices developed in the 
Twentieth century. Nevertheless, and this will become clearer through 
the following chapters, my interest as well as my method of analysis, 
do not intend to focus on esoteric aspects of these practices; nor on 
the construction of a apologia of what has been, already for too long, 
defined as ‘oriental’. I intend with this study to overcome this issue 
by addressing meditative and spiritual practices, whether embedded in 
Western or Eastern traditions, for their fundative principles concerning 

 90  With regards to the use of the term ‘Orientalism’, I am here referring to Said’s 
theory that has been employed also in the theatre studies analysis of such episodes 
of cross-cultural borrowings. See Edward W. Said, Orientalism (New York: Pantheon 
Books, 1978). See also John M. MacKenzie, Orientalism. History, theory and the arts 
(Manchester and New York: Manchester University Press, 1995), 176-203; John M. 
MacKenzie, “Orientalism in arts and crafts revisited: the modern and the anti-mod-
ern: the lessons from the Orient,” in Orientalism Revisited: Art, Land and Voyage, ed. 
Ian Richard Netton (London and New York: Routledge, 2013), 117-127.
 91  Rustom Bharucha, Theatre and the World: Performance and the Politics of Culture 
(London and New York: Routledge, 1993), 13. See also Bonnie Marranca and Gau-
tam Dasgupta, eds., Interculturalism and Performace: Writings from PAJ (New York: 
PAJ Publications, 1991) and Marco De Marinis, Il teatro dell’altro. Interculturalismo e 
transculturalismo nella scena contemporanea (Firenze: La Casa Usher, 2011).
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focalization, attention, concentration, and awareness. In other words, I 
intend to address those practices to extract those principles that make 
them amenable to a pre-performative use.


